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Ella

“Honey, there is something we need to talk about.”

I looked up from my sketchbook, the charcoal pencil hovering over a half-drawn eye. The late-afternoon sun cast long shadows across the living room, glinting off the glass of the display cabinet where my mom’s Precious Moments figurines stood in unnerving, pastel perfection. The TV was on, some home renovation show playing on mute, but the silence in the room was louder than the television.

My mother and father sat across from me on the couch, their posture unnervingly rigid. They held hands, their fingers interlaced so tightly that their knuckles were white. My dad, a man who usually radiated the calm energy of a sleeping golden retriever, was bouncing his knee. My mom, who always smelled like lavender and vanilla, seemed to have a scent of pure, unadulterated anxiety clinging to her.

I stared at them, and the anxiety I’d been trying to capture in my drawing now ran rampant inside me, a frantic, scribbling mess in my chest.

My chest tightened the way it always did when something felt wrong, as if someone had wrapped a band around my ribs and kept pulling. I inhaled slowly through my nose, counted to four, then let it out through my mouth. It was one of the grounding exercises my therapist had taught me when I felt a panic attack inch closer. And that happened a lot.

Panic disorder. Unexpected panic attacks with no triggers. Yeah, that’s what I had. Great, huh?

In, one...two...three...four. Out, one...two...three...four...five...six. 

These grounding exercises were supposed to help.

Right now, it didn’t.

What did I do now?

I didn’t sneak out of the house, I didn’t stay out past curfew, and I didn’t forget to do any of my chores.

No, I was a good kid.

Technically, I wasn’t a kid anymore.

Twenty-one isn’t considered a kid anymore, right?

But I’ve always been a good kid. I never saw the point in breaking the house rules or going out drinking with my friends. Getting drunk didn’t appeal to me, and I guess I have my anxiety to thank for that. It stopped me from doing a lot of things, and I know better than to aggravate it.

So, it wasn’t that.

“Did I do something wrong?” I asked, my voice trembling despite my best effort to sound casual. I placed my sketchbook on the pillow beside me, the drawing of the eye suddenly feeling far too personal, too revealing.

My parents exchanged glances and smiled at each other. It wasn’t the kind of silent communication I was used to. The subtle eye roll my dad gave my mom when she was being overly dramatic, or the proud smile they shared when my older sister, Clara, and I aced an exam. 

This was different. This was a look of shared, weighted purpose. They smiled at each other, a sad, thin-lipped thing that did nothing to reassure me.

“No, Ella. You didn’t do something wrong,” Dad said, his voice gentle but strained. “There is just something that we need to tell you.”

I nervously picked at the chipped navy polish on my thumbnail, my gaze fixed on their joined hands. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the quiet living room.

What’s going on? Were they dying? Was one of them sick? Were we moving across the country, away from my life, my friends? The possibilities, each more catastrophic than the last, tumbled through my mind.

My pulse thudded in my throat, each beat loud enough that I was sure they could hear it. The room felt too small, the air too thick. I shifted on the couch, fighting the familiar urge to stand up, to pace, to do something to outrun the sensation crawling up my spine.

This was how it always started.

“What’s going on, you guys?” I asked, though a part of me was suddenly too nervous to hear the answer.

My mother took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling like a tide pulling back before it crashed against the shore. “Ella,” she began, her voice barely a whisper. “This isn’t easy to tell you, but we thought it was time you knew.” 

She took a deep breath, and then the words dropped. “You’re adopted.”

For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. 

My lungs stalled mid-inhale, like they’d hit an invisible wall. Heat flooded my face, then drained just as quickly, leaving me cold and lightheaded.

You’re fine. This is just panic. It will pass.

But knowing that had never stopped it before.

My eyes widened, and I stared at them in disbelief. 

Their words hung in the air, thick and suffocating. It wasn’t a shout, not even a loud declaration, but a quiet, devastating explosion. My world tilted on its axis, the furniture sliding, the floor dropping away.

Adopted.

The word reverberated in my mind, echoing off the walls of the meticulously decorated living room, a room that had always felt both familiar and, now I understood, foreign.

“What?” The single syllable was a croak, a stranger’s voice escaping my throat.

“We adopted you,” my father clarified, as if the concept itself was so complex it needed repetition.

Oh my god. That explained everything.

Honestly, I always knew I was different.

Not in a cool, comic-book way. Not because I was born into a secret lineage of royalty or bitten by a radioactive insect that gave me the power of perfectly proportioned sketching. It was simpler, more mundane, and yet it had always been there, a low hum of dissonance beneath the surface of our family life.

I was the only blonde-haired, blue-eyed person in my family. It was a running joke, a party trick. “And this is our little changeling,” my dad would say at barbecues, ruffling my hair affectionately. Both my parents had warm brown eyes and dark brown hair, and even my older sister, Clara, who was practically a clone of them, shared the same dark features. 

But not me. 

In every family photo, I was the one splash of winter in a sea of autumn.

These differences didn’t stop at my family’s physical traits. They’re all math-oriented, left-brained people who excelled in numbers. I was the artist who loved to paint, enjoyed music, and could play five different instruments with very little effort once I learned them. With numbers, I was pretty useless. Balancing a checkbook was a higher form of torture.

So, I always knew I was different, but of course, I wrote it off as a genetic fluke. Somewhere high up in our family tree, there must have been a Viking or a milkmaid with my coloring. At sixteen, desperate for a concrete answer, I’d begged for one of those DNA ancestry kits for my birthday. My parents had exchanged one of those looks.

“Oh, honey, what a waste of money,” my mom had said, patting my hand. “We know where we come from. Your great-grandmother on my side came from Ireland. That’s probably where you get your fair skin.”

Dad had been more practical. “Those companies sell your data, Ella. I’m not comfortable with that.”

Maybe it was just their way of protecting me, shielding me from the brutal truth they would share with me later.

Today, of all days.

“Your mom and I wanted another child so badly,” my dad continued, his voice trying to pave over the cracks that were forming in my universe, “but after Clara, we were struggling...”

Whatever else my father said didn’t reach my ears. 

His mouth kept moving, words forming and dissolving before they reached me. The edges of the room blurred, as if I were looking through water. I nodded automatically, the way I always did when my mind slipped sideways and left my body to handle things on its own.

The ringing in my ears muffled the sound of his voice, and everything else faded into the background.

Here I was, twenty years old, and I had just discovered that my whole life was a lie. My mom didn’t give birth to me. The woman who held my hand when I was sick, who taught me how to bake, and who cried at my high school graduation. She wasn’t my mother by blood. 

That was why I was different. I was an outsider they had brought in and raised as their own, a beautiful, blonde-haired project.

“We wanted to wait until you were older so you’d fully understand,” my mom’s voice broke through the fog, “to understand the reason why we did it and why we kept it from you.”

My eyes slowly focused back on their faces. My dad looked pained, his brow furrowed with concern. My mom’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. My mind, however, had trailed away completely, tumbling down a rabbit hole of memories. The first day of kindergarten. Learning to ride a bike. The time I broke my arm falling out of the treehouse. All of it, filtered through this new, terrible lens.

A strange calm settled over me amidst the turmoil. It wasn’t peace so much as exhaustion. That hollow quiet that came after a storm when my body had spent everything it had fighting itself.

Was it shock, maybe? Or perhaps it was a dawning understanding, a subconscious knowing that had been lurking in the shadows for years, a suspicion I’d been too loyal, too afraid of hurting them, ever to voice out loud. I loved them fiercely, with a love that felt as real as the charcoal on my fingers, but I have always felt like a carefully chosen piece in a puzzle that didn’t quite fit. Now I knew why. It was because I was from a different puzzle entirely. 

“Ella?” My mother’s voice whirled me back to the present, and I looked at them. 

I looked at her, really looked at her, and for the first time, I didn’t just see my mom. I saw a woman who had made a choice. A sacrifice. 

“I always felt that I didn’t really fit in with all of you,” I confessed, my voice barely a whisper, the admission feeling both like a betrayal and a profound relief.

“Oh, honey,” my mom rushed to my side, kneeling before me, and taking my hands in hers. Her grip was warm and firm. “You’re our daughter. Forever and ever. You’re the daughter we always wanted. The one we chose.”

Tears welled up in my eyes, hot and sudden. I didn’t want to cry. Crying felt like an admission of defeat. I quickly wiped them away with the back of my hand, leaving a faint smudge of charcoal on my cheek. “I’m not mad. Surprised but not mad. I just... I have so many questions. When? How old was I? Who... who are my birth parents? Why did they give me up?”

My parents looked at one another with overwhelmed gazes, as if they’d hoped the questions wouldn’t come so quickly. They turned back to me. My dad cleared his throat and calmly looked at me, assuming his role as the family’s stoic fact-giver. 

“We can only tell you what we know, Ella. We adopted you when you were eight weeks old. You were a beautiful baby, with these amazing blue eyes and a tuft of blonde fuzz. We fell in love instantly. We don’t know much about your biological parents. Your birthmother contacted the adoption agency, and she decided to remain anonymous.”

I stared at them blankly, and my brow furrowed. “So you don’t know who she is and why she gave me up? Or where is she now?”

“No, honey. We don’t.”

Dad gestured to a file sitting on the coffee table. I hadn’t noticed it before. It looked so official, so final. “That’s the file the agency gave us. Unfortunately, there isn’t much information. Everything was handled very discreetly.”

I reached for the file, my hands trembling. The thin file felt flimsy in my hands, a stark contrast to the thunderclap that had just ripped through my world. This was it. That was the sum total of my origins.

“We understand that this is a lot to take in, honey,” my mom said, her voice thick with emotion. “We’re here if you need anything, okay? We’re still your family. That’ll never change.”

I nodded quietly, unable to speak past the lump in my throat, and rose from the couch. The file felt like a lead weight in my hand. “I’m gonna go to my room.”

“Okay,” my parents said in unison, their voices soft, trying to be as supportive as possible in a situation that had no support playbook.

Holding the file, I retreated down the hallway. I passed the gallery of family photos on the wall. There I was as a baby, swaddled in a pink blanket in my mom’s arms. There was Clara and me, gap-toothed and grinning on the first day of school. They were all there, our family unit, captured in smiles and frozen moments. They had known. In every single one of those pictures, they had been holding this secret.

I pushed open my bedroom door and closed it softly behind me. Then the dam finally broke. My hands shook harder, the file rattling softly as my breathing turned shallow and uneven. I pressed my feet into the carpet, naming things I could see: the bed, the lamp, the cracked corner of my mirror, trying to anchor myself before the panic pulled me under completely. 

In, one...two...three...four.

I sat on my bed and began to sift through the file. The documents were sparse: a birth certificate with my adopted name, some medical records from my first few months of life, and a few notes from the adoption agency. Nothing revealed anything about my origins, just a vague description of my biological mother as a young, unmarried woman who wanted a better life for her child. A name was blacked out with a thick marker. The address was a PO Box. It was a ghost story written in a bureaucratic form. 

Frustration gnawed at me. The small collection of papers was supposed to explain everything to me? To unravel the tapestry of my very being? It was an insult.

I tossed the file onto the couch beside my bed, the sound muffled by the plush, pillowed seat.

My gaze drifted around my room, settling on familiar objects that now felt like relics from someone else’s life. A framed photo on my dresser of my family at Disney World, our smiles plastered wide against the backdrop of Cinderella’s castle. I remembered the sticky sweetness of cotton candy, the dizzying rush of the roller coasters, and my dad lifting me onto his shoulders so I could see the fireworks better. I remembered feeling so safe, so completely his.

They’d known about this for years, even then at Disney World, but they pretended not to. I know it wasn’t their fault, but it felt like a betrayal, like discovering the house you grew up in was built on sand and they’d known all along.

“Adopted.”

The word echoed in my mind as I said it out loud, a hollow clang that drowned out the familiar hum of the house. I’ve always felt like a lighter shade than everyone else, a note played slightly out of tune in our family symphony. Now, the dissonance had a name.

Tears welled up in my eyes again, blurring the photograph on my nightstand. It was a picture of my best friend Karly and me, grinning mischievously, our faces dusted with flour from a disastrous attempt at baking cookies. We have always had a strong bond, an unshakeable understanding, and now it feels like our bond was stronger than the ties I have with my family. It was real.

And I hated that I felt this way.

The guilt settled heavily in my stomach, familiar and unwelcome. Anxiety always came with rules. Don’t feel too much, don’t feel the wrong thing, and don’t hurt the people who love you.

I curled in on myself, breathing carefully, waiting for my heart to remember how to slow down.
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Chase

“Chase, my boy, you’ve done it again!”

I leaned back in my worn leather chair, the scent of old paper and lukewarm coffee filling my editor’s office. The cracked leather had been my companion for three years, so familiar it creaked in protest every time I shifted my weight, like a tired old dog sighing at the end of a long day. Sunlight filtered through the slatted blinds, throwing striped shadows across the cluttered desk where a half-eaten bagel lay abandoned beside a stack of unopened invoices.

Jack Abernathy, Jack the “big voice of the Tribune,” as the newsroom’s interns liked to whisper, practically vibrated with excitement after reading through my completed interview with the reclusive tech mogul Arthur Finch. No one had ever managed to secure such a detailed interview with Finch, and Jack knew it.

Another scoop. 

Another success.

I had a way with people, an uncanny ability to get them to lower their guard and spill their secrets. It was a gift I’d honed over the years of relentless practice and genuine empathy, especially after the day my sister vanished, and the police never found her alive. That experience taught me two things: the world was full of stories that refused to stay quiet, and I was terrible at keeping a straight face when I was nervous.

“I don’t know how you did it,” Jack boomed, his voice echoing off the exposed brick. “Finch actually admitted his company is developing that... what is it?” 

“Sentient AI-program.”

Jack beamed and pointed at me like a proud father at a school play. “Yes. This is front-page material!”

I nodded, a small, almost imperceptible smile playing on my lips. I wasn’t one for grand gestures or self-congratulations. The story was the thing. Getting to the truth, no matter how buried. That was my drug. 

“Thank you, Jack. I was getting to the truth.”

“That’s what I love about you, kid,” Jack said and tapped the interview excitedly. “And speaking of truth, I have another assignment for you. Something different.”

I raised an intrigued eyebrow. Jack usually stuck me with tech, business, and political pieces. Subjects that let me ask sharp questions while wearing a crisp shirt and a smug grin. “Different how?”

Jack shuffled some papers on his desk, avoiding my direct gaze. “It’s a cold case. A very cold case, actually. Twenty years old. A little girl went missing and...”

A knot of unease tightened in my stomach.  Cold cases, especially ones involving children, were my Achilles’ heel. I know they were important, that the families deserved closure, but the thought of wading through the murky waters of despair and lost hope always filled me with a deep, unsettling sadness. “I’m not sure that is really my area, Jack,” I demurred, choosing my words carefully. “I’m better with...“

“I know, I know,” Jack interrupted, holding up a hand. “You’re a master of getting CEOs and politicians to confess their sins. But this case... It’s too hot to ignore. The anniversary is next week, and there’s been renewed public interest. People are still talking about it, still wanting answers.”

Jack took a deep breath. “Baby Lily Thompson, stolen from her crib twenty years ago. Never found.”

The name hit me like a punch to the gut. I was five when she went missing, yet I still remembered the case. The news reports about her, the grainy newspaper images of her distraught parents, the endless speculation, and the dead ends. It was a tragedy that had haunted our city for years, a wound that never quite closed.

“Why me, Jack?” I asked softly, my voice cracking as I dug my hands into the front pockets of my jeans. “Why not someone from the crime beat?”

Jack rested his arms on his desk and looked at me. “Because you have a gift, kid. You can make people talk. Plus, the police have exhausted all the usual leads. They’ve interviewed everyone a hundred times. But you... You might be able to find something new, something overlooked, something someone has been hiding for twenty years.”

Jack leaned forward, his eyes pleading. “I want you to focus on adoption agencies. See if any records surface, anything that seems out of place at the time. Maybe someone was desperate for a child, maybe they knew something, someone. Just see what you can find.”

“And if I don’t find anything?” I asked.

“Then we can admit defeat, and I’ll give you your normal line-up. But I was hoping you could focus all your energy on this. I’ll even cover any expenses,” Jack answered, “if you choose to take it.”

I hesitated. The idea of delving into the Thompson case made me profoundly uncomfortable, but Jack was right. It was a story that deserved to be told, a mystery that demanded resolution. And I could bring some peace to a family that had lived with unimaginable pain for two decades.

“Okay,” I said finally, my voice resolute. “I’ll do it.”

“I’m so glad to hear it,” Jack beamed. “And I know that it might bring up a lot of feelings because of your little sister, and what happened to her...”

His voice trailed off as my confident gaze had turned into a sharp glare.

Jack raised his hands and shook his head apologetically. “I’m sorry. I should have never brought it up.”

“It’s fine,” I said, even though it wasn’t.

When I was a kid, my sister was abducted, and the case ended tragically. Too tragic to talk about with anyone, and I still blame myself for what happened. I didn’t look after my sister or protect her the way a big brother was supposed to. Even though it’s been fifteen years since it happened, it’s still very fresh in my mind. The wounds bled regularly.

“Here.” 

Jack’s voice whirled me back to the present moment, and I drew in a deep breath. He handed me a folder, and I took it from him hesitantly. “It’s everything we have on the case. I had Conroy bring it up for us.”

“So the police department is just handing over their case files now?”

“Not exactly. Conroy asked me to get my best guy on it. So that’s what I’m doing. He also asked me to keep it quiet. So, that file is not in your possession, you did not get it from me, and you are not to show it to anyone. Got it?” Jack raised his eyebrows.

I know what that means. Conroy, Jack’s brother-in-law, works for the city’s police department, and he is in charge of some of the cold cases. He gave the Lily Thompson case to Jack, hoping the investigative journalists here at the Tribune could look at it with fresh eyes.

“I’ll see what I can do. But I’m not promising anything,” I said. “Plus, I don’t want to dig up old corpses, figuratively speaking, of course.”

Jack nodded, knowing what I meant. He knew what happened to my sister and how her case still affected me, and he had sympathy for my situation. He always had. Truth be told, Jack was a great boss. Understanding and empathetic. Plus, I could always rely on him to have my back.

“Of course. I don’t expect you to do any of that unless you’re willing to. As I said, I need you to talk to people at the adoption centers in the area. If they wanted to pass off that stolen baby to someone else, there would be a record of that. See what you can find out.”

I opened the folder and quickly scanned through it. 

I knew that the next few weeks would be a blur of research and phone calls. I would immerse myself in the case, reading every article, every police report, and every witness statement I could find. I also knew I would expose myself to the heartbreaking details, the statements and pleas from frantic parents, baffled investigators, and a sense of hopelessness as the months turned to years.

Twenty years. It was a long time to look for someone.

But now, it was up to me to find answers. And of course, I was taking this very seriously because that was just the type of journalist I was.

I just hoped that it wouldn’t screw me up in the process.

But then again, that ship sailed a long time ago.

I may be twenty-five, but it felt like I carried the emotional load of a sixty-year-old.

The first thing I did was put on my “old-school” detective hat. A black beanie I kept for “the occasional rainy-day brainstorming session.” I slipped out of the office, the hallway buzzing with the usual newsroom chatter. Emily from Features was arguing with Dave about the proper way to cite a TikTok video, and the intern dropped a stack of flyers onto the copier. The building’s fluorescent lights flickered, giving everything a slightly surreal glow, as if the world were a stage set for a drama I hadn't yet read the script for.

I stopped by my favorite coffee shop, settled into my usual booth, and ordered a triple-espresso-on-the-rocks, because what else says “I’m on a deadline and I have a life-changing case” better?

The scent of burnt coffee beans did little to soothe the ache in my temples. Lily Thompson stared back at me, not from a photograph but from the fragmented portrait of her life pieced together in the police file. 

Twenty years gone.

Stolen out of her crib in the dead of night, vanished into thin air like a wisp of smoke.

The crime scene photos were brutal in their simplicity. An empty crib, a slightly ajar window, a child-sized blanket discarded on the floor. The banality of evil, I suppose. The interviews, the suspect lists, everything was a dead end.

Twenty years of dead ends.

Why Lily?

Who took her?

Where was she now?

Was she even still alive?

The questions gnawed at me, mirroring the ones I’d been asking myself for too long. Because Lily Thompson wasn’t just a story for me, she was a phantom limb, a reminder of what I’d lost, of what I’d failed to protect.

My little sister, Emma.

It was a wound that never truly healed, only scabbed over with time and a carefully constructed facade of journalistic detachment. Emma, who loved dandelions and fairy tales, disappeared from our backyard swing set when I was ten years old, and she was five.

Gone... just gone.

One minute, her laughter echoed in the evening air. Next, it was swallowed by the twilight.

The guilt, of course, was a constant companion. I was supposed to be the big brother, the protector. Instead, I was distracted by a stupid baseball game on television. It was a mistake that replayed in my head like a broken record, a constant agonizing loop of “what ifs.”

The Lily Thompson case had reopened the old wound with a vengeance. Each line of the file, each faded photograph, was a hammer blow to the flimsy wall I’d built to keep the grief at bay.

I slammed my fist on the table, the thud echoing in the otherwise quiet coffee shop. My hands were shaking. I needed to do something, anything, to break free from the swirling vortex of sadness and guilt. I needed to find out what happened to Lily Thompson.

Taking a deep breath to compose myself, I pulled out my phone and started calling adoption centers in the general vicinity of Westville, the city where Lily was abducted. My rationale was simple, perhaps desperate: If someone wanted a baby badly enough to steal one, they might be willing to go through legal channels afterward. Maybe, just maybe, Lily ended up in a loving home.

“Good afternoon. Thank you for calling Bright Beginnings Adoption Agency. This is Susan. How may I help you?”

“Hello, Susan. This is Chase Morgan from the Tribune Newspaper. I am looking for information on adoptions that were finalized between September and December of 2005.”

“So you’re a reporter?”

“Technically, I’m a journalist -”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Morgan, but due to privacy concerns, I can’t disclose any of that information.”

Great.

The next few calls were the same responses. Privacy concerns, incomplete records, bureaucratic red tape. The usual obstacles. I was growing increasingly frustrated. The clock was ticking; I was running low on battery power, and more caffeine was surging through my veins than blood.

Working my way through the list, I was met with more disappointments, and one lady even hung up on me. But I am insistent.

Persistent.

Motivated.

I called the last one on my list, “New Life Adoptions,” about two hours outside of the city.

“New Life Adoptions, this is Valerie speaking. How can I help you?” the voice on the other end said, warm and professional.

“Afternoon, Valerie. My name is Chase Morgan from the Tribune Newspaper. I’m looking into adoptions between September and December of 2005. I’m assisting the police department with the 20-year-old disappearance of Lily Thompson. Did your agency perhaps have any adoptions during that time frame?”

I held my breath, half-expecting another polite but firm rejection.

“Well, it’s been a long time since someone asked me that,” Valerie said slowly. “Let’s see what I can find for you.”

The hold music was a nauseatingly cheerful rendition of “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” I tapped my fingers impatiently on the table, my heart pounding in my chest.

After what felt like forever, the line clicked in my ear. “Mr. Morgan, thank you so much for your patience,” Valerie said. “I do have a few adoptions that match the criteria you provided. And, surprisingly, they were all processed through our agency.”

The blood rushed to my head. “All of them?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

“Yes,” Valerie confirmed. “Three adoptions within those three months. All involving newborns and all finalized within a relatively short timeframe. It was a particularly busy period for us.”

Great. Just what I need.

“Can you... Can you give me any details?” I asked, barely daring to hope.

“I’m afraid I cannot release confidential information over the phone, Mr. Morgan. But... I understand the sensitivity of your request. Perhaps we could meet? I am the social worker who handled those cases, so I am somewhat familiar with the context and the people. If you can show me some official documents, I may be able to help you more.”

“When?” I blurted out and cleared my throat. “When are you available?”

“How about tomorrow morning? Say, 10 o’clock?”

“That’s perfect. I’ll be there,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Thank you, Valerie. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

I hung up the phone, my hands trembling. 

Hope, a sensation I’d almost forgotten, flickered in my chest like a fragile flame. It was a long shot. I knew that. A needle in a haystack. But it was a shot nonetheless.

I drank the last of my lukewarm coffee, the bitter taste now strangely invigorating. I needed to prepare. I needed to sift through the files again to refresh my memory of every detail, every name, and every potential lead.

As I walked towards my car, the setting sun cast long shadows across the parking lot. The air was crisp, carrying the scent of Fall leaves. I paused, took a deep breath, and looked up at the sky. 

For the first time in a long time, I felt a sense of purpose. I could finally find some closure, not just for Lily Thompson and her family, but for myself, too. Maybe I could finally silence the broken record in my head, the agonizing loop of “what ifs.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Ella

I didn’t understand the weight that came with the word “adopted” until my parents said it to me last week. Their voices were soft, as if afraid that saying the word any louder than necessary would shatter my world. My body reacted before my mind could, like it had heard a threat I didn’t yet understand.

But no matter what tone they used or how softly they said it, it shattered everything anyway.

And shattering a twenty-year-old’s world felt cruel somehow. It was something that shouldn’t have happened. It was too soon, too heavy. I wasn’t ready to confront something this big, not when my life had barely begun to feel stable. 

Since that day, sleep had become a distant memory. My nights were restless. My mind was trapped in a looping fog of questions that refused to quiet. Every time I closed my eyes, I drifted into a vision of a world I had never known. Those dreams feel so vivid, as if I could almost reach out and touch them.  

I never woke gently anymore. I woke gasping, my heart pounding hard enough to hurt, my body covered in a sheen of cold sweat, fingers clutching the sheets like I needed proof I was still here. It always took a few seconds to remember where I was and longer to convince myself I was safe.

The shadows of these dreams wrapped around me as the blankets piled high on my bed. I couldn’t take not knowing anymore. I had to find out where I came from.

I couldn’t explain why I felt this overwhelming need to take this journey, only that my body already seemed to know. My heart knew. My mind followed reluctantly, scrambling to catch up.

I woke up that morning feeling groggy and unrested, which had become my new normal lately. The shadows of last night’s dream clung to my eyelids. My head felt stuffed with cotton, my limbs heavy. That familiar tightness sat behind my ribs, not quite panic, but not peace either. Just that constant hum I’d learned to live with, the warning siren that never fully shut off.

By the time I made my way to the kitchen, the inviting scent of fried eggs hung in the air, mingling with the familiar aroma of freshly brewed coffee. My parents sat at the breakfast table, smiles softening their features as they exchanged knowing glances, their sleeves rolled up, and laughter shared. For a moment, the sight nearly knocked the breath from my lungs.

This had always been my safe place.

“Morning, sweetheart. Ready for breakfast?” Mom’s voice sliced through the haze. 

I forced a smile, taking my place at the table. “Thanks, Mom.”

The plate in front of me blurred. I stared at the eggs without really seeing them, my appetite dulled by the steady knot in my stomach. This ritual, this normalcy, had grounded me my entire life. Now it felt fragile, like one wrong thought might snap it in half. 

The room felt slightly unreal, like I was watching myself from a few feet away. I nodded at the right moments and smiled when expected, but my thoughts kept slipping out of reach.

I picked at my scrambled eggs, trying to summon the energy to participate in this normal morning scene, but all I could think about were the two words that had been haunting me ever since I learned of my adoption.

Birth parents.

“Ella, how are you feeling?” Dad asked, his tone concerned as he set down his mug. “You’ve seemed a bit... out of it lately.”

“Which is understandable,” Mom added quickly.

I swallowed, the knot tightening in my chest. “Actually, there’s something I’d like to talk about.”

I had to take a slow breath before continuing, even though it didn’t fully ease the pressure building in my chest.

The revelation sprang forth like a dam bursting.

Mom and Dad exchange glances and look at me. “Okay.”

“You have a lot of questions, right?” Dad asked.

I nodded and looked at them. “I had a dream last night,” I said. “Well, it felt like a vision, really. I’m not too sure. I saw a woman standing at a crossroads. She was looking for something. Then she looked at me. And a man was lurking in the shadows behind her. It felt like they were looking for me, and like I was looking
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