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Where did you come from, baby dear?

Out of the everywhere into the here.

Where did you get your eyes so blue?

Out of the skies as I came through.

George MacDonald

At the Back of the North Wind



Where have you been, my blue-eyed son?

Bob Dylan

A Hard Rains A-Gonna Fall
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ONE


Ellen Gleeson was unlocking her front door when something in the mail caught her attention. It was a white card with photos of missing children, and one of the little boys looked oddly like her son. She eyed the photo as she twisted her key in the lock, but the mechanism was jammed, probably because of the cold. Snow encrusted SUVs and swing sets, and the night sky was the color of frozen blueberries.

Ellen couldnt stop looking at the white card, which read HAVE YOU SEEN THIS CHILD? The resemblance between the boy in the photo and her son was uncanny. They had the same wide-set eyes, smallish nose, and lopsided grin. Maybe it was the lighting on the porch. Her fixture had one of those bulbs that was supposed to repel bugs but only colored them yellow. She held the photo closer but came to the same conclusion. The boys could have been twins.

Weird, Ellen thought. Her son didnt have a twin. She had adopted him as an only child.

She jiggled the key in the lock, suddenly impatient. It had been a long day at work, and she was losing her grip on her purse, briefcase, the mail, and a bag of Chinese takeout. The aroma of barbecued spareribs wafted from the top, setting her stomach growling, and she twisted the key harder.

The lock finally gave way, the door swung open, and she dumped her stuff onto the side table and shed her coat, shivering happily in the warmth of her cozy living room. Lace curtains framed the windows behind a red-and-white-checked couch, and the walls were stenciled with cows and hearts, a cutesy touch she liked more than any reporter should. A plastic toy chest overflowed with plush animals, Spot board books, and Happy Meal figurines, decorating never seen in House & Garden.

Mommy, look! Will called out, running toward her with a paper in his hand. His bangs blew off his face, and Ellen flashed on the missing boy from the white card in the mail. The likeness startled her before it dissolved in a wave of love, powerful as blood.

Hi, honey! Ellen opened her arms as Will reached her knees, and she scooped him up, nuzzling him and breathing in the oaty smell of dry Cheerios and the faint almond scent of the Play-Doh sticking to his overalls.

Eww, your nose is cold, Mommy.

I know. It needs love.

Will giggled, squirming and waving the drawing. Look what I made! Its for you!

Lets see. Ellen set him down and looked at his drawing of a horse grazing under a tree. It was done in pencil and too good to be freehand. Will was no Picasso, and his go-to subject was trucks. Wow, this is great! Thank you so much.

Hey, Ellen, said the babysitter, Connie Mitchell, coming in from the kitchen with a welcoming smile. Connie was short and sweet, soft as a marshmallow in a white sweatshirt that read PENN STATE, which she wore with wide-leg jeans and slouchy Uggs. Her brown eyes were bracketed by crows-feet and her chestnut ponytail was shot through with gray, but Connie had the enthusiasm, if not always the energy, of a teenager. She asked, How was your day?

Crazy busy. How about you?

Just fine, Connie answered, which was only one of the reasons that Ellen counted her as a blessing. Shed had her share of babysitter drama, and there was no feeling worse than leaving your child with a sitter who wasnt speaking to you.

Will was waving his picture, still excited. I drew it! All by myself!

He traced it from a coloring book, Connie said under her breath. She crossed to the coat closet and retrieved her parka.

I drew it! Wills forehead buckled into a frown.

I know, and you did a great job. Ellen stroked his silky head. How was swimming, Con?

Fine. Great. Connie put on her coat and flicked her ponytail out of the collar with a deft backhand. He was a little fish. She got her brown purse and packed tote bag from the windowseat. Will, tell Mommy how great you did without the kickboard.

Will pouted, a mood swing typical of toddlers and manic-depressives.

Connie zipped up her coat. Then we drew pictures, right? You told me Mommy liked horses.

I drew it, Will said, cranky.

I love my picture, sweetie. Ellen was hoping to stave off a kiddie meltdown, and she didnt blame him for it. He was plainly tired, and a lot was asked of three-year-olds these days. She asked Connie, He didnt nap, did he?

I put him down, but he didnt sleep.

Too bad. Ellen hid her disappointment. If Will didnt nap, she wouldnt get any time with him before bed.

Connie bent down to him. See ya later . . .

Will was supposed to say alligator, but he didnt. His lower lip was already puckering.

You wanna say good-bye? Connie asked.

Will shook his head, his eyes averted and his arms loose at his sides. He wouldnt make it through a book tonight, and Ellen loved to read to him. Her mother would turn over in her grave if she knew Will was going to bed without a book.

All right then, bye-bye, Connie said, but Will didnt respond, his head downcast. The babysitter touched his arm. I love you, Will.

Ellen felt a twinge of jealousy, however unreasonable. Thanks again, she said, and Connie left, letting in an icy blast of air. Then she closed and locked the door.

I DREW IT! Will dissolved into tears, and the drawing fluttered to the hardwood floor.

Aw, baby. Lets have some dinner.

All by myself!

Come here, sweetie. Ellen reached for him but her hand hit the bag of Chinese food, knocking it to the floor and scattering the mail. She righted it before the food spilled, and her gaze fell on the white card with the photo of the missing boy.

Uncanny.

She picked up the bag of Chinese food and left the mail on the floor.

For the time being.



TWO


Ellen put Will to bed, did a load of laundry, then grabbed a fork, napkin, and a cardboard container of leftover Chinese. She took a seat at the dining-room table, and the cat sat at the other end, his amber eyes trained on her food and his tail tucked around his chubby body. He was all black except for a white stripe down the center of his face and white paws like cartoon gloves, and Will had picked him because he looked so much like Figaro from the Pinocchio DVD. They couldnt decide whether to name him Figaro or Oreo, so theyd gone with Oreo Figaro.

Ellen opened the container, forked chicken curry onto her plate, then dumped out the leftover rice, which came out in a solid rectangle, like sand packed in a toy pail. She broke it up with her fork and caught sight of the Coffmans, her neighbors across the shared driveway, doing their homework at their dining-room table. The Coffman boys were tall and strong, both lacrosse players at Lower Merion, and Ellen wondered if Will would play a sport in high school. There had been a time when she couldnt imagine him healthy, much less wielding a lacrosse stick.

She ate a piece of chicken, gooey with bright yellow curry, which was still warmish. It hit the spot, and she pulled over the mail, sorted out the bills, and set them aside. It wasnt the end of the month, so she didnt have to deal with them yet. She ate another bite and was about to daydream her way through the Tiffany catalog when her gaze fell on the white card. She paused in midbite and picked it up. HAVE YOU SEEN THIS CHILD? At the bottom it read, American Center for Missing and Abducted Children (ACMAC).

Ellen set her fork down and eyed the photo of the missing boy again. There was no blaming the lighting this time. Her dining room had a colonial brass candelabra that hung from the ceiling, and in its bright light, the boy in the photo looked even more like Will. It was a black-and-white photo, so she couldnt tell if they had the same eye color. She read the caption under the photo:




    	Name:
    	Timothy Braverman



    	Resides:
    	Miami, Florida



    	DOB:
    	1/19/05



    	Eyes:
    	Blue



    	Hair:
    	Blond



    	Stranger Abduction:
    	1/24/06 *






She blinked. They both had blue eyes and blond hair. They were even about the same age, three years old. Will had just turned three on January 30. She examined the photo, parsing the features of the missing boy. The similarity started with his eyes, which were a generous distance apart, and the shape, which was roundish. They both had small noses and shared a grin that was identically lopsided, turning down on the right side. Most of all, there was a likeness in their aspect, the steady, level way that they looked at the world.

Very weird, Ellen thought.

She reread the caption, noticed the asterisk, and checked the bottom of the card. It read Timothy Braverman, Shown Age-Progressed to Three Years Old. She stumbled over the meaning of age-progressed, then it registered. The picture of Timothy Braverman wasnt a current photo, though it looked like one. It was an approximation of how the boy would look right now, a projection done by computer or artist. The thought eased her, unaccountably, and she remembered the day shed met Will.

Shed been doing a story on nurses in the pediatric cardiac intensive care unit at Dupont Hospital in Wilmington, and Will was in the CICU being treated for a ventricular septal defect, a hole in his septum. He lay at the end of the sunny unit, a tiny boy in a diaper, in an institutional crib with high white bars. He was undersized, failing to thrive, and it made his head a bobble-head dolls on a bony frame. His large blue eyes were his most prominent feature, and he took in everything around him, except people. He never made or held eye contact with anyone, which Ellen later learned could be a sign of neglect, and his was the only crib with no plush toys or colorful mobiles attached to the bars.

He was between heart operations when she first saw himthe first procedure was to patch the hole with a Dacron graft, and the second to repair the graft when one of the stitches came looseand he lay silently, never crying or whimpering, surrounded by monitors that relayed his vital signs to the nurses in glowing red, green, and blue numbers. So many tubes led to him that he appeared to be tethered; an oxygen tube was taped in place under his nose, a feeding tube disappeared into a nostril, and a clear tube popped grotesquely from the center of his naked chest, emptying fluids into a plastic canister. His IV snaked to his hand, where it ended, adhesive-taped to a board and topped by half of a plastic cup, jury-rigged to make sure he didnt pull it free. Unlike the other babies, Will never tried.

Ellen kept doing research for the story and found herself visiting Will more frequently than necessary. The story became a series, and the angle changed from the nurses to the babies, among them, Will. But amid the cooing, gurgling, and crying babies, it was the silent one who held her attention. She wasnt allowed to approach his crib because of CICU regulations, but she would watch him from a short distance, though he always looked away at the blank white wall. Then one morning, his eyes found her, locking in and latching on, their blue as deep as the sea. They shifted away, but after that stayed on her longer and longer, connecting with her in a way she began to sense was heart to heart. Later, when everyone asked why shed wanted to adopt him, she would answer:

It was the way he looked at me.

Will never had any visitors, and one of the mothers, who had a baby girl awaiting a heart transplant, told Ellen that his mother was a young girl, unwed, who hadnt even seen him after his first operation. Ellen followed up with his caseworker, who investigated and told her that adoption was a possibility, and shed gone home that night, elated and unable to sleep. Shed been elated ever since, and in the past two years had come to realize that even though Will wasnt born to her, she was born to be his mother.

Her gaze fell again on the white card, and she set it aside, feeling a pang of sympathy for the Braverman family. She couldnt imagine how any parent lived through such an ordeal, or how she would cope if someone kidnapped Will. A few years ago, shed done a piece in which a father had kidnapped his children after a custody dispute, and she toyed with the idea of calling the mother, Susan Sulaman, and doing a follow-up. She had to keep the story ideas coming if she wanted to keep her job, and it would give her an excuse to meet with her new editor, Marcelo Cardoso, a sexy Brazilian whod come to the paper a year ago, having left behind the L.A. Times and a model girlfriend. Maybe a single mother would make a nice change, and if hed seen enough of the fast lane, she could show him the checkout lane.

Ellen felt a smile spread across her face, which was embarrassing even though the only witness was a cat. She used to think she was too smart to crush on her boss, but Marcelo was Antonio Banderas with a journalism degree. And it had been too long since the man in her life was older than three. Her old boyfriend had told her she was a handful, but Marcelo could handle a handful. And a handful was the only woman worth handling.

She scraped curry from a few chicken pieces and slid her plate over to Oreo Figaro, who ate with a loud purr, his tail bent at the tip like a crochet needle. She waited for him to finish, then cleaned up the table, put the bills in a wicker basket, and threw away the junk mail, including the white card with the missing children. It slid into the plastic kitchen bag, and the picture of Timothy Braverman stared at her with that preternatural gaze.

Youre a dweller, she heard her mother say, as surely as if shed been standing there. But Ellen believed that all women were dwellers. It came with the ovaries.

She closed the cabinet door and put the white card out of her mind. She loaded the dishwasher, pushed the Start button, and counted her blessings again. Butcher-block counters, white cabinets with glass fronts, and a hand-painted backsplash with painted wildflowers, matching walls of pinkish white. It was a girl kitchen, down to the name of the wall colorCinderella. Though there was no Prince Charming in sight.

She performed her final chores, locking the back door and retrieving the used coffee filter from the coffeemaker. She opened the base cabinet and started to throw the grinds away, but Timothy Braverman looked back at her, unsettling her all over again.

On impulse, she rescued the white card from the trash and slipped it into her jeans pocket.




THREE


The alarm went off at six fifteen, and Ellen got out of bed in the dark, staggered in bare feet onto the cold tiles of the bathroom, and hit the shower, letting the hot water wake her. Even people who counted their blessings never counted them in the morning. For one thing, there wasnt time.

She finished dressing by seven so she could get Will up and dressed before preschool, which started at eight thirty. Connie would arrive at seven thirty to feed and take him, and Ellen would hand Will to her on the fly, like a domestic relay. Mothers ran this race every morning, and they deserved the gold medal in the most important event of alllife.

Honey? Ellen switched on the Babar lamp, but Will was sleeping soundly, his mouth partway open. His breathing sounded congested, and when she stroked his forehead, it felt hot to the touch. She told herself not to worry, but once youve had a sick kid, you hold your breath forever.

Will? she whispered, but was already wondering if she should send him to preschool. A crust had formed around his nostrils, and his cheek looked pale in the soft light from the lamp. His nose was a ski slope that was the beginner version of hers, and people often mistook him for her biological child, which she liked more than she should. She found herself wondering if Timothy Braverman looked like his mother, too.

She touched Wills arm, and when he didnt move, decided not to send him to school. Perspective was in order, and construction-paper snowflakes could wait another day. She didnt kiss him because she didnt want to wake him and instead patted Oreo Figaro, sleeping at the foot of the bed, curled into a Mallomar. She switched off the lamp, tiptoed from the bedroom, and went back to her room, to use the extra fifteen minutes.

Dont you look nice! Connie said with a smile, coming out of the dining room, and Ellen grinned as she tiptoed down the stairs. She had used the time to change into a tan corduroy jacket, nipped at the waist, and brown suede boots worn on top of her jeans. She had even done a better than usual job on her makeup, blown her hair dry, and put her liquid eyeliner back in rotation. She was going to see Marcelo this morning and wasnt sure if she wanted to look hot, employable, or both.

Wills running a low fever, so I figured hed stay home today.

Good decision. Connie nodded. Its twenty degrees out.

Yikes. Ellen crossed to the closet and grabbed her black down jacket. So stay inside, take it easy. Maybe you can read to him?

Will do. Connie set down her tote bag and slid out her newspaper, folded in half. I loved your story today, about the old man who trains pigeons.

Thanks. Ellen tugged her coat on and fought to get into her sleeves. Maybe the cropped jacket had been a bad idea.

The other sitters all read your articles, you know. Im like a celebrity.

Sell autographs, Ellen said, with a smile. She knew that the sitters were curious about her, the single reporter with the adopted kid. Like that song on Sesame Street, she was the thing not like the others.

Youll be home regular time?

Yes. Thanks for everything. Ellen felt a familiar tug inside her chest. I hate when I dont get to say good-bye to him. Give him a kiss for me, will you?

You know I will. Connie reached for the doorknob.

Tell him I love him.

Gotcha. Connie opened the door, and Ellen stepped reluctantly outside. A frigid wind bit her cheek, and the sky was a dull pewter. She wished she could run back inside, send Connie home, and take care of her own child, especially when he was sick. But the front door was already closing behind her, leaving her outside.

She didnt remember about Timothy Braverman until she got into work.



FOUR


Ellen entered the building with a lunch-truck coffee and flashed her laminated ID at the security guard. She wanted to hit the ground running on that follow-up story, but her thoughts kept returning to Timothy Braverman. She made her way through the dim hallways of the old building and finally popped out into the newsroom, an immense, bright rectangle that ran the length of a city block, its ceiling three stories high.

Sunlight filtered in from tall windows covered with old-fashioned blinds, and blue banners that read CITY, NATIONAL, BUSINESS, NEW DESK, ONLINE, and COPY hung over the various sections. She started down the aisle to her desk, but everyone was collecting in front of the glass-walled editorial offices that ringed the newsroom, gathering around Marcelo.

This cant be good.

She caught the eye of her friend Courtney Stedt, who detoured to meet her midway up the aisle. Courtney was her usual outdoorsy self in a forest-green fleece with jeans, but her expression looked uncharacteristically grim. The office earth mother, Courtney was the one who got sheet cakes for everybodys birthdays. If she was worried, something was wrong.

Please tell me this is a surprise party, Ellen said, and they fell into step.

I cant. I have a journalists respect for the truth.

They reached the back of the crowd, and staffers filled the aisles between the desks and borrowed each others chairs. The crowd was collectively restless, with low talk and nervous laughter. Ellen leaned back against one of the desks next to Courtney, and thoughts of Timothy Braverman flew from her head. Unemployment had a way of focusing the brain, because of its direct connection to the mortgage lobe.

Marcelo motioned for order, and everyone quieted, a sea of heads turning to him. He was tall enough to be seen over everyone, with a lean frame, and his thick, dark hair curled unprofessionally over his collar, in a raggedy line. Strain showed in his dark brown eyes, and a fork creased his forehead. His eyebrows sloped down unhappily, and his pursed lips spoke volumes.

First, good morning, friends, Marcelo said, his voice deep and soft, with a pronounced Portuguese inflection. Im sorry to surprise you first thing, but I have bad news. Im sorry, but we have another round of layoffs to make.

Somebody cursed under his breath, and the crowd stiffened. Ellen and Courtney exchanged glances, but neither said anything. They didnt have to, which was the friends part.

I have to make two cuts today and one more by the end of the month.

Two, today? someone repeated, echoing Ellens thoughts. Her chest tightened. She needed this job. Someone else called out, No chance of a buyout?

Not this time, sorry. Marcelo began rolling up his sleeves in a black shirt, European-cut, which he wore without a tie. You know the reasons for the cuts. No newspaper has the readers it used to. Were doing everything we can here, with blogs and podcasts, and I know you guys are working very hard. None of this is your fault, or managements fault. We cant dance any faster than we are.

True, that, someone murmured.

So we have to deal with the reality of more cuts, and its terrible, because I know you have families. Youll have to find another job. Relocate. Take kids out of schools, spouses from jobs. I know all that. Marcelo paused, his somber gaze moving from one stricken face to the next. You know, when my mother used to spank me, she would always say, This hurts me more than it does you. But, Sabia que nao era verdade. Translated? I knew it was bullshit.

The staff laughed, and so did Ellen. She loved it when Marcelo spoke Portuguese. If he could fire her in Portuguese, she would be happy.

So Im not going to tell you it hurts me more than it hurts you. But I will tell you that I know how you feel, and I do. Marcelos smile reappeared. You all know, Ive been laid off by some of the best papers in the world. Even by the Folha de So Paulo, my hometown paper.

Way to go, boss, a page designer called out, and there was more laughter.

But still I survived. Ill survive even if this paper lets me go, and Ill never quit the newspaper business, because I love it. I love this business. I love the feel of the paper. Marcelo rubbed his fingerpads together, with a defiant grin. I love the smell of a good lead. I love finding out something nobody else knows and telling them. Thats what we do, every day, on every page, and I know you love it, too.

Hear, hear! somebody called out, and even Ellen took heart. She loved the business, too. Shed grown up with the newspaper on the kitchen table, folded into fourths for the crossword, next to her mothers coffee cup, and she still got a charge when she saw her own byline. She had never felt so right for any job in her life, except motherhood, where the pay was even worse.

But this business doesnt love us back all the time, and especially not lately. Marcelo shook his glistening head. After all we do for her, after how much we love her, shes a faithless lover. He flashed a killer smile. She goes home with other men. Shes always looking around. She strays from us.

Everybody laughed, more relaxed now, including Ellen, who almost forgot she could lose her job.

But we love her still, so well stay with her, as long as shell have us. There will always be a place for the newspaper, and those of us, the crazy-in-love ones, we will put up with her.

Speak for yourself! cracked one of the business reporters, and everybody laughed, relaxing as Marcelos expression changed, his forehead creasing again, so that he looked older than his forty-odd years.

So I will make the hard decisions, and I have to cut two of you today, and another one at the end of the month. To those of you I have to let go, please know I wont hand you off to human resources and forget about you.

Somebody in front nodded, because they all had heard that he had helped place one of their laid-off business reporters at the Seattle Times.

I think youre all terrific journalists, and Ill do everything in my power to help you find another job. I have friends all over, and you have my word.

Thank you, a reporter said, and then another, and there was even a smattering of applause, led by Courtney. Ellen found herself clapping, too, because Marcelo reached her at a level she couldnt explain merely by good looks, though it helped. Maybe it was his openness, his honesty, his emotionality. No other editor would have talked about loving the business or taken the reporters side. Marcelos eyes swept the crowd, meeting hers for a brief moment, and Ellen got so flustered she barely felt the nudge in her side.

Down, girl, Courtney whispered, with a sly smile.




FIVE


A ladies room is a girl headquarters, so it was only natural that Ellen, Courtney, and another reporter, Sarah Liu, would end up talking about the layoffs by the sinks. A photographer had been let go after the meeting, so they were waiting for the other shoe to drop. Courtney and Sarah were in News, but Ellen was in Features, traditionally the most dispensable of reporters. She washed her hands, and the water felt hot, though it could have been her imagination.

Marcelo wont fire anybody in Sports, Sarah said, and anxiety speeded up even her normally fast speech. She was slim and petite, with pretty eyes and a small, lipsticked mouth that never stopped moving. I think its going to be a reporter, either News or Features.

One more to go today, Courtney said, and her Boston accent made it, One ma ta go taday. I think itll be News.

No, it cant be. They need us. Sarah raked a hand through her glossy black hair, layered around her ears. Diamond studs twinkled from her earlobes, and she looked typically chic, in a tailored white shirt with black slacks and a skinny, ribbed black sweater. They cant get it all off AP.

Thats why God invented Reuters. Courtney chuckled, without mirth.

Ellen reached for a paper towel and caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her lips flattened to a grim line, and shed swear she had more crows-feet than when she got up. Her extra makeup emphasized the hazel green of her eyes, but she felt like shed dolled up for her own firing.

Youre just wrong, Courtney, Sarah was saying, and it reminded Ellen of why shed always disliked her. Aggressiveness was an occupational hazard in journalism, and Sarah never knew when to turn it off. She said, They need news reporters, with Iraq and the new administration.

Why? Its not like we have somebody in the White House pressroom. Courtney shook her head. And its our turn, because they already cut in Features. Remember Suzanne?

She deserved it, Sarah said, and Ellen tossed away a paper towel, her stomach a clenched fist.

Suzanne didnt deserve it. None of us deserves it.

If its News, it wont be me, it cant be. Sarah folded her arms. Im too well sourced in City Hall, and they know it.

Itll be me, Courtney said, and Ellen turned to her, hating the sound of it.

No, Court, they cant let you go.

Yes, they can, and they will. Bet me. Courtneys gaze, devoid of eye makeup, looked resigned. Look, it is what it is. My uncle used to set hot type with Linotype machines, and he and his friends lost their jobs when computers came in, in the seventies. The cuts that everybody went through in production have come to editorial, thats all. She shrugged. I need a vacation, anyway.

It wont be you. Ellen managed a smile, but she knew the truth. Itll be me, and we all know it. Marcelo thinks Features is kitten-up-a-tree, so Im outta here. At least Ill get canned by somebody hot.

Theres the upside. Courtney smiled. I heard he made Philadelphia magazines list of the most eligible bachelors.

Ellen rolled her eyes. I cant believe they do those stupid lists.

I cant believe they use the word bachelor. 

Courtney and Ellen laughed, but Sarah was deep in thought, then she looked up.

Its gonna be you, Courtney.

Sarah! Ellen frowned. Dont sugarcoat it or anything.

She said it herself, Sarah shot back.

Thats not the point. Ellen turned away, ashamed of her next thought. Courtneys husband owned three summer camps in Maine, and Sarahs was a thoracic surgeon. She was the only one who didnt have a husband, like a salaried safety net.

El, you look kinda sick. Courtney eyed her. You gonna barf?

No, Boston, Im not gonna bahf. Ellen shook her head. She was going to lose her job today, and that damn white card gnawed at the edge of her thoughts. Look, lets calm down, okay? Well know any minute which one of us is getting let go. It doesnt help to obsess.

Sarah turned to her. Oh, get real. You know Marcelo will never let you go. Hes hot for you.

He is not. Ellen felt her face flush.

He looks at you from his office, like youre the one behind glass, like a fish in a bowl. Sarahs eyes flickered. Like a little blond fishie.

Thats ridiculous, Ellen said, but Courtney placed a hand on her shoulder.

El, here are my famous last words. Youre single, hes single, and life is short. I say, go for it.

Suddenly there was a knock at the bathroom door.

And the three women looked over.




SIX


Filling the newsroom were fifty-odd L-shaped desks furnished with computers, multiline phones, and atmospheric clutter, but only a few were occupied. Ellen had been at the paper long enough to remember when all the desks were full and the newsroom had the self-important hustle-bustle depicted on TV and the movies. There had been an electricity in the air then, from working at the epicenter of breaking news. Now the epicenter of breaking news had moved to the Internet, leaving too many of the desks vacant, now one more. Courtneys.

The room felt so much emptier to Ellen, even though she knew it wasnt possible. Mostly everybody had gone out on assignment, fleeing the scene of the crime. Sharon Potts in Business and Joey Stampone in Sports were at their desks, writing away and avoiding each others eyes, stricken with survivors guilt. Only Sarah chatted happily on her cell phone, the sound incongruous as laughter at a funeral.

Ellen set down her cold coffee and sat at the computer, checked her email, and opened her address book. She was supposed to be starting her follow-up story and looking for Susan Sulamans phone number, but she felt shaken. Courtney hadnt shed a tear when shed packed her desk, which only made it harder, but theyd hugged and promised to stay in touch, even as they both knew theyd get too busy.

Youre single, hes single, and life is short. I say, go for it.

Her thoughts circled back to Timothy Braverman, and she reached into her purse, slid out the white card, and looked at the photo in the middle. The likeness between Will and Timothy struck her again as unmistakable, even for an age-progressed depiction. The bottom of the card read ACMAC, and she Googled it, then clicked through. American Center for Missing and Abducted Children, read the screen, and Ellen skimmed About Us. ACMAC was a national organization to recover abducted children and runaways, and the page listed Amber Alerts.

She found the search button, typed in Timothy Braverman, and pressed Enter. The screen changed.

And Ellen almost gasped.




SEVEN


On the screen was a color photo of Timothy Braverman as a baby, and his features were identical to Wills, especially the eyes. Timothy had blue eyes, a shade she had never seen in anyones eyes but Wills.

My God.

She read the webpage. The top said, Timothy Braverman, and underneath were two photos, side by side. On the right was the black-and-white thumbnail, the age-progressed picture from the white card, but on the left was the color baby photo of Timothy that had made Ellen gasp.

Timothy at one year old, read its caption. The photo had been cropped, a close-up of the babys face in excellent focus, and it was taken outdoors in front of a lush green hedge. Timothys blond hair caught the light, his highlights ablaze in the sun, and he grinned broadly, with his mouth turned down on the right, showing only two front teeth. Ellen had seen that very same grin on Will, after hed finally got healthy.

She studied the screen, wondering what Will looked like when he was that little. She hadnt met him until he was a year and a half old, and the shape of his face then had been more elongated than Timothys, due to his illness. He had been paler, his skin thin and curiously aged. Timothy had the exact same face, only healthier, his cheeks a rosy hue under a cheery layer of baby fat.

Ellen read on, avoiding a creeping sense of unease. The page said, For further information, please see www.HelpUsFindTimothyBraverman.com. She clicked on the link. The screen changed, and the top of the page read: Help Us Find Our Beloved Son, Timothy Braverman. It was a homemade website with Thomas the Tank Engine chugging around the perimeter. Her heart fluttered, then she dismissed it. It didnt mean anything that Will loved Thomas the Tank Engine, too. All little boys did, probably.

She scanned the webpage. It showed the same baby picture as the ACMAC site, but the photo hadnt been cropped, and she could see the whole picture. Timothy was dressed in a blue Lacoste shirt and jeans, and his legs stuck out straight in front of him, his feet in new white Nikes, their bottoms clean. His pudgy fingers grasped an oversized set of Fisher-Price plastic keys, and he was sitting very straight in his navy-blue stroller. Will used to sit that way too, remarkably erect, as if he didnt want to miss anything.

Ellen reached for her coffee, then set it down without taking a sip. It was so damn eerie, like seeing Wills double. Was it possible that he had a twin somewhere? A brother she hadnt been told about? Those things happened, at least according to Oprah.

She clicked the link for the next page. There were more photos of Timothy as a baby; nine in all, a chronological progression from birth to his first birthday. She scanned the photos of Timothy as an infant, swaddled in a white receiving blanket, then flopped on his tummy, next propping himself up on soft arms, and finally ensconced in a bucket car seat. She had never seen Will as an infant, so she had no idea how hed looked, but at about ten months old, Timothy began to look exactly like Will. She read the text below the photos:


We, Carol and Bill Braverman, will be eternally grateful to anyone who can help us find our son, Timothy Alan Braverman. Timothy was kidnapped by a Caucasian male, about thirty years old, approximately five-foot-ten and 170 pounds. The man stopped the Mercedes driven by Carol, pretending to be a motorist in distress. He pulled a gun on Carol, carjacked the Mercedes, and shot and killed Timothys nanny, Cora Elizondo, when she began screaming. He drove away, with Timothy still in the car seat. The suspect called with a ransom demand, which we paid in full, but Timothy was never returned. For a composite drawing of the suspect, see below.


Ellen shuddered. The wrong place at the wrong time; a car driven away with a baby inside. It was every parents nightmare. Guns, screaming, murder, and in the end, a kidnapped child. She looked at the composite drawing, sketched with simple pencil lines and only slight shading. The suspect had a thin face with narrow eyes, a long nose, and high cheekbones, like your average scary guy. She continued reading:


Carol Braverman says: In the year God shared Timothy with us, we came to know him as a loving, happy, joyful little boy who adores Thomas the Tank Engine, his cocker spaniel Pete, and lime Jell- O. As his mother, I will never stop looking for him and wont rest until he is back home.


Ellen would have felt exactly the same way, if it had happened to her. She never would have given up on finding Will. She returned to the webpage:


The kidnapper is currently wanted by federal and state authorities. The Braverman family has posted a reward of $1,000,000, payable to anyone who has information that leads to finding Timothy. Please do not call with false leads or pranks, or you will be prosecuted to the fullest extent.


Ellens heart went out to the Bravermans, maybe because of the similarity between the boys. A million bucks was a huge amount for a reward, so the family must have been wealthy, but all the money in the world hadnt kept them safe from harm. She clicked back to the first page of the website and looked again at the baby photo of Timothy. On impulse, she scrolled over the picture and hit the Print button.

Hey, girlfriend, said a voice at her shoulder, and Ellen reflexively clicked the mouse, so her screensaver of Will popped back onto the monitor. Standing next to the desk was Sarah Liu, who shot her a quick smile. How you doing?

Fine.

Whats up?

Nothing, why?

You dont look good. Courtney was right. You sick or something?

Nah. Ellen felt unaccountably nervous. The photo of Timothy edged in noisy increments from the printer on her desk. I just feel bad about Courtney.

Shell be fine. She knew it was coming.

No, she didnt. Ellen frowned.

She said as much in the bathroom.

But she didnt mean it. And still, its a shock when it happens.

Sarah lifted an eyebrow. She was the obvious choice. She wasnt sourced that well, and her writing wasnt as good as yours or mine.

Thats not true, Ellen shot back, hurt for Courtney, even in absentia. Meanwhile, the photo of Timothy slid from the printer tray, showing a rectangle of clear blue sky.

What are you working on, anyway?

Research. Ellen was a bad liar, so she asked, How about you?

An embezzlement piece, if Marcelo okays it. Sarah wiggled some papers in her hand. The police commissioner just agreed to meet with me. An exclusive, which he never gives. So, what are you researching?

A follow-up on an old abduction story. Ellen wondered why she kept lying. She could have just told the truth. Funny, I just saw a picture of a kid who looks exactly like Will. But something told her to keep it to herself.

What abduction story?

Sulaman, a family abduction I did a while ago.

Oh, right, I remember. It was so you. Sarah snorted, and Ellen hid her annoyance.

What do you mean?

It was heartfelt. Unlike me, you can pull it off.

You can do heartfelt, Ellen said, though she wasnt so sure. The photo of Timothy had almost finished printing, and suddenly she wanted Sarah gone. Sorry, but I have to get back to work.

Me, too. Sarahs gaze fell on the printer just as the photo shot out, and she plucked it from the tray. Aha! Youre not working.

Ellens mouth went dry as Sarah scanned the photo of Timothy.

You took more baby pictures than anybody I know.

Guilty. Ellen didnt know what else to say. Obviously, Sarah had mistaken Timothy for Will.

See you later. Sarah handed her the photo and took off, and Ellen bent down and slid it into her purse.

Then she picked up the phone to call Susan Sulaman.




EIGHT


Fifteen minutes later, Ellen had hung up the phone, and Marcelo was motioning to her from his office doorway.

May I see you for a minute? he called out, and she nodded, seeing through his glass wall that Sarah was still sitting in one of the chairs across from his desk.

Sure. She rose and walked to his office, which was lined with colorful photographs that he had taken in his native So Paulo. One was a series of exotic stone arches in warm gold and tan hues, and another of weathered doors painted germanium red, vivid orange, and chrome yellow, with a pot of magenta petunias on one threshold. Ellen realized she had a crush on Marcelos office, too.

Please, take a seat. He gestured her into a chair, and Sarah smiled quickly at her. He took his seat behind his desk, uncluttered except for stacked screen shots beside his laptop and a pencils-and-pens mug with a soccer ball on it that read Palmeiras. He sighed. First let me say, I know its hard on you both, losing Courtney. If I could have avoided it, I would have. Now, Sarah just told me a great story idea. Marcelo brightened, nodding at Sarah. You wish to explain or shall I?

You can.

Fine. Marcelo faced Ellen directly. We all know that Phillys homicide rate is among the highest in the country, we cover some angle of it every day. Sarahs idea is that we do a major think piece on the issue, not treat it as episodic news. Sarah, this is where your editor steals your idea. Marcelo flashed Sarah a grin, and she laughed.

Ellen, confused, couldnt even fake a smile. Sarah had told her she was going to Marcelo with an embezzlement piece, but that wasnt true. She had gone to him with a think piece, which was a much bigger deal. With one layoff to go at the end of the month, Sarah was making damn sure it wasnt her.

Marcelo continued, We need to explain why this is happening here, as opposed to other big cities in the States. Whats more important? Its life or death.

Exactly, Sarah said, and Ellen felt a half step behind, like a middle schooler during a pop quiz.

Marcelo nodded. I see this as a cause-and-effects story. A thoughtful, in-depth examination. I will assign Larry and Sal to analyze the causes. Talk to social scientists and historians.

Ellen blinked. Larry Goodman and Sal Natane were the A-team, finalists for the Pulitzer for their investigative series on municipal bonds. All of a sudden, she was playing in the hard-news bigs.

Id like to get you two started on the effects, and it has to be good, new work. Sarah, I want you to look at the effects from the perspective of costs. How much does violent crime cost the city in law enforcement, cop and court time, lawyer time? How about in tourism, lost business, and prestige, if you can quantify that. Crunch the numbers, as they say, but make it understandable.

Will do. Sarah took notes, her glossy head down.

Ellen. Marcelo turned to her again, and she guessed that if he had a crush on her, either he hid it well or the murder rate had killed the mood. I want you to put a human face on it. The homicide rate has to be more than a number. Dont be politically correct about it. We cant fix it if we dont tell the truth.

Sarah interjected, I have good stats on the race issue, and thats the part I already wrote. Maybe I should take that angle, too.

Marcelo dismissed her with a wave. No, please give your notes to Ellen. As far as deadlines, today is Tuesday. Lets talk on Friday, before the weekend. Can you both do that?

No problem, Sarah answered, then rose, papers in hand.

Okay by me. Ellen may not have studied for the quiz, but she was a fast learner. By the way, can I ask you about another story?

Sure. Go ahead. Marcelo leaned back in his chair, and Ellen became aware that Sarah was lingering behind her in the threshold. Marcelo seemed to read her mind because he raised his gaze. Thank you very much, Sarah. You dont have to stay around.

Thanks, Sarah said, and left.

Okay, what is it? Marcelo asked, his voice almost imperceptibly gentler, and Ellen wondered if he really did like her.

I did a story once on the Sulaman family, a wife whose kids were taken by her ex-husband. I just got off the phone with Susan and Id like to do a follow-up.

Why? Did she get the children back?

No, not yet.

Then what happened?

Theyre still gone, and I thought
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