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Where the Lies Hide

When Sarah Peters hires a private investigator to
find the twin brother she’s just discovered exists, she’s
unprepared for the cocky, self-assured Camdyn Stark. Finding
missing persons is Cam’s specialty and she knows she can get the
job done, even if she’s not too keen to delve into the system she
blames for her abusive childhood. There’s no denying her attraction
to the quietly beautiful Sarah, but when she uncovers the truth,
Cam’s torn between keeping Sarah safe and doing the job she was
hired to do.

 


As Cam gets closer to solving the case and revealing
the danger threatening them both, will her own dark secrets and the
lies she’s buried jeopardize her future with Sarah?
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Chapter One

Dear Investigator,

I’m contacting you because my wife has been acting
rather strange of late, and working a lot of overtime without any
evidence in our bank account…

 


Camdyn Stark drummed her fingertips on the desk while
reading the latest email addressed to Stark Revelations. The
organization only consisted of three people—her, one green
investigator, and a crackerjack assistant—but she was proud of the
work they did.

She’d much rather help someone who was at their wits’
end with nowhere else to turn than follow cheating spouses.

Cam was about to close the window on the screen when
she heard the ping announcing the arrival of a new email. Convinced
it would be another boring case that she’d end up taking just for
the sake of keeping busy, she sighed. Perhaps it wouldn’t be the
usual. Maybe it would be a case that would hold her attention;
those did come along occasionally, and she loved unraveling
mysteries.

The plea was from a middle-aged couple whose father
had disappeared. They’d filed a missing person report with the
local police, but without more information, there hadn’t been a lot
to go on. Now they were desperate to know what had happened to him.
Sometimes she lucked out with missing persons cases similar to this
one, though when it involved the elderly, it could be a much
grimmer outcome. Especially if the family wasn’t aware their loved
one had dementia or Alzheimer’s, which happened way more than it
should. She hoped that wasn’t true in this case, for their sake,
though it would be a good learning experience for her new hire,
Kevin. She’d sit in on the initial interview and make sure the
investigation headed in the right direction. He had good instincts,
but he didn’t always ask pertinent questions.

As for the suspicious wife, she’d deal with that one.
A few hours of snooping might reveal the individual was having an
affair. Another scenario that baffled her. She never quite
understood why people didn’t just talk about their feelings. But
then, she wasn’t exactly an expert on emotions, so what did she
know?

She picked up her desk phone.

“Hey, boss. What’s up?” Maggie answered in her always
upbeat tone.

“We might have a couple of new cases. I’m going to
send you the emails. Can you start a file and contact the people to
set up interviews?”

“Standard procedure?” Maggie asked.

“For now. Thanks, Mags.”

“Sure thing. I’ll get right on it.”

 


* * *

 


“Hi, Sarah. What’s up?” Lisa asked.

“I…uh, can you come over?” Sarah barely got the words
out, her voice betraying her.

“On my way.”

Lisa was her best friend. They’d known each other
since the first grade and had both returned to their home town
after graduating college, and even when more than a thousand miles
separated them, they’d still found time to talk. Sarah’s awkward
teenage years had been an emotional rollercoaster. She hadn’t
thought about her preference for the company of girls over boys
until her hormones kicked in, leaving no doubt where her attraction
lay. Lisa had been the first person she’d revealed her lesbianism
to, and she’d hugged Sarah fiercely. Their relationship had grown
closer after the revelation, and she trusted Lisa with her highest
joys and her greatest fears.

Sarah’s hand shook as she put the phone down. She
tried to focus on the picture of her and her parents hanging on the
wall over the buffet table. Her eyes filled, blurring everything in
front of her. This can’t be real. There had to be a mistake.
She picked up the white envelope, her name neatly written on the
front in her mother’s familiar handwriting. She should have known
something was wrong when the first sentence following the
salutation was, “This isn’t going to be easy, but it’s something
you need to hear.”

She couldn’t read it again. She had to wait for Lisa
to get there. She needed moral support and to know she wasn’t going
crazy. She paced through the small rooms, glancing out the front
window every few minutes. Relief washed over her when the familiar
red Beetle whipped into the driveway. Sarah raced down the few
steps to greet her on the walkway. Lisa’s strong embrace calmed
her.

“Let’s go inside and you can tell me everything. I
brought reinforcements.” Lisa held up a bag from a local dairy, and
Sarah knew it contained a quart of their “dire situation” go-to
food. Rocky road ice cream.

After Lisa scooped out two generous bowls and joined
her at the table, she met Sarah’s stare. “Does this have to do with
Anne’s death?”

Sarah shook her head. “No. Well, yes. Kinda.” She
wasn’t making any sense. But as usual, Lisa didn’t rush her or ask
a million questions; she just waited while Sarah gathered her
thoughts. She took a deep breath. Where do I even begin?

“I was going through the stacks of papers lying
around, you know, to sort out the junk, find bills. The will.” She
shoved a spoonful of the decadent treat into her mouth, instantly
feeling better. “Anyway, I came across this.” She reached for the
envelope with her name on it and handed it to Lisa.

“You want me to read it?” Lisa asked around her own
mouthful.

“Yes,” she croaked, fighting against the lump in her
throat.

Lisa took her time, reading it once before looking
up, then read the first page again. She set the letter reverently
on the table, then reached out to Sarah. “I don’t know what to
say.”

“So, it’s true. It wasn’t something I imagined… I
have a twin?”

“It seems so.” Lisa glanced between the papers and
Sarah.

“I don’t know whether to be angry or happy.” She
pushed away the bowl, her appetite gone. “All these years thinking
I was an only child.” Sarah snatched the pages and shook them. “Why
didn’t they tell me?”

Lisa’s expression softened. “I’m sure they didn’t do
it to hurt you. They loved you so much. Maybe they were afraid
you’d resent them for not adopting your brother, too.”

Sarah’s anger flared. “Cowards.”

“Now, hon, you know that’s not how you really feel
about the only parents you’ve ever known. I’d say they did their
best for you from the first day they held you. Haven’t you said it
yourself a million times? That you were so lucky to have two people
who loved you unconditionally and never made you feel any less than
their own flesh and blood?”

She pursed her lips. Lisa was right. She had been
blessed with two amazing parents and she couldn’t imagine what her
life would have been like without their love and support. She just
didn’t know what to do with the news.

“Of course, you’re right. You’ve always been my voice
of reason.” She pulled the bowl of melting ice cream in front of
her, stirring the contents. “What do I do now?”

“What do you want to do?” Lisa asked.

She rested her chin in her hand before she downed a
few more spoonfuls as she contemplated one of the most important
questions of her life. What did she want to do with the
information? After making the funeral arrangements and contacting
her mother’s agent about the life insurance policy, Sarah hadn’t
expected any surprises.

“When Dad died, my family shrunk to two. Then Mom
died, and I came to terms that I was truly alone in the world.” She
met Lisa’s hurt expression and hurried on. “Except for you. You
know what I mean?”

“I do.”

“But now…everything’s changed. I’m not alone. I have
a brother. Somewhere on the planet someone shares DNA with me. All
those years growing up, I wondered what it would have been like to
have a sister or brother. I knew Mom couldn’t have children, and by
the time they had enough money saved to afford adopting another
child, they were older. So I accepted I’d be an only child, and I
was okay with it.” Sarah didn’t want to seem ungrateful. Still, the
prospect of finding and getting to know her sibling was
exciting.

“I think I want to try to find him.” She dropped her
spoon in the empty bowl. The hollow sound reminded her too much of
how she thought of herself. “Is that wrong of me?” She glanced up.
She’d asked herself the same question over and over since reading
the letter.

Lisa smiled at her. “I think it’s courageous. Tell me
what you’re thinking, and we’ll make a list.”


Chapter Two

The weekend had been a blast, but expensive. Cam had
gone a little overboard wining and dining the hookup she’d met at
Kevin’s friend’s bachelorette party. Jackie’s hourglass figure had
her mouth watering, and she’d made the mistake of flirting with
her. Cam told her she’d like to show her a better time, but of
course she’d been joking. What was she to do when the woman called
her bluff, saying she had her suitcase in the car and nowhere to
be? As the night wore on they’d drank a bit too much, the alcohol
lowering any inhibitions the woman might have initially had. Cam
had to admit the sex had been spectacular. Way more than any
fantasy she might have imagined. The things they did were on the
far edge of kinky and exactly what Cam had been craving. The
carousing was familiar territory from her teen years, a mechanism
by which she could pretend the person she was sleeping with cared
about her when the darkness threatened to close in on her.

Now she had to find a way to recoup the grand she’d
spent on drinks and a room with a hot tub at the nicest hotel in
the city. Jackie had been worth every penny. And then some.

It was time to get back to business. Kevin was
working on a case of identity theft. It wasn’t her preferred type
to handle and could take a lot of man-hours, but it was a great
learning experience and would provide him with a ton of on-the-job
training. She didn’t want to have Kevin follow her around for
months. Every investigator had to develop their own way of doing
the legwork, and she’d seen potential in him from the start. He was
eager to learn and well-mannered. Plus, he didn’t have her jaded
views of some cases, like deadbeat dads and people who failed to
take responsibility for their children.

Cam made a stop at the always ready coffee pot in
hopes the caffeine would soon kick in before she knocked on Kevin’s
open door.

“Hey, got a few minutes to go over the Stillman
case?”

Kevin glanced up and smiled. “Absolutely, Cam. I was
just finishing a few notes on what I’d found.”

She sat at the round table in the corner of his
office. He soon joined her. He was organized, which she
appreciated, and came up with logical assumptions based on leads he
was able to follow. Thirty minutes later, she was satisfied with
the progress he’d made.

“Good job. Keep at it. These people tend to fall
under the radar and you don’t want him slipping away.”

Back at her desk, she scanned the six emails that had
come in overnight. She’d finished her last case before calling it
quits on Friday. It was time she moved on to a new one. If only she
could find one worthy of challenging her skills. Her mood darkened
and her chest tightened. A lot of those skills had come from
looking for the woman who’d abandoned her. She didn’t want to go
there. She opened her inbox and prayed she could lose herself in
her work.

 


* * *

 


Sarah studied the listing of private investigators in
the mid-Hudson area. She hadn’t been sure about Lisa’s suggestion,
but having nowhere else to turn, she figured it wouldn’t hurt to
see what was out there. She laughed out loud at the “specializing
in” categories. Background checks. Civil investigations.
Surveillance. Insurance scams. Fraud. Corporate investigations.
Accident reconstruction. Domestic. Infidelity.

Her heart sank. If she were a betting person she
would have thought missing persons would have been near the top of
the list. Following the categories was a general description of
each. Her chest froze when she reached the last line under “Civil.”
Missing persons.

She hadn’t had all that long to make sense of the
revelation left behind by her mother. Now she had the option of
acting on the news. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe her mom, but
Sarah couldn’t understand why she had waited until after her
death to drop the bombshell in Sarah’s lap. But then, the letter’s
explanation was believable. After her father’s death from a series
of heart attacks, her mom had stewed over telling her, weighing the
pros and cons until she thought she’d cause her own demise. She
wrote that she couldn’t face telling Sarah the truth. The guilt
she’d lived with for twenty-eight years was too much for her to
handle, so she’d written the letter and hidden it, knowing Sarah
would eventually find it.

So, here she was. Staring at a screen listing PIs in
the vicinity and contemplating how much she wanted to know. She
didn’t have the time or energy to do it on her own; she wouldn’t
know where to begin. She would explain to whomever she hired,
if she hired someone, that she just wanted to confirm he
existed, that he was still alive. Maybe her twin lived in another
country. Maybe he’d died in some freak accident. Maybe there’d only
be dead ends and she wouldn’t know any more than she did today. But
she’d be no worse off. Not trying wasn’t an option. She had to try.
But she didn’t have to meet him.

Certainly, if he knew of her he would have searched
for her too, right? She huffed at the idea of the two of them
unaware of each other for all this time. She sucked in a breath.
What if his adoptive family preferred he not know about his sister
and had covered it up like her parents had? Sarah shook her head.
He was old enough to make up his own mind now. His parents couldn’t
stop him even if they wanted to.

The easiest thing to do would be to close the screen
and forget everything her mother had struggled to explain, to
pretend she didn’t know about him and save the remainder of the
insurance policy for something she really wanted, instead of on
hiring someone to search for a total stranger she might not even
like. She could buy a newer vehicle. Or take the vacation she never
made time for.

Even as each of the reasons for not looking passed
through her mind, she moved her finger along the scroll bar as it
traveled down the list of names. The vibration of her cell phone
across the table startled her.

“Hello.”

“Well?” Lisa asked.

“Well what?”

“Did you do it?”

“No,” Sarah said.

“Have you changed your mind?”

“No, but…I’m trying to find the right one.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

The tease in Lisa’s voice eased the tension in her
shoulders, and she laughed. “I honestly don’t know. Dartboard? Name
out of a hat?” She chewed on her lower lip. “It should be easy,
right?”

“Honey, if I’ve learned one lesson in life it’s that
nothing is easy, except love.” Lisa certainly had a way of stating
the obvious. “Knowing you, you probably have a spreadsheet with
details and plot points.”

“I do not.” Sarah tried to sound offended, but how
could she be? Making a spreadsheet was her next option.

“Oh, I called too soon in the process.” Lisa’s laugh
was infectious.

Sarah tapped her pencil on the paper in front of her
where she’d written the names of investigators specializing in
civil matters and missing persons. “There’s more than I thought
there would be.”

“That’s kinda sad.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to leave you to it then.”

Lisa was silent for so long Sarah checked her phone
to make sure she hadn’t lost the connection before Lisa spoke
again.

“Sarah. Trust your gut. You’ve got good instincts.
Let them do the work. I’ll check back later. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She glanced from the screen to the list and back
again. Trust my gut. At this point, what choice did she
have?

 


* * *

 


I should hire a bookkeeper. Cam slit open
envelopes and stacked them in a neat pile. It was time to pay the
bills that kept her business going. From the first day she’d opened
the doors until today, she’d taken on the additional duties of all
the financial transactions. Balancing the books in and of itself
could be quite a feat, especially the months when business was a
little slow. Since she’d hired Kevin, there was even more to do,
and it was beginning to eat into her investigative time. Maggie
could handle the extra workload, but she wasn’t sure she wanted
anyone else privy to the books except for her.

The pinging of her email notification drew her
attention away from the ledger she was bent over. She should ignore
it and finish what she was doing since she’d put it off long
enough, but the subject line glaring at her refused to go away. It
simply stated, “Lost Twin.” Who the hell loses a twin?

“This ought to be good,” she mumbled as she pushed
the papers out of her way and pulled the keyboard in front of
her.

The email from Sarah Peters explained she and her
twin had been separated shortly after birth and adopted by
different parents. Her own adoptive parents were both gone, and she
wanted more information about the brother she never knew.
Interesting. Cam finished reading the rest and checked her
date book. She had a meeting scheduled with a forensic accountant
on Wednesday, the information from which would most likely lead to
her finding an embezzler or an outright theft of company assets.
Fairly straightforward since all she had to do was follow the
money. She could always get Kevin to help. It wouldn’t hurt to talk
with the woman and get the details.

“Mags, would you please set up an appointment this
week for Ms. Sarah Peters? Her contact info is in your mailbox. The
sooner the better.”

“Got it. What do you want for lunch today?”

“Anything but pizza. You pick.” The influx of cases
gave her an appetite. The tiny hairs at the nape of her neck
tingled. She’d been in a bit of a slump of late, unexcited about
the same old cases. She was tired of cheating spouses and
disability frauds. This would be a new vein to follow. Even though
Ms. Peters had stated it was a missing person case, it really
wasn’t. If she didn’t know her brother existed, he wasn’t missing,
he’d never been found. She wondered if Peters had considered she
might not be happy with the results.


Chapter Three

Sarah flipped back her shield, removed her gloves,
then wiped her brow. She looked over the intersecting steel beams
in front of her to make sure the weld was smooth. She didn’t like
sloppy work, but she wasn’t really concentrating on the job and her
thoughts had gravitated to the email she’d sent last night,
wondering when or if she’d ever get a response. It would be just
her luck that the investigator she’d chosen was a front for some
illegal operation and she’d never hear from Camdyn Stark, the owner
of Stark Revelations.

She had to admit, it was a catchy name for the
business, though it seemed a little egocentric. She’d also tried to
do a little detective work of her own by googling the owner’s name
but had found very little except that Camdyn was a woman. There
were several testimonies from clients, all anonymous, who praised
the agency with pulling off near impossible investigations. Of
course, there wasn’t any way for her to verify they were
legitimate, but still…she’d been inexplicably drawn to the picture
of Camdyn. Her long dark hair and confident smile were hard to
ignore. Maybe it was the uncommon name. Or it was simple fatigue
from looking at one screen page after another, though she didn’t
believe that was the reason either. Whatever had made her stop at
that particular agency was of little consequence. The important
thing was that she’d settled on one and sent a request asking for a
face-to-face meeting. There wasn’t any way she could explain her
circumstances in an impersonal email. Not if she were going to
trust someone with a matter that could change the course of her
life, for good or bad, she wanted to look that person in the eye
and see what they were made of. If Camdyn didn’t take her seriously
or acted disinterested, she’d know. She always knew the sincerity
of a person by their gestures and the look in their eyes. She
trusted her intuition and the inner voice that guided her. Her
parents never doubted her abilities to overcome any obstacle, and
she saw no shame in asking for help when she needed it. This was
one of those times. All she could do was wait.

 


* * *

 


“Ms. Peters, if I understood your email correctly,
you’re looking for your twin. And as far as you know, you were both
adopted when you were babies. You had no idea your brother even
existed until a few days ago. Is that correct?” Cam asked.

Sarah looked at her expectantly. “Yes. Exactly,” she
said before leaning forward. “I was adopted right away, but it’s
entirely possible he stayed in the system, right?” She dug around
in her bag. “This is a copy of the letter my mother—”

“Your birth mother?” Cam was confused.

“Sorry. Adoptive mother. She mentions the name Mary
and the sign over my bassinet was Baby Girl Jones.” Sarah pushed
the document toward her. “Do you think you can find him?”

She was pretty with expressive eyes though she didn’t
have a clue. The thought of tracking down someone who was most
likely lost in the proverbial rat maze of adoption agencies, not to
mention Social Services, made her think twice. She’d glossed over a
couple of details on her initial read through, and now Cam
regretted having been so anxious to work on something new. She
glanced back up to meet Sarah’s hopeful regard, and Cam sighed
inwardly. She wasn’t easily persuaded.

“Are you sure you want to find him? Sometimes people
stay hidden for a reason.” The minute her words left her mouth,
Sarah’s demeanor changed.

“If that’s code for you not being interested in
helping me, just say so. I don’t want to waste your time or mine.”
Sarah gathered the oversized sack that probably carried everything
she might need in the event of an apocalypse, then slung it over
her shoulder as she stood.

Cam couldn’t ignore the niggling feeling in her gut.
The one that told her even if she wanted to drop this case and say
good-bye to the soon-to-be client with fire in her eyes, it wasn’t
an option. She rose to her feet.

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t take the case, Ms. Peters. I
just want to be sure you’re aware of what might happen.” She
gestured for Sarah to sit down again.

Sarah stared at her so long the scrutiny verged on
uncomfortable. She refused to succumb to the urge to squirm.

“Fine, just so long as you’re as committed as I am to
finding him.” A look of longing crossed her face, dampening the
earlier flame.

Cam fought the sudden tug on her heart. It would be a
mistake to feel bad for Sarah. She was a client. She needed to
remember that point. Her default barrier came up. “You’ll get your
money’s worth.” The sarcasm sounded harsh and unnecessary, but she
blew it off. She was who she was, and the circumstances of the case
rubbed her in a way that brought up her own unsavory past. The
Peters woman could hire her or not. Either way she’d survive.

Sarah snorted. “You don’t have to sound so enthused.”
She pursed her lips and Cam waited. “So now what?” Apparently,
she’d decided to move forward with Cam at the helm.

“Now, Ms. Peters, you read the contract—”

Sarah interrupted her spiel. “It’s Sarah. I’m not big
on formality.”

“Fine.” Cam pushed the standard paperwork for a
missing person inquiry forward. “Carefully read, then sign it. You
can take it with you if you like. That gives me carte blanche to
make standard inquiries on your behalf and with your permission. If
there are extraordinary circumstances for which I may need to file
a court plea, or other such document, I’ll have a specific request
drawn up and leave the decision to pursue up to you. Then you give
me a one-thousand-dollar retainer, and I do what I do best. Find
your brother.” She hadn’t been able to locate her own family. Maybe
she’d do better this time.

 


* * *

 


Sarah pressed the gas pedal and steered through the
traffic trying to slow her down. She wasn’t sure what bugged her
more about Camdyn Stark. Her questions about whether she was sure
she wanted to pursue finding her brother, her confidence, or her
borderline cocky attitude. Sarah wasn’t normally attracted to looks
alone, but she wasn’t immune to them, either. Camdyn rode a fine
line between feminine and butch. Long, wavy hair and mesmerizing
bedroom eyes were the first things she’d noticed. That, in
combination with her tall, trim figure, caused her to tingle in a
few places she’d almost forgotten she had. When Camdyn moved from
behind her desk to lean against the edge, her muscular thighs and
well-shaped ass had distracted Sarah from the reason she was in her
office.

The moment she’d left to talk to her receptionist,
Sarah had taken the opportunity to inspect the impressive array of
certificates and awards covering the walls, along with newspaper
clippings of high-profile cases Stark Revelations had solved. Some
dated back nearly ten years. Sarah found it hard to believe Camdyn
was much older than her. While it was true they’d gotten off to a
bit of a rocky start, Camdyn had assured her she would do
everything she could to find her unknown sibling. For some reason,
Sarah believed her, and when she’d returned, Sarah had quickly read
and signed the agreement, though there was some legal jargon she
didn’t fully understand. Camdyn might have noticed because she
ended their meeting by handing Sarah her business card and telling
her to call if she had any questions.

She glanced at the folder on the passenger seat. It
contained a copy of the contract, a list of documents to collect,
and a questionnaire for her to complete. Some of the things Camdyn
would do she could have done herself, like search the web, but to
what end? Even if she found a useful clue, then what? The knowledge
of her brother’s existence was difficult enough without having to
spend the few free hours she had collecting random threads. It was
best left to the professionals.

 


* * *

 


Cam tapped her pen on the form in front of her. She
should be happy. The check was good. Maggie had already called the
bank. The contract was signed, and she’d given Sarah a list of
questions that would provide her with the basis for starting the
investigation. So far, it had been routine. But nothing about the
case felt routine. Maybe it was because of her ingrained
hate for the system. Her stomach roiled again, and she reached for
the near empty bottle of antacids she kept in her desk. If she were
to compare herself to a drug addict, this would be her drug of
choice. She chewed the chalky tablet and washed it down with a long
swallow of seltzer.

Cam hadn’t started out wanting to be a PI. Once she’d
escaped the system, she had moved to Florida, thinking the heat and
sun would burn away the remnants of abuse. From her skin. From her
mind. Key West seemed like the perfect destination for a
nineteen-year-old in search of herself. Living on the streets for
more than a year had not only hardened her heart, but she’d taken
on so many jobs involving manual labor, her body turned to chiseled
granite. And the women…well, the women, especially the older ones,
were willing to pay for what she had to offer. But two years of
hard living and an unpredictable place to lay her head at night
forced her to reconsider. The day she met Liv had changed her life
for the better.

She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes,
allowing herself to fall into the fond memory…

 


Cam was considering her options for the evening as
she scanned the room. Several of her past hookups were at the bar,
including one guy who paid well and didn’t ask for much, but she
wasn’t in a good mood, and the thought of having to smile and act
like she was into what she was doing seemed too much like work. She
drained her glass and stared into the bottom, wondering what she
should do.

“I don’t think that’s the way to get a
refill.”

She hadn’t even noticed the arrival of the older,
handsome woman who occupied the stool next to her. “I’m willing to
try anything once.”

The woman’s eyebrow lifted, a smile playing at the
corners of her full-lipped mouth. “Not the first time I’ve heard
that line.” She’d stuck out her hand. “Olivia. Friends call me
Liv.”

Cam slid her palm into the outstretched one and was
surprised to find it both firm and soft. “Marta.” She tipped her
head toward the occupied tables. “They don’t call me that.” She
wondered what Liv wanted and if she could get lost in the kind,
soulful green eyes that washed over her body like a soothing balm.
Unfortunately, she was attracted to her, and she’d known it
wouldn’t take much to give in if asked.

Liv slid her fingers slowly across Cam’s palm. “Who
are ‘they’ and what do they call you?”

She looked around the darkened space, taking in the
customers. Not one person she saw could be considered a friend.
They were all tricks, casual acquaintances, or total strangers. She
turned back.

“I don’t know. No one really knows me. I don’t pay
attention to what they call me.” She looked into her glass again,
wishing she could wash down the pit of loneliness that felt like a
rock in her throat. Even though she’d made her own way, she was
still virtually alone, and the weight of acknowledging how pathetic
her life had been ever since she could remember threatened to pull
her into the abyss of despair she’d barely managed to rise
above.

Liv slid a fresh drink in front of her. “Sometimes
having no ties is good.” She drank from her beer, her eyes never
leaving Cam’s. “Sometimes not.”

 


Her line rang, jarring her back. “Stark.”

“Hey, Cam. I’ve got some information on the Stillman
case that might close it. Can I stop in when I get back?”

“Of course. I’ll be here another couple hours.”

The walk down memory lane had been a pleasant
distraction from being preoccupied by her distaste for the system
she was about to delve into. But she might not have met Liv if she
hadn’t been, so there was some good that came out of the bad.

 


* * *

 


Sarah looked at the booklet of pre-printed pages.
After she’d left the office, she returned home and pulled out every
piece of family history she could find. Of course, they were her
family’s history. There wasn’t much in the way of references to her
biological mother or father, and nothing about her brother, but if
she combed through the clippings and albums her family had stored
in totes in the attic, maybe something would jump out at her. She
wanted to get them back to Camdyn as soon as possible, especially
since she told Sarah the information would serve as a starting
point. Which she was sure meant Camdyn wasn’t going to do a lick to
find her brother until she had the papers in front of her.

“I still don’t know if I completely trust her,” Sarah
grumbled.

For a minute, she’d almost changed her mind, thinking
she’d picked the wrong person to do the job. That was before she
saw all the times the phone lines had flashed with incoming calls
and had heard the faint ping of emails throughout their meeting.
That, along with the additional verifiable references Sarah had
found, added credence to the quality of work Camdyn performed, and
she believed her instincts were working. Just because the woman was
full of herself didn’t mean she couldn’t get the job done. That was
all Sarah really cared about.

After changing into lounge pants and a sweatshirt,
Sarah flicked the light switch and climbed the attic stairs. Dust
particles swirled in the rarely disturbed air, reminding her of
happier times when she and her mother would come up to gather
Christmas decorations. The red tote she remembered her mother
stashing bits of memorabilia in would be in the far corner, under
the eaves. She looked around, taking in items carefully stowed in
plastic bags, boxes, and containers. All marked with her mother’s
distinctive, sweeping handwriting. Unshed tears burned behind her
eyes. All of her parents’ history had been lovingly saved, along
with her achievements. Maybe someday she’d have a family of her own
and she’d do the same thing for posterity’s sake, but she couldn’t
dwell on what might never happen.

She dragged the tote to the edge of the stairs and
carried it down to the dining table. Something was written on the
top, covered by a thick layer of dust. She swiped it away and drew
in a breath. Two words printed in thick black letters. My Life.
Sarah collapsed in a chair, saddened that her mother’s full, rich
life had been reduced to one box. She did nothing to stop the tears
that followed.


Chapter Four

“Cam?” Maggie called from the front desk.

“Yeah?”

“The Peters woman is on her way here to drop off the
questionnaire. You want me to close your door?”

Cam sat back and considered the question. If Sarah
saw her, she’d most likely want to talk to her and remind Cam how
important it was that she find her brother. A fact she was well
aware of. But the thought of seeing Sarah with her feisty attitude
warmed her insides, although she wasn’t entirely clear why. Aside
from both having been raised by people other than their birth
parents, they had little in common. Sarah was anything but the type
of reserved woman she normally gravitated toward. One that let her
maintain control of the situation. If she were being honest, Sarah
had her at odds. She should just do her job and ignore how
attractive she was. Maggie cleared her throat as she leaned against
the doorjamb.

“No. It’s okay.”

Maggie’s eyebrows rose in response. Cam ignored her
by focusing on her computer screen. She wasn’t about to analyze it.
A few minutes later, she heard Maggie’s voice loud and clear.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Peters.”

Cam sighed, bracing herself for what she was sure
would be an interrogation from Maggie with regards to why Sarah was
given the rare privilege of knowing Cam was in her office. Most of
the time when a client showed without an appointment, her door
stayed closed, and Maggie convincingly talked about how rare it was
for Cam to be at her desk with the caseload she had. Cam wondered
what she’d do if Sarah asked if she was in. It didn’t take long for
her to find out.

“I filled this out the best I could.” Sarah sounded
despondent.

“Yes. I’m sure you did. I’ll give it to Ms. Stark as
soon as possible.” The sound of a file drawer opening and closing
echoed in the lobby.

“I don’t suppose she’s in.”

It was more of a statement than a question, and Cam
rose, taking her time reaching the doorway. She cocked her hip
against the casing and crossed her arms. “As a matter of fact, I
am.”

Sarah displayed a pinched smile, and Cam caught
Maggie’s eye roll.

“I brought over the papers. I’m afraid a lot of it’s
blank.” She looked at the floor, her embarrassment clear.

Cam wanted to reassure Sarah even the smallest piece
of information helped. Instead, she went to the file cabinet and
pulled out the file labeled “Peters, S” with the date of hire. She
scanned the sheets and her shoulders fell. Virtually every question
had been left blank. She had her work cut out for her. Schooling
her disappointment, she smiled at Sarah.

“If you have a few minutes, I’d like to ask some
additional questions.”

“Yes, of course. Anything to help.”

She motioned to her office and Sarah went in. She
turned and stuck her tongue out at Maggie, knowing she would have a
few questions of her own when Sarah left.

Sarah watched her expectantly as she flipped to a
blank page on her pad and opened the folder. Cam cleared her
throat.

“Ms. Peters—” she began.

“Sarah.”

“Right. Sarah, there isn’t a lot for me to go on
here.” Cam masked her disappointment. The deep desire to give Sarah
hope made her uneasy. “Do you think there may be documents you
haven’t gone through?”

“I suppose anything’s possible. I haven’t gone
through everything in the attic. It’s…”

Sarah was obviously struggling, and Cam wished she
could offer comfort, but that would be unprofessional.

“I’ll try to get through it this week.”

Cam had spent more than a year trying to find her
mother, and she’d started with more information than Sarah had
provided. I was looking for a challenge. Wish granted.

She smiled. “That’s fine.” The typed questionnaire
mocked her. There wasn’t any reason to continue the meeting, so why
was she stalling? A knock on the door made her look up.

Maggie leaned in the office doorway. “Sorry to
interrupt. You have a scheduled meeting in ten minutes.”

Sarah’s cheeks became rosy. Maggie never interrupted
her when there was a client in her office unless Cam had called her
in. So why now?

“Thank you. If we’re not finished when they arrive,
offer them something to drink and have them wait.”

“Yes, Ms. Stark.” Maggie’s reluctance to leave was
obvious, and Cam hoped Sarah hadn’t noticed.

“Sarah, if there’s nothing else…” Sarah’s intent
focus on her stole Cam’s breath. How had she not noticed her
amazing blue eyes? But that wasn’t the only thing about Sarah she
was cued in on. The sprinkling of freckles across her nose gave her
a youthful appearance, and if she hadn’t already known her date of
birth, she would have guessed she was barely in her twenties.

“I almost forgot. I wanted to give you this.” Sarah
reached into her oversized bag and produced a faded picture of a
smiling woman holding an infant with light colored hair.

Cam studied the dog-eared photo. She took in all of
Sarah’s features again. Just to check for a resemblance with the
woman in the photo.

“I think the baby is me. I have no idea who the woman
holding me is.” Sarah’s eyes revealed her confusion.

Cam flipped the photo over. The April 1, 1989, on the
back was close to Sarah’s birthday. She would have been two weeks
old. “Do you have a picture of your adoptive mother?”

“Yes, of course, but how will that help?”

“I’ll scan it into the computer and do a comparison
to double-check. Make sure it isn’t your deceased parent.”

Sarah dug around more in her bag. “I know I have it…”
Her eyes flashed on Cam. “It’s just…” She abruptly looked up. “I
took out the pouch of important papers for policy numbers. It must
be home. It has my parents’ pictures in it.”

Cam saw the slight tremor of Sarah’s lip, though she
sat rigid as stone. While she’d never known the loss of a mother’s
love, she could imagine how it would feel if she lost Liv, and her
heartstrings tugged. “It’s all right. Another time.”

“I could run home.”

She almost gave in, but she couldn’t fall into the
trap of caring for Sarah on a personal level. She didn’t let women
get close enough to see inside. She had to maintain her distance.
“I’m expecting a client, but you could drop it off at the desk.”
Cam gestured in the direction of where Maggie sat in the outer
office.

Sarah nodded, then stood. “Yes, okay. I’ve taken
enough of your time.” She appeared to want to say more but extended
her hand. “Thank you.”

Cam stood. “You’re welcome, Sarah. Thanks for coming
by.” She hung on a little longer than necessary. Sarah nodded. The
door quietly closed behind her.

Once alone, she stared down at the photo. She should
remove herself before it was too late and give the case to Kevin.
Adoption and Social Services weren’t things she wanted to be
involved with. They hit too close to home. But even while
considering the option, it wasn’t what she would do. She tapped the
edge of the photo. This was a thread she might be able to follow.
The only question was to where.

 


* * *

 


Cam rubbed her temples. She’d been looking at screen
after screen of random statistics and entries based on Sarah’s date
of birth and the city she was born in. Since she was a twin, her
brother had arrived either a little before or after Sarah, but she
didn’t have a time to go by, and the number of twins born had been
more than she’d expected. Ten sets of twins had been born in Dover,
Delaware, in the two major hospitals over a twenty-four-hour
period. Of course, there was also the distinct possibility the
person she was looking for had been born on the other side of
midnight, so she had to check for twins with different DOBs, too.
Then there was the task of finding birth certificates. Sarah had a
copy of her amended birth certificate, but Cam questioned if
Sarah’s birth mother had used her real name in the hospital. What
were the odds her name was Mary Jones? And to make matters worse,
the father was listed as “unknown” in the letter from her adoptive
mother.

She fought against the nausea. A migraine was
starting, and there wasn’t much she could do to ward it off if she
stayed at the office. She needed to find a dark, quiet location.
Fast. And she needed to eat, a little detail she’d neglected aside
from the pot of coffee she’d nursed her way through and the bag of
stale pretzels she’d found in the bottom of her drawer. Cam jotted
a few notes and shut down the computer while she thought about her
options. There were several restaurants on her way home, but there
was only one destination that really appealed to her. She locked up
the office, jumped in her SUV, and headed to her favorite
place.

The sign above the door was an understatement. Dead
End Bar & Grill was a hangout frequented by the locals. It was
where the bored retirees and the married folks who didn’t want to
go home spent their time and money. She should know. She’d spent a
fair amount of both here when she started the agency. A lack of
clientele meant she had nothing to do, and occasionally she’d find
a lonely woman looking for an escape. She didn’t mind providing the
service.

“Cam. Been a while.” Jack, the bartender who reminded
her of the well-aged bourbon they occasionally shared, stood at the
end of the bar. His handlebar mustache stuck out a good four inches
from the sides of his face, and his barrel of a chest gave the
impression he was slow and out of shape. Looks could be
deceiving.

She settled on a stool so her back was to a wall
rather than the door. Slapping a twenty
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