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    “Sam has an interesting case he asked for my help with. Although, after speaking to him about the specifics, I think this particular case has Sydney Whitmore written all over it,” my good friend, Kelly Green, said after we’d settled onto the oceanside deck of our favorite bar and grill. Sam Stone was the sheriff on Shipwreck Island and a childhood friend of Kelly’s. 
 
    Swirling the ice in my tall lemonade, I raised a brow. “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “Actually, I’d be happy to.” Kelly dipped a plump shrimp from the appetizer platter we’d decided to share into a puddle of cocktail sauce and then popped it in her mouth before answering. “So here’s the thing,” she began after wiping her hands on her napkin. “Sam was working on his quarterly expense report a few days ago when a woman walked into his office and told him that it was her belief that she had been kidnapped as a child. Sam was intrigued by her assertion, so he offered her the chance to tell her story, which she was happy to do. Unfortunately, most of the details surrounding this supposed kidnapping are vague and inconsistent.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. I had to admit the story had caught my interest. 
 
    “The woman told Sam that she was kidnapped when she was very young. She thinks she was maybe three or four. Possibly even younger since she doesn’t remember living with anyone other than the very nice woman who presented herself as her mother.” 
 
    “Presented herself as her mother?” I asked. 
 
    “Like I said, this woman now believes she may have actually been born to someone other than the woman who raised her.” 
 
    “Perhaps she was adopted,” I suggested. 
 
    “Sam thought of that, and he said as much to the supposed kidnap victim in his office, but the woman told Sam that deep in her gut, she somehow just knew that hadn’t been the case.” 
 
    I tucked a lock of my long blond hair behind my ear, giving Kelly my full attention. I was always up for a mystery, and this one sounded as if it had the potential to be a good one. “I’m going to assume this woman can’t simply ask the woman who raised her to fill in the details of the story she seems to have created in her mind.”  
 
    Kelly shook her head. “This woman’s mother passed away.” 
 
    “Does this woman have a name?” I asked. “It will be easier for me to identify with her if I have a name to use as a frame of reference.” 
 
    “The woman told Sam that the name the woman who raised her gave her was Gia, although she feels certain that isn’t her real name.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t remember her real name.” 
 
    “Not at this point,” Kelly confirmed. “She told Sam it might have been Molly or maybe even Maggie, but she wasn’t sure of either name. Since Gia is the name the woman has been using for the majority of her life, that’s the name which Sam and I have decided to refer to her as.” 
 
    Okay, I supposed that made sense. I could see where this story was going and decided to put my thoughts into words. “So Gia’s mother, or at least the woman who fulfilled the role of her mother, passes away, and something happens to spark a memory. Maybe the woman who raised Gia left something behind. Photos. Old letters or newspaper articles.” 
 
    Kelly nodded. “Photos. Gia’s mother left behind photos, which Gia only recently took the time to go through, and it was one of those photos that first sparked the memory of a life before moving to the island and becoming Gia. Since that first spark of memory, Gia has begun to remember other things. Little things that don’t necessarily make sense. Gia told Sam that the memories were brief and fragmented, indicating that they were more like flashes that come and go. She told Sam the memories feel very real, but they don’t seem to have any real consistency.” 
 
    “She gets these flashes, but then she can’t string them together into anything that would provide an actual clue as to where the memory originated.” 
 
    “Exactly. Gia told Sam that she remembered a woman with dark hair and a house with a wall of mirrors in the entry, although she had no idea where that house may have been located. She remembers a lawn with pretty little yellow flowers growing in it and a bed of red flowers she thinks may have been roses near a brick patio. In her memory, her mother had dark hair, but she doesn’t remember her mother’s name or whether or not she had siblings. She has a vague impression of the man who mowed the lawn, but she isn’t sure if the man was her father or simply the gardener.”  
 
    “Do you know if the woman who raised Gia had a birth certificate?” 
 
    “Gia has a birth certificate with her name on it. It was signed by the woman who raised her. The spot for the father’s name has been left blank, and Gia said that her mother had told her from an early age that her father was never really in the picture.”  
 
    “And according to the birth certificate, does it appear that Gia was born here on the island?” 
 
    “Actually, no. Gia said that according to her birth certificate, she was born in a small town in Southern New Mexico. She said her memory of living here on the island by the time she started school is vivid. She thinks they may have moved here a year or so before that. She admits she can’t remember but feels certain she attended first grade at Hidden Harbor Elementary.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if the house with the mirrors and the lawn with pretty yellow flowers wasn’t simply the home she lived in before moving to the island. I supposed the woman who raised her must not look like the woman with dark hair in her memory, but his woman could have been a neighbor or a babysitter. “Did Gia find photos of her life before she moved to Shipwreck Island in her mother’s things? Baby photos?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Kelly answered. “Gia said her mother told her the baby photos were destroyed in a fire.” 
 
    I looked up as the three women sitting at the table to our left got up to leave. I recognized one of them as a guest at the resort where I lived and my aunt owned, so I waved at her as she passed by the table. Once the women had left, I returned my attention to Kelly. “Was Sam able to verify the story about the fire?” I wasn’t sure I actually bought the story that his woman had been kidnapped, but if the story of the fire had been created to explain a lack of baby photos, then it seemed that much at least should be verifiable. 
 
    “As of the last time I spoke to Sam, he hadn’t been able to confirm that the fire was an incident that actually occurred and not just a tall tale to explain a lack of recorded history,” Kelly informed me. “Of course, that doesn’t mean that a fire didn’t occur since he isn’t sure if the town on the birth certificate is actually the town of Gia’s birth. As I mentioned in the beginning, the memories Gia claims to have recently gained access to are fragmented. I’m not even sure why she thinks these particular memories are associated with her life before abduction, but she seems committed to the idea.” 
 
    The waitress came by with our salads, which momentarily paused our conversation. I was pretty sure that Kelly was planning on asking for my help in aiding this woman to distinguish between actual and fabricated memories, which I’d already decided I’d be happy to do. As a forensic psychologist for the FBI, I’d done this type of thing many times in the past. Sometimes I was successful, and sometimes I wasn’t. When I undertook a case such as this, there weren’t any guarantees; still, I supposed I had time, and the case did interest me. 
 
    After the waitress left, Kelly continued. “Anyway, as I said, I spoke to Sam about the case, and while he is in the process of running DNA, he’s feeling mostly stuck.” 
 
    “Whose DNA is he running?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s running Gia’s against her mother’s. I guess Gia found a brush that belonged to her mother with hair still in it, so Sam is using that. If there’s a match, then I suspect that will be that. If the DNA test proves that the woman who raised Gia is not her biological mother, then Sam plans to run Gia’s DNA through the national database. All that will likely take a while, and since Gia seems impatient for answers, Sam asked for my help developing a plan to help her access her blocked memories. I, of course, thought of you.” 
 
    “It certainly sounds like an interesting case, and I guess I have time. I have one case I’m working on unofficially, but I can work both into my schedule.”  
 
    “Unofficially?” Kelly asked. 
 
    I took a bite of my lobster salad, chewed, and swallowed before answering. “Do you remember I told you that my sister, Emily, was moving her mother-in-law, Beverly, into an assisted living home in San Francisco after Bev insisted on moving from the home she’d personally chosen in San Diego?” 
 
    “I remember. The last I heard, Emily was going to do what she could to make that happen, but she was also concerned that her mother-in-law would simply change her mind again once she got here.” 
 
    “That was the fear, but Em wants Bev to be happy, so she worked hard and made it happen. Anyway, I went to the assisted living home a couple of weeks ago with Emily, and while I was waiting for Emily to get Bev settled, I decided to take a stroll in the garden. I met a woman named Shirley Cobalter while I was enjoying the peaceful setting. Shirley was in a wheelchair and seemed to have little use of her limbs, although she was able to move the chair forward and backward by gripping a control lever and moving her arm. The nurse told me that Shirley has the ability to use her hands to eat but not to write or operate a keyboard. Anyway, the point of this story isn’t her mobility; it’s that after I noticed her sitting in the garden mumbling to herself, I walked over to say hi. She tried to respond, but when she spoke, all that came out was gibberish.” 
 
    “Gibberish?” Kelly asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Shirley talked about the naughty boys and a fox with only one shoe who chased them. Nothing really made sense, but I could sense her frustration, and based on the look in her eyes, I could sense that while her words were garbled, her thoughts were likely intact. I asked one of the staff members about it and was told that Shirley had suffered a serious brain injury, which had caused her to be in the wheelchair and the care facility in the first place. The first woman I spoke to seemed to think that Shirley’s thoughts were as garbled as her words. But one of the other staff members, who had been hired to care for the resident’s personal needs, told me that it was her belief that Shirley’s thoughts were just fine but that something happened between having a thought and expressing it verbally.” 
 
    “So you decided to try to decipher the gibberish,” Kelly stated. I could sense that Kelly was confused about where my involvement with this woman came into play, but she also seemed interested in the story. 
 
    “I know this is going to sound really out there, but based on what this woman said during my visit, I decided to look into the situation further. I asked Gen to hack into the database and download Shirley’s medical records, or at least the medical records as they pertained to the brain injury.” Genevieve Davis was a skilled hacker who worked for billionaire Ezra Reinhold and lived on his secure compound on the north end of Shipwreck Island. “Based on the severity and location of the trauma, I could fully understand why her ability to speak and communicate her thoughts had become an issue, but I also realized that the area of the brain where we believe memories are stored seemed to be intact. I’m not a neurosurgeon, so I can’t say with any degree of certainty at this point whether or not the woman’s thoughts are whole despite her inability to string together a coherent sentence, but I have information that leads me to believe that it’s at least possible that this woman may have been a witness to a kidnapping.” 
 
    Kelly leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “No kidding. Which one?” 
 
    “Pete King.” 
 
    “And who is Pete King?” 
 
    “Pete King is one of five boys who went missing from the same Oakland neighborhood over an eight-month period. The first boy went missing about ten months ago. Pete has been missing for just over two months.” 
 
    Kelly gasped. “I remember hearing about that. The missing boys lived in a pretty rough area in Oakland, which led to a lot of different theories. Some thought that the boys, who I seem to remember were around twelve years in age, had been targeted by human traffickers, but most figured they’d simply run away. I also remember a theory being floated about street gangs that courted young boys, and then once the potential recruit committed to the gang family, they were no longer allowed to return to their old lives.” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, “that’s the case I’m referring to, although I think the backgrounds of the five boys might be more varied than the description would suggest. Still, I guess I can understand why these particular missing boys didn’t create a lot of hype in the news. They lived in a neighborhood where kids ran away on a semi-regular basis, and there were theories that seemed to fit the narrative that really had nothing to do with a kidnapping.” 
 
    “But you think that one or more of these boys was kidnapped, and this woman may have been a witness.” 
 
    I nodded once again. “As I already said, after my trip to the assisted living home, where Shirley was left alone long enough for me to overhear her ramblings, I decided to dig around with Gen’s help. I wasn’t sure if I’d find anything to help explain my gut feeling that Shirley was actually attempting to communicate something important, but right off the bat, I found several coincidences and inconsistencies that prompted me to continue to dig.” 
 
    Kelly sat back in her chair. “Okay, what did you find?” 
 
    I took a sip of my beverage before settling in for my explanation. “The first seemingly relevant thing I found was the description of the event that led to Shirley’s residency at the care facility in the first place. I had previously been told by a staff person at the facility that Shirley had ended up in the hospital after being the victim of a mugging. This staff person seemed to believe that a passerby found Shirley unconscious in an alley and that no one knew what exactly had occurred.” 
 
    “But you don’t think that’s what happened, do you?” Kelly asked. I could see that she was desperately trying to keep up with my disorderly retelling of my story. 
 
    “I know that didn’t happen. After I received the medical files, I realized that Shirley’s injuries didn’t match those that would be incurred after being subjected to a mugging. I had Gen dig up the actual paperwork associated with Shirley’s time in the hospital, and according to the paperwork filled out by the doctor in the ER, it appeared that Shirley had been brought to the hospital after being hit by a car.” 
 
    “So what do you think happened?” Kelly asked. “Why do you think the staff at the facility where Shirley was taken thought she had been mugged?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No idea. It could have just been a mix-up, or perhaps the staff member I had spoken with had simply been mistaken. At this point, I’m not sure that particular detail is even relevant. What is relevant in my book is that once I found out that Shirley had been hit by a car rather than mugged, I used my FBI connections to obtain the original police report and found out that Shirley Cobalter was admitted to the hospital on the same day Pete King, went missing.” 
 
    “That seems to be quite the coincidence,” Kelly said. 
 
    “I agree, so after making this connection, I decided to look into things further. I shared my theory that Shirley could have been a witness to Pete King’s kidnapping with Colin, and while he wasn’t convinced that I was actually onto anything, he did agree to request the police files relating to all five of the missing boys from the local PD, which he then sent to me.” I referred to Colin Black, my boss at the FBI’s San Francisco office. 
 
    “And did you find anything?” Kelly asked. 
 
    I paused and then answered. “Honestly? I’m not sure. I do have a much better feel for each of the missing boys after reading their files, but I won’t go so far as to say that I found a single reason that any of the five cases should be upgraded from runaway status to probable kidnapping.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” Kelly said. “Do you have the files with you?” 
 
    “No, they’re back at my cabana, but I remember the basic details of each of the five cases.” I looked around at the peaceful setting. “I hate to monopolize the conversation with the details of this case. We are, after all, here to relax and catch up.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s fine. I’m game to listen if you want to provide a brief overview.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “I guess I would like to have some feedback.” 
 
    “And I’m happy to provide it.” 
 
    I took a moment to organize my thoughts. “The first boy to go missing was thirteen-year-old Demond Hilltop. Demond went missing eight months ago. The officer who wrote up the missing person report seemed to do a thorough job. He reported that Demond was an only child with a working mother who had given him the responsibility of getting home from school and completing his homework. Of course, according to the notes recorded during the interview, it seems that the detective in charge of Demond’s disappearance quickly ascertained that Demond had his own way of doing things. On most days, rather than going home and doing his homework as he’d been instructed to do, he’d head down to the recreation area, which featured basketball courts and a skate park.” 
 
    “Is this the park that all the boys seemed to have disappeared from?” 
 
    I nodded. “The park serves as a hub in the neighborhood, and other kids from the same school Demond attended likewise congregate there. Even though Demond rarely made it home before dark, he always came home until he didn’t. His mother told the detective who took the report that Demond had been acting out lately, so she didn’t panic when her son wasn’t home when she returned home from work on that first day. She told the investigator that she didn’t even panic when he still wasn’t home when she left for work the following morning. She said that Demond had changed after his thirteenth birthday and that he seemed to be of the mind that he was an adult now that he was a teenager and no longer needed a parent calling the shots.” 
 
    “It does sound like he might have run away.” 
 
    “It does,” I agreed. “And if not for the other missing boys, I believe that I’d have labeled this case as a runaway rather than a kidnapping as well.” 
 
    “Did the officer from the local PD interview Demond’s friends?” 
 
    “A few. The problem is that all the kids Demond tended to hang out with seemed to share a deep-seated distrust of cops. Few were willing or able to provide any sort of information that might have led to a better understanding of Demond’s movements on the day he disappeared, but the investigator did find two boys who were willing to say that Demond had been seen hanging out with some kids by the basketball courts earlier in the day. Unfortunately, neither was willing to admit when he left or who he may have been with if another individual was even part of the picture.” 
 
    “And were there any indications that anything other than a runaway situation was possible?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Not really. Of course, if Demond did run away, he didn’t take any of his stuff, which was noted as inconsistent behavior for a runaway, but in all honesty, the case just never took hold as anything other than a reported run away.” 
 
    Kelly picked up her glass of iced tea and then took a sip. “Okay. I think I have a basic understanding of the first missing boy case. What happened next?” 
 
    “The second boy to go missing was a twelve-year-old named Levi Brown. Levi attended the same school as Demond, and he went missing from the same recreation complex just a month after everyone assumed that Demond ran away from there.” 
 
    “So am I correct in assuming this case was treated as a kidnapping?” 
 
    “Actually, it wasn’t. The skate park where Levi preferred to hang out was located north of the basketball courts where Demond was last seen. While the skate park and the basketball courts are both in the same complex and located on the same plot of land, they are far enough apart to have different addresses on different streets, and a link between the two cases was never identified. At least not at this point.”  
 
    “So what did the PD think happened to Levi?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Levi had two older brothers who ran with a group of high school dropouts who were linked to one of the street gangs in the area. While twelve was a bit young for recruitment, it was quickly determined by the investigator in charge that Levi had likely joined his brothers in their commitment to a life of crime and had taken up residence in one of the condemned houses members of that particular gang tended to reside in.” 
 
    “So, didn’t anyone look for him?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “No one did,” I confirmed. “At least not after the officer took the initial report and identified the probable gang link.” 
 
    Kelly frowned. It did seem that things could have been handled better, but I could also see how it was determined that both these boys had simply run away.  
 
    “And missing boy number three?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Missing child number three was a boy from the middle-class side of town. Glen Columbine had just turned twelve when he went missing. He attended a middle school in a decent neighborhood and, generally speaking, associated with kids from other white-collar, upper-middle-class families. Glen skipped school on the day that he went missing. According to his mother, that hadn’t been the first time her son had skipped school, but as far as she knew, it was the first time he jumped on the bus and headed to the “bad” side of town. The investigator interviewed the bus driver and verified that Glen had jumped on the bus a block from the school and had ridden to the skate park where Levi had gone missing. The bus driver informed the investigator that he had advised the boy against hanging out in that neighborhood, but Glen had assured him that he was meeting a friend and would be fine.” 
 
    “So the PD interpreted meeting a friend as running away with that friend.” 
 
    “Basically. I realize that sounds like a stretch, but Glen had been having a rough time at home and at school. His parents told the investigator that Glen had a new friend they’d never met, who seemed to be calling the shots. After meeting this friend, Glen became even more moody and withdrawn than he had been. They found evidence of drug and alcohol abuse, and he had skipped school on more than one occasion. It was quickly determined that this was likely the friend Glen had planned to meet.” 
 
    “Maybe this friend was older. Someone who provided Glen with drugs and alcohol.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Due to the circumstances, Glen was labeled as a runaway from the beginning.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    I responded. “After Glen, the next boy to go missing was eleven-year-old Bobby Woodward, the youngest of the five. He appeared to be a good kid who did well in his classes and went straight home after school as he’d been told to do. Bobby lived with his mother in an apartment building mostly populated with other adults who were forced to work two jobs to make ends meet. The kids were often left alone, so one of the tenants who didn’t work outside the home generally kept an eye on all the kids who needed somewhere to go. This tenant, Rosa, told the investigator that Bobby was a good kid. Rosa described him as a real sweetheart who came over right after school was dismissed, did his homework, and never gave her any trouble. It appeared, based on both the thickness of the file and the multiple avenues of investigation, that of the five boys who disappeared, Bobby’s disappearance was taken the most seriously.” 
 
    “So, was his disappearance classified as a kidnapping?”  
 
    “Yes and no. I don’t think that the local PD concluded one way or the other, but I will say that compared to the others, a real effort was made to find Bobby. Unfortunately, despite that effort, it seemed as if Bobby simply vanished without a trace. I’m trying to remember how Bobby was linked to the same recreation area the others went missing from, but there was a link. Maybe a witness. I don’t seem to remember, but I think there was a note in his file.” 
 
    “And Pete?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Pete had been raised with all the advantages of wealthy parents until his parents died in an auto accident, and he went to live with his great-aunt, who lived about half a mile from the basketball courts where Demond had gone missing. According to the notes left by the investigator, Pete suffered from depression after his parents were killed, and due, at least in part, to this depression, he basically retreated into his own mind. His great-aunt tried her best to get him to go to school every day, but even on those rare days when she somehow managed to get him there physically, he would completely check out and refuse to participate or even listen to whatever was being said. After months of therapy and numerous meetings with school staff, it was determined that Pete would be home-schooled. Of course, the great-aunt was ill-prepared to deal with the boy’s education, so in the end, she simply allowed him to spend the day playing online video games in his room. According to the notes I accessed, apparently, the boy was very good at these games. So good, in fact, that there were those who thought he might have a future as a professional gamer.” 
 
    “So, was suicide considered?” 
 
    “Actually, suicide was a popular theory, along with simply running away to escape it all. I also found mention of an arrest. I need to dig into that a bit more.” 
 
    “Wow,” Kelly said. “That’s a lot to digest.” 
 
    “It is a lot,” I agreed.  
 
    “So back to Shirley,” Kelly said. “You said she was hit by a car on the same day Pete King went missing.” 
 
    “Yes. According to the file I was given, that’s exactly what occurred.” 
 
    “So what’s your next move?” 
 
    “I guess I’m going to try to figure out a way to access whatever Shirley has locked away in her mind.” 
 
    “So, do you plan to work with her directly in a clinical setting?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “I’d need permission from whoever is in charge of making decisions for her if I was going to ‘officially’ treat or study her. So far, the only thing I’ve been able to find out is that a woman, Shirley’s niece, who lives in New Hampshire, seems to have been granted power of attorney and has the exclusive right to make medical, legal, and financial decisions for Shirley. I was unable to obtain either a phone number or an address for this woman, but I was able to send an inquiry through the woman’s attorney, asking to speak to her about an interview with Shirley. To date, I haven’t heard from her. If she doesn’t contact me or grant permission, I’ll need a warrant to pursue things legally, but in the meantime, I’m planning to go about things a bit more stealthily.” 
 
    “And what exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t really have a plan, but it occurred to me that it might be advantageous to go along with Emily the next time she visits Beverly. Maybe I’ll just happen to run into Shirley again.” 
 
    “I suppose that could work if you’re lucky. Of course, a better alternative is to gain permission from the woman with the power of attorney. If you’re willing to take the time to look into things, it seems to me that this woman would be happy to allow you to try to communicate with her aunt.” 
 
    “I agree, but people can be very protective of their loved ones. As I said, I’ve sent a request to the woman through her attorney, and at this point, I’m just waiting for a response. In the meantime, as I’ve already indicated that I planned to do, I figured I’d just tag along with Emily when she visits Beverly.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know,” Kelly said.  
 
    “I’ll definitely do that.” 
 
    “Imagine the implications if you can figure out what that woman knows, and that knowledge leads to those boys. It sounds as if very little has been done to find them. Maybe they’re still alive.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping.” 
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    After Kelly and I finished lunch, I followed her to Sam’s office. He greeted me with enthusiasm and assured me he would be thrilled to have my help with his case. After Kelly, Sam, and I were settled around the small conference table in his office, Sam filled me in on the case to date. Kelly had already shared most of what Sam told me, but he had a few things to add. The most intriguing piece of information he’d managed to dig up so far was that neither Gia Montgomery nor her mother, Shilo Montgomery, had a paper trail or recorded history before nineteen ninety-four. 
 
    “How old is Gia now?” I asked. 
 
    Sam answered. “According to her birth certificate, which I now believe could be a fake, she’s thirty-four. Gia told me that she moved to Shipwreck Island around the time that she started kindergarten. Maybe up to a year before that. She does have memories that predate the move, but they are pretty random, and so far, she hasn’t been able to reconcile what she remembers about the first four or five years of her life and what she was told.” 
 
    “Have you gotten the DNA results back from the lab?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but I have been promised that the results comparing Gia’s DNA with the woman who raised her will be emailed to my office by the end of the day tomorrow.” 
 
    “So if the woman who raised Gia after moving her here to Shipwreck Island kidnapped her, she was smart enough to tell her stories about her past that would help her create a history in her mind that may never have occurred,” I said. 
 
    “That’s what I suspect at this point,” Sam said. “Keep in mind, however, that so far, there isn’t any proof that Gia was kidnapped. I have done a background check, and it came up empty, but there are other reasons that someone might lack a verifiable history.” 
 
    “Witness protection,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Or simply being on the run,” I added. “If Gia’s mother got involved in something she found herself unable to untangle herself from, she may have decided to disappear. Moving away and changing your name in order to outrun your old life occurs more often than you might think. Did Gia seem to have reason to believe she was kidnapped? Does she remember anything specific related to a kidnapping?”  
 
    “No,” Sam answered. “When I brought up other possible explanations for the gaps in her memory, as well as the gaps in legal documents that might prove things one way or another, she seemed to agree that other explanations were a possibility, but I could sense that she’d made up her mind about the kidnapping scenario.” 
 
    That was odd to me. If Gia had loved the woman who had raised her, and if this woman had treated her well, then it seemed to me that she would naturally be looking for explanations for the gaps in her history that would shine a favorable light on the situation. The fact that she seemed so focused on the kidnapping angle suggested to me that Gia either knew more than she was saying or remembered something she hadn’t been willing to admit even to herself. 
 
    “I’ll need to speak to Gia,” I said. “The environment will need to be controlled to prevent interruption. I’d say we could do it here in the interrogation room, but I think that finding a calm and peaceful environment where she will feel comfortable would be best. I thought about using my cabana, but there’s a lot going on at the resort right now, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to control the outside noise.” 
 
    “We can do it at the boathouse,” Kelly offered. Kelly and her boyfriend, Ryder West, lived in a converted boathouse on a private beach. The location actually would be perfect for the sessions I had in mind. 
 
    “We’d likely need to have at least several sessions,” I warned her. 
 
    “Ryder’s at work every weekday, so as long as you work it out to meet with Gia while Ryder is away, I can make myself scarce.” She paused and then continued. “Or if you’d prefer help, I can wait upstairs while you chat with Gia downstairs.” 
 
    I looked at Sam. “Does that work for you?” 
 
    “How do you feel about taping the sessions?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m fine with it,” I answered. “We’ll need Gia’s permission as well, but if she really wants to remember, as she indicated, then she should agree to our terms.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll set up the first session for this week. Are there any days the two of you prefer we stay away from?” Sam asked. 
 
    Both Kelly and I agreed that any weekday that week would be fine as long as we had a bit of notice so we could adjust any other plans we might make. Today was Tuesday, so Sam suggested he’d try to set something up for either tomorrow or the following day. 
 
    Once that was settled, I headed home. Kelly and I tried to get together on Tuesdays when neither of us had unavoidable plans, and I usually went directly home after our lunch. Between the extra-long lunch with Kelly, as we discussed Gia’s situation and the investigation I was conducting relating to Shirley’s garbled message, and then the time spent with Sam, it was well into the afternoon before I returned to the resort where I lived with my family.  
 
    “Hey, everyone, I’m home,” I called out after entering the main house where my aunt, Charley Hamilton, lived with her father-in-law, Hank Hamilton, my sisters, Emily Rose and Rory Whitmore, and Emily’s daughters, Estelle and Esther. 
 
    “In the kitchen,” Emily called back.  
 
    Usually, I would have come in through the door that led directly into the kitchen, but I’d noticed Hank standing near the entrance to the pool area, so I’d continued down the walkway to say hi before retracing my steps to the house. 
 
    “It looks like you’re making peach cobbler,” I said after noticing the pile of cubed peaches on the cutting board. 
 
    “I am making peach cobbler, but I’m afraid it isn’t for you.” 
 
    My smile fell. “It’s not for dessert tonight?” 
 
    She shook her head. “There’s a PTA planning meeting at the school tonight, so I’m bringing individual servings in disposable bowls. I can make another batch for the family later in the week if you’d like.” 
 
    “Peach cobbler is my favorite, but I wouldn’t want you to go to all the trouble just for me.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t mind. The girls love it as well. Hank, however, would prefer boysenberry cobbler, but he’ll eat peach cobbler.” 
 
    “I like boysenberry cobbler,” I said. 
 
    She set her slicing knife aside. “Okay, great. I’ll make boysenberry cobbler for the family, and if there’s any peach cobbler left after tonight, I’ll drop a serving off at your cabana.” 
 
    I walked around the counter and kissed my sister on the cheek. “Thanks, Em. You’re the best.” I looked toward the main part of the house, which was suspiciously quiet. “Are the girls home?” 
 
    “Rory got off early today since Ryder went sailing with his racing team, so she took the girls to the beach. Aunt Charley is next door at the hotel, and Hank went somewhere with Liam.” Emily referred to Liam Alexander, the resort’s groundskeeper. 
 
    “Since you and Charley are tied up, I assume we won’t be doing a family dinner tonight.” One of the advantages of living next door to my family was that someone usually made a meal. 
 
    “I think Charley is going out with Henry, and Hank said something about going to the steakhouse with Liam. Rory offered to keep an eye on the girls, and I think they plan to order pizza. I guess you can join them if you want.” Emily referred to Henry Collins, a semi-retired local doctor. 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I’ll check with Logan. It’s been a while since we’ve had a nice dinner out. As long as he doesn’t have any emergencies, this might be the perfect night for us to get together.” 
 
    Logan Alexander had grown up at the resort with my sisters and me after we moved in with Aunt Charley following the death of our parents. We’d been best friends from an early age but had recently decided to move our relationship out of the friend zone and into the romance zone. I’d say that, overall, the transition had gone smoothly, but it did seem that we still tended to live our own lives much of the time. Being in a romantic relationship didn’t necessarily mean one couldn’t have their own life, but sometimes we barely felt like a couple. Taking the time to truly focus on each other and our new status had felt more like work than it ought to, but I loved Logan and wanted to make this work, so I’d committed to doing the work needed to ensure our happily ever after. 
 
    Making the decision to call him while I was thinking about it, I did so. Despite the fact that I’d called his personal cell phone, it was his receptionist who answered. Logan doing this didn’t really surprise me. It wasn’t as if Logan could take personal calls while he was with a patient, but he usually just let the calls go to voicemail. I supposed Logan might have been expecting a call he didn’t want to miss and had asked his receptionist to monitor his cell phone and office line. The receptionist confirmed that Logan was with a patient and promised she’d tell him I’d called and would be sure to remind him to call me back later if he couldn’t do so right away. 
 
    Once that was accomplished, I decided to go for a run. I tried to jog at least several days a week and to surf on those days when I didn’t go running, but it had been busier than usual at the resort lately, so I’d been helping in reception rather than getting my workout in. Most days, it was too hot to run in the afternoon, but today was cool and overcast, so I decided to give it a try. I hadn’t seen Hank’s dog, Captain Jack Hamilton, in the house when I’d stopped by to speak with Emily, so I had to assume that he was with Hank, although I hadn’t noticed him when I’d stopped to talk to Hank. I supposed that meant I would need to run alone, which was fine, but I would miss having a doggy companion.  
 
    The beaches closest to the resort were packed at this time of the year on both the ocean and the bay side, so I decided to head down the path to the very end of the peninsula and then crawl over the seawall. Doing so allowed me to run along the narrow strip of sand between the open water and the wall, which was doable during low tide. If my run went long, I’d need to go back to my cabana another way, but a few minutes of running on the mostly deserted sand seemed like just the thing to quiet my overactive mind.  
 
    Unfortunately, my cell phone rang as I was getting into my grove. I thought it was Logan calling me back, so I paused to answer, but it was Genevieve.  
 
    “What’s up, Gen?”  
 
    “I’m calling on Ezra’s behalf. He wanted to speak to you and asked me to set something up.” Ezra Reinhold was an extremely reclusive billionaire who never left the compound and had a reputation for being a somewhat successful civilian crime fighter in the area. Ezra had survived a great tragedy in his past, which had ended the lives of his wife and son and turned him into the recluse he is today. While I wished that he’d found a way to deal with his trauma that would allow him to go out into the world, I had to admit that he did a lot of good and helped a lot of people from his safe place within his fortress. 
 
    I started to slowly walk down the beach as we chatted. “Okay,” I said. “I’m supposed to help Sam with a project either tomorrow or Thursday. We can set something up for Friday, or I can call you back after I speak to Sam, and we can do whichever day he doesn’t choose.” 
 
    “I think Friday will be fine with Ezra. It’s not like he’ll have other plans, and I didn’t sense that it was urgent.” 
 
    “And you’re sure he wants to speak to just me?” 
 
    “That’s what he said. Octavia is at a wilderness training class. I haven’t seen Harley in over a month, and Griff is visiting his granddaughter.” 
 
    Octavia was a sharpshooter, highly trained combat soldier, and ex-CIA and was considered to be the “muscle” of the team. She lived on the compound, as Gen did, but she seemed to be off doing her own thing more often than not. Harley Covington, an ex-thief, helped when there were cases requiring a highly skilled level of breaking and entering. Griff Wilson was an ex-homicide detective who also lived on the compound and was considered by most to be Ezra’s best friend. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What time on Friday do you think Ezra would prefer?” 
 
    “He has physical therapy in the morning, so how about after lunch. Maybe one-thirty.” 
 
    “One-thirty sounds great. I’ll be there then.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Gen said. “Oh, and thanks for the comp you gave me for the steak house at the resort. I always intend to thank you when we talk, but I keep forgetting. I really appreciated it and wanted to let you know that I brought that guy I’ve been dating, and we had the best time.” 
 
    “I’m glad you had a good time. Are you talking about the guy who works for the DEA?” 
 
    “No. Another guy.” She laughed. “You know that I like to keep my options open.” 
 
    I did know that about Gen, and I suspected there was a trail of heartbreak that had led to that approach to life and especially to dating. 
 
    “What happened to that guy you met who was a cop for the San Francisco Police Department? Ryan or Brian or something.” 
 
    “His name’s Ryan, and we’re still friends. I really like him, but he lives in San Francisco, and I’m pretty much committed to being here on Shipwreck Island, so there isn’t any long-term potential there.” She paused and then continued. “I really need to find a guy who lives on the island.” She paused again. “A guy who wouldn’t mind my crazy lifestyle. I’m not sure who that might be, but if it really is true that there’s someone out there for everyone, then I guess I’ll meet my prince someday. In the meantime, in addition to about a million online friends I’ve met through gaming, I have Ezra and the team.” 
 
    “You mentioned that you’d made it to the final round in an online gaming competition. How did that go?” 
 
    She snorted. “How do you think it went? I made the other guys in my group cry.” 
 
    And therein might lie the reason Gen had trouble keeping a guy. She was smart enough to outthink anyone who dared to pit themselves against her. 
 
    We chatted a little longer, and then I hung up. Logan had called and left a message while I was on the phone with Gen. He was on his way to see another patient, but he assured me that, at this point, it appeared as if he’d get off on time. He promised to come over to my cabana after he showered and changed, and if I felt the reason I’d called him in the first place could wait until then, we could talk about whatever was on my mind once he arrived. 
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    The resort offers a variety of dining choices. In addition to the steak house, there was a coffee shop, bar and grill, and beachfront bar that served wings and other appetizers. More often than not, Logan and I made the easy decision to dine at one of the restaurants at the resort, but tonight, we decided to go into town for our dinner date.  
 
    “This is nice,” I said as we settled at a table near a large picture window, looking out over the bluff. “It’s been a while since we’ve had Mexican food.” 
 
    “I’ve been craving an enchilada platter all week, so when you suggested we head into town, this is the first place I thought of.” 
 
    I dipped a warm tortilla chip into the salsa and carefully maneuvered it toward my mouth so the salsa didn’t drip down the front of my pretty yellow summer top.  
 
    “Did you have lunch with Kelly today?” Logan asked. 
 
    “I did. It’s always nice to catch up with Kelly, and she had an interesting story to tell today.” 
 
    Logan successfully completed the journey of his own chip and salsa from bowl to his mouth before replying. “So, what sort of story did Kelly have to share?”  
 
    “I guess the story is really Sam’s story, but Kelly is helping him as she often does. Apparently, a woman named Gia who lives in Hidden Harbor came into Sam’s office a few days ago and told him that it was her belief that she’d been kidnapped as a child.” 
 
    “No kidding. Was Gia right?” 
 
    “Sam isn’t sure.” I dipped another chip into the salsa and began telling the story Kelly had shared with me to Logan.  
 
    “Do you think you’ll be able to dig the truth out of this woman’s mind after all this time?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s hard to say at this point. I’ll have a better feel for things once I speak to Gia. I have techniques I can use to help this woman remember whatever she has buried in her subconscious. Of course, that’s assuming she’ll want to dig out the truth. Nothing really works if the subject isn’t willing, but it seems to me that if she wasn’t interested in finding out what actually happened, she wouldn’t have gone in to talk to Sam in the first place.” 
 
    Logan took a sip of his margarita before responding. “It does sound like an interesting case. Be sure to loop me in once you speak to the woman.” 
 
    “I’m actually speaking with her tomorrow around eleven a.m. We can talk about it when you get home from work. Unless you have hospital hours, that is.” 
 
    “I should be home on time tomorrow, although Ryder asked me about sailing on Saturday, so I may try to trade my Saturday hours for an evening this week. I’ll have to let you know.” 
 
    “Is the hospital ever going to hire another full-time staff doctor so you don’t have to keep doing all these extra shifts?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Whenever I ask about it, they tell me things are in the works. Whatever that means.” 
 
    We chatted about the doctor shortage on the island a bit longer, and then Logan asked about my case involving the kidnapped boys. I shared some of the basic information I’d found in the files that had been sent to me and admitted that I hadn’t learned much since we’d last spoken. I also shared that I’d discussed the project with Kelly and that she had a few ideas I might look into. 
 
    “You know,” Logan began, “I just read an article about communicating with individuals with a brain injury. Occasionally, even if most of the communication between the brain and the body is scrambled, thus preventing those with serious brain injuries from speaking coherently and even walking and using their arms, there still might be one part of the body with a connection.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Shirley can’t walk, and the use of her hands and arms is limited. Her speech makes no sense, but you sense there’s intent behind the words. Have you tried blinking?” 
 
    “Blinking?” I asked. 
 
    “Once for yes and two for no. It’s rudimentary, but if Shirley can control eye movements and you’re convinced her thoughts are intact, there have been vast improvements in the tools that will turn eye movements into words.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I should have thought of that.” I leaned over and kissed Logan on the lips. “You’re a genius.” 
 
    He grinned. “I won’t go so far as to say I’m a genius, but if you want to say it, I won’t argue with you.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    “So, is this sailing thing on Saturday a guys-only thing?” I asked. I certainly didn’t want to intrude on guy time, but it had been a while since I’d been out. 
 
    “Not at all. Ryder wanted to take his racing boat out since it had been a while since he really opened her up and asked me if I wanted to crew. I think he was going to ask Sam as well. I’m not sure if Kelly plans to go, but if she tags along, I’m sure no one will mind if you tag along as well.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Kelly about it. I’m going to see her tomorrow when I chat with Gia.” 
 
    The waitress brought our meals, which looked delicious. Logan ordered the enchilada platter as he’d indicated he wanted to, and I ordered a tostada salad. The burritos at this particular restaurant were the best, but I knew I’d likely fill up on chips and margaritas, so I decided on a lighter option for my entrée. 
 
    We’d entered the part of the evening where we would typically engage in a lively debate about sharing a dessert when Logan’s cell phone dinged. 
 
    He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the display. “I need to go. There’s been an accident on the highway. Multiple injuries.” He tossed a wad of bills on the table. “I realize that we came together, but perhaps you can grab an Uber.” 
 
    “I’m happy to do that, but I’m also happy to come along if I can help.” 
 
    He paused. “Do you have your badge?” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s in my purse.” 
 
    “I suppose an FBI agent with a badge will be useful if crowd control is needed.” He looked me up and down. “I don’t know about that outfit with the yellow top and white pants.” 
 
    “It’s fine. If I get dirty, I get dirty.” 
 
    Logan smiled. “Okay, then let’s go. Even though the ambulances are on the way, they want me to help with triage.” 
 
    As it turned out, the accident was just as bad as Logan had indicated. For reasons unknown at this point, an SUV carrying six teenagers had crashed through a guardrail and down an embankment. Two teens were in critical condition, two had injuries that were less serious but would still need to be treated at the hospital, and two had minor injuries that Logan felt he could treat at the scene. As predicted, lookie-lous had begun to gather. Most kept a respectable distance, but a few required a firm warning from my badge. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked one of the teens, who, while suffering from cuts and scrapes, appeared to have escaped serious injury.  
 
    “Callie.” 
 
    “I’m Syd. Do you feel dizzy? Nauseated?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I have a headache, and I think I sprained my wrist, but it doesn’t seem to be broken.” She lifted her arm and rotated her wrist to prove her point. 
 
    I was glad to see that she appeared to be okay. “Can you tell me what happened?”  
 
    She frowned and rubbed her hand against her head before answering. “I’m not sure. I was riding in the third row with Justin and wasn’t really watching the road. For some reason, Braydon swerved, and the next thing I know, we’re rolling down the embankment.” She wiped a smear of blood from her cheek. “Are the others going to be okay? I saw that they took Justin to the hospital, but I didn’t see what happened to the others.” 
 
    I didn’t want to be the one to tell the girl that both Braydon and his date, Polly, were unconscious and considered to be in critical condition, so I just said that I wasn’t sure about everyone’s condition but that I knew that everyone was being treated and that those who needed to go to the hospital were being transported. 
 
    Callie looked toward the embankment, where she saw the broken guardrail as a testament to their journey to the sea. “How am I going to get home?” 
 
    “Your mother has been called.” 
 
    The look of horror that crossed her face seemed telling, considering the trauma she’d recently experienced hadn’t seemed to have phased her nearly as much as having to deal with her mother.  
 
    “She’s going to ground me for life.” She groaned. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be angry?” I asked. 
 
    “Not angry. Terrified. Well, maybe both angry and terrified.” 
 
    “Given the situation, I guess that might be normal.” 
 
    “It isn’t just this situation. My mom is afraid of everything. She has a ton of rules that she is very strict about enforcing. I know she wants me to be safe, but if she had her way, I’d spend my entire life in my room and never come out.” 
 
    When I was a kid, I had a friend who had a mother like that. 
 
    Callie continued. “Every time I leave the house, she gives me a ten-minute speech about being safe in an unsafe world.” She put her hands over her face. I know the rules, but it all seemed harmless enough. “Sure, I guess I knew that Braydon had been drinking. And I knew I shouldn’t get in the car with him since he had been drinking, but the others were fine with it, and we weren’t going far. I was with my friends, so it’s not like I had another ride to the party.” She let out a long groan. “My mom is literally going to lose her mind when she finds out that I violated rule number one.” 
 
    “Don’t get into a car with anyone who has been drinking,” I said, assuming that was rule number one. It was a good rule and one I planned to drill into the minds of my own teenagers, assuming, of course, that I ever had any.  
 
    “Exactly,” Callie responded. “And rule number five, right after rule number four, which is always use a condom if you break rule number three, which is no sex until you are eighteen, is always call first if you are going to relocate from the destination where you’d been dropped off.” 
 
    “So what’s rule number two?” I had to ask even though I knew as I asked the question that it likely wasn’t relative.  
 
    “Keep your pepper spray in one hand and a sharp object in the other when walking alone after dark.” 
 
    It sounded like Callie’s mom had thought this out. “So your mom didn’t know you planned to go to a party,” I said. 
 
    “No.” She began to sob. “I told her I would be spending the night at Amber’s house, which is where she dropped me off. I told my mom that Amber’s mom was home and that we planned to do our nails and watch a movie.” 
 
    “But that had never been the plan,” I took a stab at a guess. 
 
    She shook her head and cried even harder.  
 
    I had no doubt this girl’s mother was going to be furious when she found all of that out, but I also suspected that she’d be relieved that she hadn’t been critically injured. 
 
    I noticed a woman in a blue dress running toward us. The mother, I was willing to bet. Not knowing whether to expect anger or relief, I prepared myself for either.  
 
    “Oh God, Callie,” the woman cried. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Mom,” Callie cried, throwing her hands around her mother’s neck and hanging on tight. “I’m so sorry I broke the rules. You were so right, and I should have listened. Please don’t hate me.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I could never hate you.”  
 
    I watched the woman’s face pale as she noticed the guardrail.  
 
    “The others?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Callie said. “They took everyone to the hospital.” 
 
    The woman looked at me. “Are we free to go?” 
 
    I looked around for Sam but didn’t see him. “I think that will be fine, but I need you to give me your contact information before you go.” 
 
    The woman gave me her cell and landline numbers. She also provided her address and her place of employment. Once I felt I had what Sam would need to track the woman down when he was ready to interview Callie, I walked them to the mother’s car and watched them safely drive away. Once they’d left, I looked around to see what needed to be done. It looked like the other five teens had been taken to the hospital. Logan must have caught a ride to the hospital with one of the ambulances. We’d discussed his plan to do so on the drive to the accident scene. He’d made sure I had his car keys so I could meet him at the hospital when I was no longer needed at the accident scene. There were still quite a few onlookers standing around, but now that all the victims had been taken away, those who’d shown up for the entertainment value of the whole thing began to disperse. I supposed I was free to leave, but before I did so, I wanted to see if I could figure out why Braydon had swerved in the first place. I walked over to the embankment where the SUV had crashed through the guardrail and backtracked to where the vehicle must have started to swerve. It was then I saw the dog. 
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    I groaned as light from the bright, sunny morning penetrated my curtains. Last night had been one of those nights that seemed to go on and on. After finding the dog in the ditch on the side of the road, I checked for signs of life. When I realized the dog was breathing, I called Ryder, who agreed to meet me at the scene and transport the dog to his animal hospital. The dog was in bad shape and would need immediate surgery, but Ryder seemed to think he had a chance. I asked if there was anything I could do, and he said there really wasn’t, so after making him promise to call me if he had news, I called my sister, Rory, and asked her to pick me up at the hospital. I still had Logan’s car and figured he’d need it when he finally got off, so I decided to leave his keys at the nurses’ station and then text him that I’d left his car in the parking area reserved for doctors. When I arrived at the hospital and went inside to drop off the keys, I found the waiting room packed with anxious family members waiting for word on their son or daughter. I was a psychologist trained to help in crisis situations, so rather than heading back to the resort as I originally planned, I decided to stay and offer comfort and support where I could.  
 
    “Are you awake?” Rory called from the living room of my cabana.  
 
    “I’m awake,” I called back. “Just give me a minute, and I’ll be right out.” 
 
    I could hear her moving around in the other room and earnestly hoped she was making coffee. Pulling an oversized sweatshirt over the tank top and pajama shorts I slept in, I headed out into the larger lounge area, where Rory greeted me with what I hoped was a latte with a couple extra shots of espresso. 
 
    “Nonfat quad?” I asked, accepting the cup she handed me. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “You’re an angel.” I took a tentative sip of the hot brew. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, and not that I’m not super grateful for the coffee, but why are you here? Shouldn’t you be at work?” 
 
    Rory worked as a lab technician for the animal hospital Ryder owned. 
 
    “I was at work, but since it was slow, I took a break. I figured you’d need someone to wake you up, and I wanted to let you know that the dog you found on the side of the road last night made it through surgery and is doing much better this morning.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m so glad to hear that. I was terrified when I found the poor thing lying there in a puddle of blood. I guess he must have run in front of the SUV with the teenagers and is likely the one who caused the accident.”  
 
    “I’d say that is likely the case. The SUV obviously hit the dog, but Ryder thinks the driver swerved while attempting to avoid hitting him, which resulted in a sideswipe rather than a full-impact collision. It’s unlikely the dog would have survived if the driver hadn’t swerved.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure what to say about that. On the one hand, I’m glad that the dog wasn’t killed. On the other hand, if the SUV’s driver hadn’t swerved while trying to avoid hitting the dog, he likely wouldn’t have crashed through the guardrail and rolled down the embankment, and those teens wouldn’t have gotten hurt.” 
 
    “Have you heard if they’re all going to be okay?” Rory asked. 
 
    I took another sip of my coffee before answering. “I haven’t talked to Logan this morning, but by the time we finally left the hospital last night, it appeared that all the teens were stable. Based on the chatter I picked up from the nurses on duty, it seemed as if the girl in the front passenger seat sustained the worst injuries. If I had to guess, she’s still in the ICU.” 
 
    “It was nice of you to stay to do what you could to comfort the families last night,” Rory said. 
 
    “Doing that sort of thing is what I was trained to do. It was nice of you to stay and help.” 
 
    Rory shrugged. “Offering hope, and sometimes acceptance, to distraught parents is part of my job as well. Sure, I normally deal with the parents of dogs and cats, but the grief is much the same, and it actually wasn’t all that hard to extrapolate the skills I’ve picked up to help those families last night.” 
 
    I yawned. “I bet you must be exhausted.” 
 
    “I am tired, but I’ve been up for a while, so I’ve had time to get my second wind. Are you still planning to meet with Kelly this morning?” 
 
    “Kelly!” I said, looking at the clock. “I forgot all about that. I need to jump in the shower right now, or I’ll never make it.” 
 
    “And I need to get back to work. Will you be home tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t have plans,” I answered. 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    With that, Rory left, and I jumped in the shower. I’d need to hurry if I was going to make it to Kelly’s on time. Luckily, my hair seemed to do fine with a wash and air dry, so I figured I’d shower quickly, dress casually, and then finish my latte on the road. My car had Bluetooth, so making a hands-free call was easy. I figured I’d call Kelly to let her know I was on my way, but I might be just a few minutes late. 
 
    “I hoped you’d still make it after your late night,” she said. “I would have hated to cancel Gia’s appointment, but according to Ryder, you and Rory were at the hospital well past midnight, so I wasn’t sure if you’d be up to meeting with Gia.” 
 
    “We decided to stay and try to offer comfort where we could. It looks like all the teens will be fine, but I must admit it was touch and go for a couple of them for a while.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine being a parent and getting the call that your child has been in a serious accident. You must feel so helpless.” 
 
    “I’d say helpless is a good word for what most of those parents were feeling. Along with angry, of course.” 
 
    “Angry?’ she asked as I merged onto the main highway heading north.  
 
    “The boy who was driving had been drinking. Based on conversations I overheard, it seemed that at least a few of the parents of the teens who were hurt have already contacted attorneys and are planning to sue. I felt so bad for all the parents, but I guess I felt the most sympathy for the parents of the boy who was driving. They have a rough road ahead of them.” 
 
    “I guess they might. Were all the teens drinking?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I answered. “But I think that more than one of the teens had blood alcohol levels above the legal limit. Not that any amount is legal if you’re a minor.” 
 
    “I really do feel bad for everyone involved. Listen, I just heard a car in the drive. It’s probably Gia. I’ll bring her in and get her a beverage. You take your time and get here safely when you can.” 
 
    “Okay. I should be there in about ten minutes.” With that, I disconnected the call. Taking a deep breath, I willed my mind to relax and refocus. I was heading to Kelly’s boathouse to help Gia restore some of her deeply buried memories. I owed it to this woman to be fully present, which meant I needed to free my mind from the events of the past fifteen hours and focus on the task at hand. I was sure that making this trip down memory lane would be traumatic for Gia, even if she was the one who initiated the session. Wanting to remember and wanting to know weren’t always the same thing.  
 
    The boathouse Kelly and Ryder lived in was really spectacular. Located on a stretch of private beach, it was about as secluded as you could get and still be on the island. The space was small. A kitchen, dining, and living area made up most of the downstairs, along with a full bath, and a loft bedroom, along with a half bath, was cozily tucked under the eaves of the second story. 
 
    By the time I’d parked and made my way to the front of the structure, more than fifteen minutes had passed since I’d hung up with Kelly. I felt terrible about being late, but Kelly and Gia were sipping iced tea on her deck overlooking the rolling waves and didn’t seem to mind that they’d been forced to wait for me.  
 
    I sat down at the table where Kelly and Gia had already gathered. “Before we begin, I thought it might be nice to chat a bit,” I said. “I’d like to hear a bit about you in your own words, and I think it would be nice for me to tell you a bit about myself as well.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” she responded. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Whatever you think is important for me to know.” 
 
    She paused and then answered. “Kelly filled me in a bit. I know that you already know that the woman who raised me passed away recently and that I came across photos while going through her things that seem to have ignited memories I didn’t even know I had. After thinking about the photos as well as other events in my life, I feel certain that I was kidnapped as a child.” 
 
    “Do you have an actual memory of a kidnapping event?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “If you are asking if I remember being torn from my family kicking and screaming, then no, I don’t have any sort of memory like that. But I do remember things. Other homes and other people. I’ve been told by almost everyone I’ve spoken to about this that memory is a tricky thing. I’ve been told that my memories might be the result of an actual experience or event, but it’s also been explained to me that memories can also be formed by dreams and even fantasies or daydreams. That seems odd to me. I feel as if I would know the difference between something I actually experienced and something I just dreamt or imagined, but apparently, that isn’t always the case.” 
 
    “It is true that something you experience as a memory of an actual person or experience might actually be a memory formed by a vivid dream, daydream, or even a story you’ve been told. I know I’ve had this sort of experience myself. I have an extremely vivid memory of a house I’d swear I’d lived in at one point if anyone asked me, but when I pause to really think about it, I realize that I couldn’t have lived in that house. I went to live with my aunt when I was only nine, and before that, I lived in a single-story house with my parents and sisters. The house I actually lived in had an entry into the living room, but I distinctly remember living in a two-story house with an entry into a long hallway. I asked my aunt about that house. I figured maybe I lived there when I was very young before my sisters were even born, and she assures me that I never lived in a house matching the description of the house in my memory.” 
 
    “So, where did the memory come from?” Gia asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “The house in my memory could have been the home of a friend I’d visited when I was young. It could have been a house I’d created in a fantasy I engaged in as a child, or it could have been the house where I lived in my dream state at some point along the way. I really don’t know. My memory of this house is vivid. I can remember the orange carpet in the family room and the brown tile in the entry. I remember the brick patio and the firepit in the backyard. It seems that if I didn’t live in this house, then the house must have been one I spent a considerable amount of time in for my memories to be so strong.” 
 
    “Maybe the house belonged to a neighbor or a babysitter,” Gia suggested. 
 
    “Maybe. I’ve tried to figure it out, but I’ve come up blank. I’ve described the house to my aunt and sisters, and no one other than me seems to remember a house like the one I described.” 
 
    “So I guess what you are getting at is that my memories might not be based on actual people or events.” 
 
    “I’m not saying they aren’t based on actual people or events, but they might not be as pure and accurate as you might imagine.” 
 
    She sat quietly. It appeared she was taking a moment to think things over. Eventually, she spoke. “I remember seeing a documentary on TV about witnesses in a criminal investigation. A bunch of people all witnessed a shooting in a crowded park, but when asked what they’d seen, everyone appeared to remember things differently. That seemed crazy to me. I mean, all these people saw the same guy engaged in the same act of violence, but the descriptions of what the man looked like, what he was wearing, and exactly what happened were so different.” 
 
    “There have been a ton of studies done to explore this phenomenon, but what we are going to focus on today are long-term memories that have become buried in your subconscious. As we excavate these memories, we’ll need to gently observe them and then try to decide whether the memory is based on an actual event or something else. If you were kidnapped, as you suspect you were, then a memory of that event is buried somewhere deep inside. It would likely have been a traumatic memory that won’t be easily shaken free.” 
 
    “Once we get started, will I be in control of what I remember?” Gia asked. 
 
    “You will be in control at all times. I’m going to help you relax, and I’m going to talk you through a light meditation I hope will allow you to access the memories you are most interested in exploring. If, at any point, it becomes too intense, all you need to do is step away. We don’t need to figure this all out during this one session. In fact, it’s practically guaranteed that it will take at least several sessions to start uncovering the truth you hope to find.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and swallowed. “Okay. Do you want to do this here?” 
 
    I looked around at the deserted beach and gently rolling waves. It was a pleasant day with temperatures in the seventies accompanied by a light breeze to keep things cool. “Are you comfortable here? Do you feel like you can fully relax and let go of your need to control your thoughts? Or would you prefer to go inside?” 
 
    “I’m fine trying it here, but maybe I’ll sit over there in that lounger in the shade. I think it might be easier to really let go if I didn’t need to worry about falling off the chair.” 
 
    I smiled. “Moving to the lounger would be fine.” I looked at Kelly. “Would you be more comfortable having Kelly here, or would you like her to go into the house?” 
 
    She looked at Kelly. “She can stay. There’s something really calming about her presence.” 
 
    That much was true. Kelly seemed to have that certain something that allowed those around her to relax and let go. We’d worked together with other individuals who hoped to recover buried memories, and in every case, they’d all said something very similar to what Gia had just said. 
 
    We began with a suggestion that she settle herself in the lounger she had selected. I asked her if she needed a blanket or pillow, and she assured me she was okay. She moved around as she tried to find the best placement for her arms and legs, and once she was settled, I attached a monitor to her wrist that would feed data relating to her heart rate and breathing patterns to my laptop, which I’d set up on the nearby table. Once that was accomplished, I coached her to close her eyes and focus on the sound of the waves. She did so, and once I could see that her heart rate as well as her breathing had slowed. I walked her through a basic meditation where each part of the body was focused on and then relaxed. Once she seemed to be as relaxed as could be expected, I talked her through imagery associated with floating effortlessly on the sea. A lot of people I had tried this with tensed up when asked to imagine that they were floating on a body of water, but Gia seemed to be comfortable with the sea and relaxed even more when she moved from the lounger to the water in her mind.  
 
    Once she seemed to have reached a state as close to a trance as I’d planned, I began asking her questions that would require her to access a memory. We started slowly with memories of what she had for breakfast or wore to work the previous day. I encouraged her to simply let the memory flow over her. If it didn’t come to her, I encouraged her to wait rather than go after it. This took some practice, but as we worked, I was able to pick up helpful information for another session. Some clients I worked with had a strong audible link to memory, so when a song was added to the session, they were much more likely to experience a moment in time associated with that song than they were to associate an experience with a scent. Others were more easily prompted by food or tactile experiences, such as the feel of water against hot skin on a summer day.  
 
    My goal today was simply to observe which prompts appeared to work the best for Gia. Her heart rate increased when I had her imagine the sound of traffic, and it slowed when I asked her to imagine the sound made by steady rain hitting a metal roof. Most folks felt calmed by rain and aggravated by traffic, so there was nothing unique in her responses, but I’d learned long ago to take it slow and allow the perfect mix of stimuli to make itself known. 
 
    I’d already decided to end the session after thirty minutes, so as we neared the end time, I decided to take a chance and step further back in time. I asked her about her sixth-grade teacher, who she seemed to remember quite clearly. I then asked about her fifth-grade teacher, stepping back in time, one teacher at a time. She shared that her fifth-grade teacher was a man, but she couldn’t remember his name or anything more about him. Her fourth-grade teacher smelled of lemons and always had candy in her desk drawer for those students who did exceptionally well with a task assigned to them. Her third-grade teacher was plump and tended to run a strictly regimented classroom, and her second-grade teacher had dark hair and a funny little mole on her lip, but she couldn’t imagine anything beyond that. Gia’s memories dried up completely when we got to first grade. I could see that it was at this point that rather than allowing her memories to wash over her, she was actively seeking them, which ultimately interfered with the process.  
 
    When Gia opened her eyes, I assured her that she’d done fine and suggested that she take a few minutes to relax before she tried to get up. Of course, she was overly stimulated by this point, and she sat up rather than doing as I’d suggested and quickly stood, causing a wave of dizziness that had her lying back down and taking things slowly the second time around. 
 
    “Do you think that whatever transpired happened when I was in the first grade?” she asked. “Is that why I can’t remember anything about that teacher or the one before her?” 
 
    “While it is possible that the event you’re trying to recall occurred when you were in the first grade, it’s also possible that your mind was tired and ready to take a break. We did a lot of good work today. I’m very encouraged.” 
 
    She grinned. “You are? Do you think this is going to work?” 
 
    “I think we should be able to access memories from the time before our stopping point today, but I’m unable to make any guarantees concerning the quality or quantity of those memories. At this point, I’m suggesting we continue to meet and see where we end up.” 
 
    She licked her lips. “Okay. When should we meet again?” 
 
    I looked at Kelly. This was, after all, her house.  
 
    “Normally, most weekdays will be fine,” Kelly answered. “There may be exceptions, but as long as Ryder hasn’t taken the day off for some reason, I see no reason the two of you can’t meet here, even if I can’t be here for some reason.” 
 
    “How about Monday,” I suggested.  
 
    Both Kelly and Gia indicated that Monday would work fine. In the meantime, I handed Gia two wire-bound journals and a pack of pens with different colored ink.  
 
    “I want you to write down any memories that pop to the surface between now and when we meet. I’m not talking about memories of what you had for dinner last night, but make a note if you remember a particular dinner from your childhood. And be detailed. Who was there? What did you eat? Was it hot or cold that day?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. “And the other journal?” 
 
    “The other journal is for dreams. Now that we’ve begun to nudge your memories a bit, they may very well work themselves out while you sleep. Keep the journal next to your bed. And keep a penlight handy. Something you can use to see while you make your notes but something soft enough not to jolt you awake too abruptly.” 
 
    “Okay. And thank you.” She smiled. “I haven’t thought about my grade-school teachers in over a decade. It’s funny the little details you remember. Like Mrs. Conroy’s mole.” Her smile grew bigger. “And the fact that her name was Mrs. Conroy, which is a fact that I didn’t remember until I just said it.” 
 
    “Once you begin exploring those memories, I think many little details will return. As I said, write them down. Most of these memories won’t be all that important, but the more memories you have, the greater the likelihood that the memories you’re chasing will eventually begin to appear.” 
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    After I left Kelly’s, I decided to stop by the animal hospital and check on the dog who’d been hit in the accident last night. Ryder was an excellent veterinarian, and I was sure he would do everything in his power to make sure the dog pulled through. Rory had indicated that he was doing better today, so maybe he’d be able to go home in a few days, assuming his owner was found. As of this morning, Rory indicated that the dog’s owner hadn’t come forward. I knew it was standard practice for Ryder to alert the shelter if an animal was brought in without a human, so I assumed that had been done. I thought that if the dog had simply gotten out of someone’s yard, his human would be looking for him by now. That fact that no one was had begun to worry me. The dog hadn’t been scrawny and undernourished as many strays tended to be, so perhaps the owner was away from home and didn’t know that his doggy friend was missing yet. 
 
    “So, how’s he doing?” I asked Ryder, who was leaning on the reception counter, chatting with Rory.  
 
    “Much better,” Ryder informed me. “He has a broken leg, so he’ll need to be kept quiet for a while, but he’s already demonstrated an ability to get around on three legs.” 
 
    “Still no owner?” I asked. 
 
    Ryder nodded. “I’m afraid that if the dog was running free in the first place due to his owner’s negligence, the pup may never be claimed.” 
 
    “Liability,” I said, realizing that if the dog was running free because the dog’s owner decided not to adhere to the leash law, and as a result of the dog’s free-range behavior, he caused an accident that injured six teenagers, then it seemed possible that the dog’s owner could very well be held liable for the damage caused when his dog ran onto a busy highway.  
 
    “The hospital will be closed to overnight guests this weekend since Granger is planning to head to Novato to visit family.” Grainger Wallberger lived in a small house attached to the animal hospital for free in exchange for keeping an eye on overnight guests when they had any. “If there’s a real emergency, I guess I’ll stay, but I’m hoping we can get by with being closed. At this point, I plan to release the dog at the end of the day on Friday. As long as he has someone to watch him and make sure he stays quiet, I’m confident he’ll be fine. Rory volunteered to take him home with her if the owner hasn’t come forward by that point.” 
 
    I glanced at Rory. “I can help out at least some of the time. I talked to Logan about doing something at some point this weekend, but I’m sure Emily and Charley will be happy to help, so I think the four of us can ensure the big guy is taken care of.” I looked back toward Ryder. “Can I see him?” 
 
    “I imagine he’s probably ready to go out, so maybe you can help Rory with that.” 
 
    Rory got up from her chair behind the counter, and the two of us walked toward the area of the hospital reserved for overnight guests. In addition to the dog I’d found, there was a dog who’d needed minor surgery and a cat with pneumonia. Both were due to go home tomorrow. 
 
    “So, what have you been calling him?” I asked Rory as she efficiently unhooked the dog from the IV that provided fluids to aid with his healing. 
 
    “So far, we haven’t been calling him anything other than big guy due to his size.” 
 
    That made sense since the dog looked like a golden retriever on the large side or maybe a golden mixed with something larger, like a lab or even a Rottweiler.  
 
    Rory continued. “He’s been here less than a day, so we’ll keep hoping his human comes looking for him. If no one shows up by the end of the day, the odds of anyone coming for him are greatly reduced, and I imagine we should probably settle on a temporary name at that point.” She clipped a leash on the dog’s collar, then helped him slowly get to his feet without damaging the broken leg. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “I’d suggest Crash, but that might not be the best name for the long term. What about Sawyer? I’ve always liked that name and thought that if I ever settled down enough to get a dog, I’d name him Sawyer.” 
 
    “I like it,” Rory said as she slowly led the dog toward the back door that opened to a fenced-in grassy area. “If no one claims him by close of business today, I’ll let Granger know we’re calling him Sawyer until someone else comes along and tells us otherwise.” 
 
    Sawyer looked happy to be outside even though he was still wobbly. Slowly making his way around the yard, Sawyer briefly stopped to sniff every twig and leaf along the way. Once he’d taken care of business, Sawyer headed toward a shady area where he laid down, rubbing his back on the cool, damp lawn. In addition to his broken leg, he had multiple scrapes and contusions, which needed to be treated but would heal over time.  
 
    “I need to get back to the desk,” Rory told me. “I can take Sawyer in now and get him settled in his crate, or if you want to stay for a while, I can leave him here with you.” 
 
    “I can spare half an hour to let him enjoy some fresh air,” I said. “Is there anything I need to know?” 
 
    “He seems aware of his leg injury and favors it when he walks. He shouldn’t get in the water, but that shouldn’t be a problem since there’s no water out here other than a small dish for drinking. I imagine he’ll likely just lay there in the shade and relax, but if he starts to do too much or seems to be in pain, come and get me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, pulling a patio chair over to the shady area where Sawyer was laid out with his eyes closed. “I’ll just sit here with him. Maybe come back for him in thirty minutes unless you hear from me between now and then.” 
 
    “That sounds good. I’ll be back.” With that, she headed in to return to work. The office closed in an hour, so I figured thirty minutes of visiting with the big guy would be just about right. 
 
    Once I was sure Sawyer was settled, I got on the ground and began gently rubbing him behind the ears. Since I wasn’t sure where all his injuries were, I was hesitant to engage in a full-body rub, but Sawyer seemed to relax as I scratched his head and gently spoke to him. 
 
    “I’m glad you seem to have made it through the worst part,” I said in a gentle voice. “I know you can’t understand anything I’m saying, but I want you to know you’re not alone. I’m here for you. Rory and Ryder are as well. If your owner doesn’t show up in a few days, Ryder will find a really good home for you.” 
 
    I continued to pet the dog as he began to snore. I figured Sawyer would likely nap during the rest of our thirty-minute visit, so I got up, sat on a chair, pulled my cell phone out, and checked my emails and messages. There was a message from Kelly. She wanted to let me know that she thought our session went well and thank me again for taking the time to help Sam with his case. Kelly also invited Logan and me to go sailing with Sam, Quinn, Ryder, and her. Diane “Quinn” Quinby was a reporter for United Press International and spent more time out of the country than in it. But when she was in the States, she seemed to like to hang out with Sam, who, according to Kelly, after spending the past few years being friends and part-time lovers, had developed strong feelings for her. 
 
    I also had a voicemail from Colin asking me to call Larry in the Portland office regarding an ongoing investigation they needed help with. If they specifically requested my help, then it seemed likely that they were working on a case that would benefit from the assistance of a forensic psychologist. While I was assigned to the San Francisco office, I was one of only two forensic psychologists on the West Coast, so I was often sent to aid other offices from San Diego to Seattle. 
 
    After I returned to the resort, I decided to check in with Emily. I planned to tag along with her the next time she visited Beverly as long as it didn’t conflict with any other commitments I’d made. I really couldn’t know at this point if Shirley had actually seen something that would help us to find the missing boys, but as long as there was even a slight chance of this being the case, then I figured it would be worth my while to try to find a way of effectively communicating with her. 
 
    “Have you seen Emily?” I asked Hank, who was sitting in the shade provided by the wide porch overhang.  
 
    “She’s setting up for her pottery class at the event center.” 
 
    In addition to being Charley’s right-hand woman, in my opinion, Emily was a big reason the resort had become so popular with guests looking for an inclusive experience. Emily was the master of crafts, and while doing craft projects wasn’t really my thing, we had guests who booked rooms for the specific weeks they knew would correspond with a particular craft project. This week was pottery. Last week was seasonal flower arrangements, using either silk or real flowers depending on the needs of the individual crafter. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll walk down there and try to chat with her before her class shows up. Logan is supposed to meet me at my cabana. I’m pretty sure I’ll be back before he arrives, but if he comes wandering by before I return, please tell him where I am.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    I turned and headed down the pathway toward the event center. While the resort did experience slow times during the winter months, we were booked nearly to capacity most every day of the week during the spring, summer, and fall. As a child, I enjoyed growing up at the resort. The ocean was just outside our back door, and the bay was just outside the front door. The resort featured two pools and multiple dining options, and best of all, there were always new kids to get to know and new activities to engage in. As a young adult, I’d decided that the constant noise and busyness weren’t for me and was excited to be able to leave, but now that I was back and had my family right next door, I honestly couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. 
 
    “Lighthouses,” I said to Emily when I walked in and noticed her setting unpainted lighthouses onto a shelf. 
 
    “We’re making mugs tonight, but lighthouses will be featured on Saturday, so I’m just getting things ready. Can you hand me that large box with the torn lid?” 
 
    I did as she requested. “I can see that you’re busy, but I wanted to ask if you had any specific plans to visit Beverly.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I’m going tomorrow. I plan to drop the girls off at school and then try to make it to the ferry terminal in Sea Haven in time to catch the ten-fifteen ferry. I thought I’d visit with Bev, maybe have lunch, and then head home in time to pick the girls up from band practice at four-thirty.” 
 
    “Would you like some company?” I asked. 
 
    She turned and smiled at me. “I’d love some company. Do you need to go into the office?” 
 
    I could understand why Emily asked that since I often rode the ferry with her when I needed to go into the office for an hour or two. 
 
    “No, I don’t need to go into the office, but I hope to run into Shirley again.” 
 
    “Do you still think she might know something about those missing boys?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. Shirley was in the area the same day Pete King went missing. When we spoke before, she didn’t say anything I could link to the missing boys, but she might have seen something. Not that getting what she knows out of her will be easy. She was talking about the naughty boys and the fox with one shoe the last time I was there, but I just have this feeling that she was trying to tell me something.” 
 
    “I get it. You’re really good at picking up on seemingly insignificant cues that no one else would notice. Chances are it wasn’t just what Shirley said, but how she said it or what she did with her hands or her expression when she said it that made it all click for you.” 
 
    “Maybe it was something like that,” I said. “I’ve thought about it quite a lot, and I really don’t know why I homed in on what she said, but despite the fact that what I think is going on seems unlikely, I really do think I’m onto something.” 
 
    Emily set the box aside once she finished unpacking it. “Well, however it works out, I’m happy for the company. Do you want to ride with me to drop the girls off at school, and then we can go to the ferry together?” 
 
    “Colin called, and I need to call him back, but as long as whatever he wants doesn’t involve me making a side trip while I’m in the city, I’ll ride with you. If Colin needs me to come in, we can take separate cars. I’ll go with you to visit Bev, and then we’ll have lunch. I can talk to Colin after we eat and take a later ferry home.” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds good. Just let me know which way we’re doing things.” 
 
    After things were settled, I headed to my cabana. Logan still hadn’t arrived, so I decided to call Colin to see what he wanted.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I supposed I was taking a chance by simply showing up at the assisted living facility where Beverly lived with Emily. I had no way of knowing if Shirley would even be around for me to speak to, but Emily appreciated the company, and I knew that the only way I was going to scratch the itch started by Shirley when we first met in the garden was to see this through to the end.  
 
    “So, do you have any idea why Ezra wants to meet with you in person?” Emily asked as we stood on the passenger deck of the ferry the following morning and looked out over the calm blue sea. 
 
    “No idea at all. Gen just said that he wanted to meet and that whatever he wanted to discuss seemed to involve me and not a discussion with the entire team.” 
 
    “Maybe he has finally decided to get help for his phobias and wants to speak with you as a psychologist.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose as I thought about the man who was both rich and brilliant but still refused to step a foot off his gated and guarded property. “No, I don’t think it’s that. Don’t get me wrong, it is my opinion and the opinion of most, if not all, of the team members that Ezra would be happier if he learned to deal with his trauma, but he seems to have designed things so he can live comfortably within the boundaries set by his neurosis. He has a good friend in Griff, meaningful work, and a beautiful and safe place to live. In addition to all that, which would be enough for most, Ezra has an entire team of highly trained individuals who are willing to do just about anything Ezra sets his mind to. He may have limitations that most of us wouldn’t want to work around, but I think he’s happy. Or at least as happy as a man who has been through the horror he’s been forced to live with can be. Besides,” I added, “if he did decide to get counseling, I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t be with me.” 
 
    “But you’re a great counselor,” Emily argued. 
 
    “I am, but Ezra is pretty old school. He’s very nice, but I suspect that he’s a bit of a chauvinist. I feel pretty certain that if he decided to deal with his phobias, he’d choose to work with a man.” 
 
    “I guess I have heard that about him. It’s really too bad. He has so much to offer, yet he locks himself away in that huge house.” 
 
    “Like I said, I really do think he’s happy. Or at least content,” I modified.  
 
    I watched as a pair of dolphins approached from a distance. They settled in next to the ferry as if racing it to its destination. Living on an island required a lot of time on the ferry, but I actually appreciated the forced relaxation most of the time.  
 
    “Do you know what happened to Ezra exactly?” Emily asked after a few minutes. “I mean, I know that his family was murdered and that he was injured in the attack but survived. I know that he decided to move from San Francisco to Shipwreck Island after months of physical therapy, where he paid a lot of people a lot of money to erect his fortress in record time. But beyond that, it’s all sort of fuzzy.” 
 
    I leaned against the railing that completely encircled the open deck on the top. “I don’t know all the details myself. Ezra never talks about it, but I do know that Ezra and his family were the victims of a home invasion. His wife and son were killed, and Ezra was rendered unconscious and left for dead. The invader set fire to the house, and Ezra was badly burned, but the firefighters were able to pull him out of the flames before he died. While he lived, he spent months and months in rehab. The entire time he was in rehab, there was only one thought on his mind: find his daughter.” 
 
    “So he had a daughter who went missing after the home invasion?” Emily asked.  
 
    I nodded. “Yes, Ezra’s daughter was just four years old, and while no one knows with any certainty what happened to her, her body wasn’t found with the burned bodies of his wife and son, so it was assumed that the home invader took her.” 
 
    Emily’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh God. No wonder that man lives in a fortress. I can’t even imagine how anyone could recover from such a thing. “ 
 
    “It was pretty horrific, and to make matters worse, the home invader who killed Ezra’s wife and son, kidnapped his daughter, and left Ezra to die was never identified or brought to justice. I know Ezra is still working on it. The team is a hundred percent in when it comes to their commitment to help him. But not only is the case cold now, it was never even warm. Somehow, someone got into this man’s home, did these atrocious things, and then slipped out again before anyone even knew he was there.” 
 
    “And Ezra didn’t see him?” Emily said. 
 
    “He says no. He has admitted that his memories associated with that day are fuzzy at best, but he’s pretty sure he was knocked unconscious before his family was attacked. The bodies of his wife and son were found upstairs, and Ezra’s body was found downstairs near the entry. He thinks that someone came to the door, he answered, he was attacked and rendered unconscious, and then the killer went upstairs, killed his wife and son, and kidnapped his daughter. Of course, if he had been the one to answer the door, he would have seen the killer, but Ezra swears that no one was there when he opened the door. According to his medical records, it appears he was hit from behind.” 
 
    “So someone managed to open the door, ring the bell, come inside, close the door, and then hide. When Ezra opened the door, the killer was already behind him.” 
 
    “That’s the current theory, although I’m not sure anyone knows what happened.” 
 
    Emily tucked a lock of her long brown hair behind her ear. “Did anyone ever figure out the home invader’s motive? Was it a random attack in the course of facilitating a robbery, or was Ezra targeted?” 
 
    “It appears that Ezra was targeted.” 
 
    “Okay, then why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Ezra is a very wealthy man. He started with nothing and made a fortune in just a few decades. The reality is that when you start at the bottom and climb your way to the top, you’re going to step on the toes of a few people on your way up.” 
 
    “So, do you think that it was a business competitor who was behind the attack?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but it does make sense to me that there might have been someone along the way who was already unhinged and then was ruined by Ezra on his way up. Ezra is a good man, but he’s a hard man, and based on what others who have known him longer than I have said, he was a hard man even before his personal tragedy.” 
 
    Emily stood in silence for a moment. I could tell my story really upset her. I’d heard it all before, and it still upset me. “So Ezra put the team together to help find his daughter and bring her kidnapper and his wife and son’s killer to justice.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s exactly what happened. When Ezra got out of rehab, he built his fortress and assembled a team. A team that, in my opinion, is made up of some of the most skilled and naturally talented individuals in the world. Genevieve is a world-class hacker who can find a way to access anything, any time if it’s now, or ever was, connected to the web. Octavia is an ex-CIA, a combat specialist, and a sharpshooter who is truly unmatched. She provides the muscle, and when we’re out in the field with her, I suspect Octavia makes us all feel just a bit safer.” 
 
    “And Harley?” 
 
    “Harley is a bit of a goofball, but he’s also a master thief who can get in and out of anywhere he needs to get into or out of, and Griff is Ezra’s best friend. He used to be a detective for SFPD, so he has connections, but I think the most important thing he does is run interference between Ezra and the rest of the team.” 
 
    Emily took my hand in hers. “And, of course, you’re the best forensic psychologist in the whole wide world.” 
 
    I smiled. “I don’t know about that, but I do help. And Kelly does as well. She no longer works as an FBI analyst, but she remembers her training and offers valuable suggestions most of the time.” 
 
    Emily looked up as the shoreline approached. “I guess we should head down to the car deck.” 
 
    I agreed that was likely a good idea. If you were late getting to your vehicle and it prevented others from leaving, all sorts of heck broke loose. 
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    The drive from the ferry terminal to the assisted living facility where Beverly was living was accomplished without incident. Emily turned the radio on, which prevented a deep conversation. After our conversation on the ferry, I imagined that Emily needed time to process everything before heading in to visit with Beverly, which provided its own kind of stress for my very loving and giving sister. 
 
    “It looks like Shirley is sitting near the fountain,” I said. “There are a few other residents in wheelchairs sitting near her, and I see at least two staff members, so I’m not sure I’ll be able to have a meaningful conversation with her, but I’m hoping to at least find out if she can answer yes or no via blinking. If she has control over her eye movements and she seems to understand what I am saying, then I’ll figure out the next step.” 
 
    “I understand that there have been vast improvements in the technology associated with communicating using eye movements.” 
 
    “There has been a lot of progress made over the past few years, and I think if I can gain even one piece of information from Shirley that seems relevant to the kidnapping cases, I should be able to get Colin officially on board. If not Colin, then maybe Ezra. He definitely has a soft spot for kidnapped children.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, good luck. I plan to spend an hour with Bev, and then I’ll just meet you out here.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I responded. “And don’t let Beverly get to you,” I said as Emily turned to walk toward the building. 
 
    “Easier said than done, but I’ll try.” 
 
    After Emily disappeared inside the building, I slowly and casually walked to the fountain where Shirley was sitting.  
 
    “Shirley,” I said to the woman after I made my way to a position next to her. 
 
    She didn’t answer, but I really didn’t expect her to. 
 
    “My name is Sydney. I’m not sure if you remember me. I’ve been here before. My sister, Emily, visits her mother-in-law, and sometimes I come with her to keep her company.” 
 
    The woman still didn’t respond, but she did look toward one of the staff members, who seemed to have noticed me and was looking in our direction. I could immediately sense that bringing up the kidnapping while the observant staff member was watching was a bad idea, so I decided to try to converse with Shirley about another topic instead. The reality was that all I hoped to accomplish today was to establish whether or not Shirley could communicate her thoughts if the ability to speak was taken out of the equation. 
 
    “It’s a nice sunny day,” I said. “Although, with the breeze, it’s very comfortable in the shade. Are you comfortable?” I asked, watching her eyes. “I guess it might be hard for you to speak. Maybe you could blink once for yes and twice for no.” 
 
    Shirley blinked once. Okay, now we were getting somewhere.  
 
    I glanced at the staff member who had been watching us, but she seemed to be fully involved with another resident who had become agitated. I figured I could risk asking Shirley a couple more questions as long as I kept my voice low. They would need to be yes-or-no questions, and I would need to test for no answers to ensure I wasn’t just assuming a yes to my question when all that had really occurred was that the woman had naturally blinked. 
 
    “My sister made peach cobbler this week. I really enjoy a good peach cobbler. Do you like peach cobbler?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “Most people do, but some don’t care for the consistency of the peaches once they’re cooked. My least favorite thing to eat once it’s heated is lettuce. Do you like lettuce once it has been heated?” 
 
    Again, she blinked once. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t actually answering, or perhaps she really liked hot lettuce. Some people did.  
 
    “I like your shoes. Are they pink?” 
 
    The woman clearly wore white shoes, so I figured that if she was aware of the color of the shoes on her feet and was able to comprehend and respond to my question, then she should blink twice. 
 
    She did.  
 
    I smiled.  
 
    “It was silly of me to say your shoes were pink. They are clearly white.” I looked up and noticed that the staff member who had left to take the agitated resident inside was returning. She seemed to have noticed that I was talking to Shirley and headed in our direction. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to you again. About something important. But not now. I can’t come tomorrow, but maybe Tuesday.” I looked her in the eye. “Can you arrange to be out here at the same time as you were today next Tuesday?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    I smiled again. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” the staff member asked. 
 
    “No. My name is Sydney Whitmore. My sister, Emily Rose, is here visiting her mother-in-law, Beverly Rose, who resides here. I came over on the ferry with Emily but decided to wait out here in the garden so she could visit with Beverly in private.” I nodded toward Shirley. “I noticed Shirley was out here and decided to say hi. She’s been out here a few other times when I visited.” 
 
    “She doesn’t really communicate.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Shirley seems to communicate fine. You just have to know how to listen.” 
 
    The woman gave me an odd look. “What did you say your name was again?” 
 
    “Sydney Whitmore. I’m here with Emily Rose, who is visiting Beverly Rose.” 
 
    She appeared to be considering her options, and eventually, she shrugged. “Well, okay. I guess you aren’t hurting anything. Shirley needs to go inside for her physical therapy, but I’m sure she enjoyed chatting with you.” 
 
    “I’m sure she did,” I agreed. 
 
    If I really wanted to get anywhere with Shirley, I supposed that I’d need to request to interview her in an official capacity. I wasn’t sure if Colin would go for it, but he might. I supposed it depended on his overall mood. I was pretty sure that Ezra would support my desire to speak to the woman, although he didn’t have the clout of the law behind him. Still, he had tons of contacts and tended to get things done. I was meeting with him the following day anyway, so perhaps I’d bring up Shirley and her unique situation. 
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    The human responsible for Sawyer still hadn’t made him or herself known by Friday morning, so Rory planned to bring him home with her at the end of the workday. His cast wouldn’t come off for a while, so he would need to be helped outside and monitored closely so he didn’t overdo and reinjure himself, but otherwise, Ryder felt he would be fine as he continued to heal. Rory decided that she’d sleep on the cot in the guest room on the first floor since her bedroom was upstairs, but then I found myself offering to keep Sawyer in my cabana at night since the whole thing was on the first floor, and taking him out wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    The family as a whole would need to help during the day. I’d be here when I could, but I had other responsibilities, and Rory had a full-time job. Emily had the girls and their schedules to consider. Hank and Liam were usually around, and I was sure Charley would allow Sawyer to hang out with her when she was in her office. One way or the other, we’d be able to care for Sawyer. 
 
    I was looking forward to Sawyer’s arrival, and when I spoke to Logan, I had even suggested that we stay in tonight so we could get Sawyer settled in my cabana, where I hoped he’d feel right at home. I hadn’t spent much time with him, and he’d been pretty drugged up when I’d been at the animal hospital, but I could tell that he was a great dog, and I wanted him to be happy.  
 
    Sawyer looked a lot like a golden retriever, but his fur was as dark red as an Irish Setter, and he had a broad forehead like a Saint Bernard. His soulful eyes reminded me of a Bernese Mountain Dog, and Ryder felt it was likely that he’d weigh close to a hundred pounds when he was at his healthy weight. Between being on the street for however long he’d been there and then being injured, he weighed significantly less than that now, but I could see that Sawyer would be a big boy once he healed completely.  
 
    “Are you still heading over to Ezra’s?” Emily asked me after we ran into each other while I walked between my cabana and car. 
 
    “I am. I must admit that I’m curious to learn what Ezra has on his mind. I figure it might be something really minor, like asking my opinion about a case, but it seems that if he had a case on his mind, he’d just call and talk to me on the phone rather than asking me to drive all the way up to the very northern edge of the island.” 
 
    “I agree. It does seem like Ezra must have something important on his mind. Do you still plan on talking to him about Shirley while you’re there?” 
 
    “I plan to have that conversation as long as the situation presents itself. Since I don’t know what Ezra wants to talk about today, I don’t have any way to predict what sort of mood our exchange will create. I want to ask for his help, but only if it seems like an appropriate time to do so.” 
 
    “I get that.” She reached out and gave me a hug. “We’ll talk when you get back.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m hoping this won’t take too long. I don’t know exactly when Rory is bringing Sawyer by, but I want to be here when he arrives.” 
 
    She grinned. “I’ve never seen you so excited about one of Rory’s fosters.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess I just feel a special bond since I’m the one who found him.” 
 
    “Do you think you might keep him?” 
 
    Did I? I supposed that with my hectic schedule, having a dog didn’t make sense, but I did have a lot of people who would lend a helping hand should I need help. “I’m not sure. I do feel a bond with the dog. He really does have the sweetest face, and you could drown in those eyes.” 
 
    She laughed. “It sounds like you’re talking about a guy.” 
 
    “I guess it does, but he really is just so sweet. I can’t wait for you to meet him, and I just know the girls are going to love him. I hope he isn’t overly rowdy once the meds wear off since he’s so large. Based on his total acceptance of everything he’s been through, Ryder seems to think he’ll be mellow. I hope he’s right.” 
 
    Emily assured me that even if he was rowdy, with a little extra training, he’d fit in just fine, and then I continued to my car. Once I reached Ezra’s estate, I slowed as I neared the gate. I knew the code and entered it into the keypad. The code changed daily, but when Ezra was expecting guests, he’d have Gen text the daily code to whoever was expected. 
 
    Once the code was entered and the gates swung open, I drove into the compound. When I passed the sensor, the gates automatically closed behind me. Once inside the compound, I headed down the narrow private road toward the sea. The house Ezra built was a mansion perched on the edge of the northernmost part of the coast. The impressive house was spread out over what appeared to be more than an acre.  
 
    After I arrived at the house, I parked and climbed the three steps to the covered front porch. I rang the bell, and a voice from inside asked for a name and code word, which I provided. The large front doors slid open, allowing entry into the hallway. A second set of doors at the end of the hallway opened as Ezra stepped through. 
 
    “Ezra,” I said as he stepped forward to greet me. To say I was shocked that he greeted me personally was an understatement. I hadn’t been to the mansion as often as the other team members, but I’d been there often enough to know that Ezra never answered the door. Given what happened the last time he’d personally answered the door of his family home in San Francisco, who could blame him.  
 
    “Sydney. Thank you for coming. I know it’s a long drive to this end of the island.” 
 
    “I was happy to do it. We both know I owe you at least a dozen favors.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Actually, I think I am the one who owes you a few favors. But that’s not why I asked you here today. I asked you here to speak with you about a new direction for the Reinhold Collective.” 
 
    “Reinhold Collective?” I asked. 
 
    “Reinhold Collective is a name I’m trying out for the team. I haven’t definitely decided on it, but to this point, most folks refer to our group as Ezra’s Team. Not that Ezra’s Team is a bad name, but I felt the word collective seemed to fit what we’re trying to do.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m afraid you’ve lost me.” 
 
    He chuckled. Ezra never chuckled. I wasn’t sure if I should be frightened or delighted. 
 
    “I guess when I came up with the word collective, I was thinking about the fact that what we really have here is a collective of solution specialists.” 
 
    Okay, that actually fit now that he explained the choice of the word collective, but I wasn’t sure that everyone would understand it without the explanation. I was pretty sure that the reason Ezra had asked me here had nothing to do with potential names he was trying out, so I decided to allow the subject to drop.  
 
    “Let’s go out onto the patio and have something to drink while we talk,” Ezra suggested. “Are you hungry? I can have the cook make us a meal.” 
 
    “I’m not very hungry, but something cold to drink would be nice. Maybe iced tea or lemonade.” 
 
    “I have both and will have Lucas bring both out.” 
 
    Lucas was Ezra’s butler or valet or something like that. 
 
    Once we were seated and the drinks had been served, Ezra jumped right in. He wasn’t the sort to spend time with small talk. He was a busy man who liked to get right to the point and did so without the usual formalities of polite conversation.  
 
    “As you know, I originally put together my team, whom I considered to be the best of the best in several different specialties, in order to find my daughter and avenge the deaths of my wife and son. While my instigating mission has yet to be resolved, I do feel that the team I’ve assembled is one of the best in the world. As the gatekeeper between the general public and access to this exceptional group of people, it has been on my mind as of late that I should do more with the talent I’ve assembled. To this point, I’ve taken on a few cases presented to me by individuals who have tried going through traditional law enforcement agencies with little success. I have been selective in the cases I’ve agreed to take on, which has seemed to be a good strategy, but as word of our phenomenal success spreads, the number of requests for assistance I’ve been presented with has grown exponentially.” 
 
    “The team’s success rate does seem to be unmatched,” I said, still not sure where Ezra was going with all of this. “I know if my child went missing or a loved one was murdered, the first call I’d make would be to you.” I paused and then continued. “I’m not sure where you’re going with this conversation, however.” 
 
    He continued. “My decision to try to take on a greater number of cases than the team currently deals with has led me to the realization that I will need to reorganize a bit. As you know, in addition to yourself as a part-time member, I currently have three full-time team members – Griff, who acts as a liaison with the San Francisco Police Department; Genevieve, who is a wiz on the computer; and Octavia, who is one of the best sharpshooters and combat strategists on the planet. Additionally, Harley, our resident master thief, works on a case-by-case basis, and Kelly, who prefers to remain a strictly on-call part-time team member, can hold her own as an analyst. After much consideration, I’ve decided that it’s time to expand my full-time team by three. I’m very interested in having you and your expertise as a profiler and psychologist as one of those three.” 
 
    “So you want me to stop working with the FBI?” 
 
    “Officially, yes. What I am offering is a full-time position with my team. Having said that, I am very much interested in working in tandem with both the FBI and the SFPD, and I envision you as the liaison between my group and the FBI in much the same way Griff is with the SFPD.” 
 
    “So you want me to work full time for you, but part of my role as a team member will be to run interference with the FBI?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. That is my thought. Although, acting as the liaison between the team and the FBI will only be a small part of your job. As you know, many of the calls the team has become involved with to date have been ongoing kidnappings and missing persons cases. Most of the time, unless the case has gone very cold, the FBI is actively investigating cases simultaneously. I spoke to Colin about my idea, and he actually thought a closer collaboration between my group and law enforcement might be useful to everyone involved. Of course, we both realize that a true collaboration might not be realistic in the real world, where personal agendas, laws designed to protect suspects, and large egos come into play.” 
 
    I sat back and tried to imagine a situation such as the one Ezra seemed to be suggesting. It was true that there had been several kidnapping and missing person cases in the past six months where the individual filing the report had been dissatisfied with the slow response of law enforcement and had hired Ezra and his team to bring their loved one home. Ezra had needed to step on a few toes along the way, but I could also see that he tried very hard to cooperate with law enforcement to the extent possible.  
 
    “Please understand,” Ezra continued. “It is not only your association with the FBI that makes you a perfect addition to the team, but your experience as a forensic psychologist as well. You have proven yourself to be an excellent profiler, and your natural ability to work with both victims and witnesses as they struggle to remember the details of what occurred appears to be unmatched as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate your confidence in me and the fact that you have considered me for one of your new positions.” I took a moment to think this over. “While I’m going to need to give some thought to your proposal, I can say at this point that I am interested.” 
 
    He smiled. Smiling was also a very un-Ezralike thing to do.  
 
    “I am curious about the other recruits you have in mind. Are they local?” 
 
    “No. The two recruits I have in mind, in addition to yourself, don’t currently live in California, but both seem open to the idea of relocation.”  
 
    I supposed there would be a lot of people who would be willing to relocate in order to work for Ezra. He really had created something exceptional. 
 
    “I’m sure you aren’t ready to share names, but would you be comfortable sharing a blurry overview? Not that will affect my decision, but I am curious.” 
 
    “Fair enough. The first recruit I’m considering is currently a CIA agent. She is part of a special team created to deal with international terrorism. She speaks at least a dozen languages, has contacts all over the world, and has logged thousands of hours working in an undercover capacity. The job she’s currently doing is a big one. It’s important, and when we spoke, I sensed that she loves what she does, but she confided in me that settling down has been on her mind lately, which is the only reason why she was even willing to speak to me about my team and the position I have in mind.” 
 
    “Would this new recruit be based here at the compound if she decided to come on board?” I asked. 
 
    “We are still working out those sorts of details, but I do see this new recruit joining you, should you accept my offer, and Octavia as my primary field unit.” 
 
    “And the third recruit in addition to myself and the CIA agent? Will he or she serve in a capacity other than field agent?” 
 
    “The third potential recruit is a brilliant young woman with a unique perspective. She’s a mathematician, not a field agent, so I plan to bring her to Shipwreck Island and have her work behind the scenes with Genevieve, Griff, and me.” 
 
    “A mathematician? I’m assuming you’re hoping this individual will be able to use math to determine the probable success rate of specific scenarios working out in a predetermined manner.” 
 
    Ezra nodded. “I know Kelly currently does a lot of that sort of thing for the team as a strategist, and I plan to have her continue to do so, but this woman is a savant. She can find patterns in seemingly random sets of data that no one else would ever recognize.” 
 
    “If she’s a mathematician, why would she want to work with us?” 
 
    Ezra answered. “She’s working on a theorem that is likely to take her years to perfect and prove. She is very committed to this theorem, so when I offered her the opportunity to live at the compound rent-free while receiving a generous salary and being allowed plenty of time to work on her projects, she jumped on it. She shared that she was considering a research position at a major university but admitted that my offer would allow her a significant amount of time to chase her ideas.” 
 
    I had to admit that Ezra’s plan was intriguing. Not only did it seem that he had thought things through thoroughly, but he also had the financial resources to throw at the plan.  
 
    As if he knew what I’d been thinking, Ezra brought compensation into the conversation when he made a general comment about the subject and then slipped a piece of paper with a dollar amount across the table to me. I had to prevent a gasp when I unfolded the offer. I expected Ezra to be generous, but what he was offering worked out to be about five times the amount I was currently making working part-time for the FBI and part-time for Ezra. It would be nice to have a dependable paycheck. Not that I needed a lot of money. I lived at the resort rent-free, and I drove a seven-year-old car. I wasn’t a clothes hound, so I didn’t spend a lot of money shopping. Still, it would allow me to start a retirement account and maybe help Emily with the college funds for the girls she always talked about starting. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Ezra asked.  
 
    I took a moment and then answered. “I’m intrigued by the idea of working full-time with you and the team, but, as I previously mentioned, I need to think things over. Can you give me until Monday?” 
 
    “Monday is fine.” He began to stand. 
 
    “Before I go, I need to ask a favor.” 
 
    He sat back down. “Okay. What do you need?” 
 
    I outlined the connection I’d begun to form between Shirley Cobalter and the missing boys, or at least the connection between Shirley and the last missing boy. I walked Ezra through my thought process so he wouldn’t think that I’d completely lost my mind, and then I shared a few ideas I had to either confirm or deny the conclusions I’d come to. Once I laid all of that out, I went on to share the fact that Shirley had been near the basketball courts where Pete King had been seen when she was hit by a car on the same day as his potential kidnapping. 
 
    “It does seem that you are onto something, but I do wonder why you came to me rather than Colin.” 
 
    “Colin has been helping me by providing information I’ve asked to have access to, but if I get him involved in my attempt to arrange an interview with this woman, he’ll want to wait for court orders and that sort of thing. I figure I can speed up the process significantly if I sidestep things and find a workaround. I hoped you could use your connections to get me an informal interview.” 
 
    Ezra took a moment and then nodded. “I can do that. In fact, I know one of the administrators for the facility where your sister admitted her mother-in-law. I’ll call and set something up for you.” 
 
    I frowned. “How did you know that my sister’s mother-in-law was a resident at the same home as Shirley?” I supposed I might have mentioned it, but I really didn’t remember having done so. 
 
    “How do you think your sister was able to get a room for her mother-in-law without being placed on the waitlist?” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Gen told me what was going on, so I made a call.” 
 
    I guess it really did help to have friends in high places. 
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    I was happy to find Kelly at home when I stopped by the boathouse. While Ezra’s plan and offer seemed extremely attractive, I found that all sorts of doubts that I needed to think through thoroughly were filling my head. 
 
    Kelly listened to my retelling of Ezra’s plan, and then she took a minute to think things over before responding. When Kelly finally began to speak, she did so with deliberation, taking her time and choosing her words carefully. 
 
    “Ezra is a passionate man with energy to burn now that he’s basically locked up in that mausoleum of a house due to the limitations of his phobias. He’s quite intelligent and appears to have almost unlimited financial resources, so I believe he has the raw ingredients at his disposal necessary to make his plan a success. Having said that, I can see how working for Ezra full-time will be a change for you. I’m not saying you shouldn’t do it, but I am saying that you should take the time to thoroughly think it through.” 
 
    I had to agree with that. Ezra was charismatic, and it was easy to get caught up in his enthusiasm, but this was a big decision, and I needed to look at the proposal from all the various angles.  
 
    “When do you need to give Ezra an answer?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “I told him I’d let him know by Monday, although I sensed he’d give me more time if I felt I needed it. Having said that, I would like to decide sooner rather than later. The last thing I want to do is to give myself so much time that I go back and forth and change my mind about a million times.” 
 
    “I understand, but I would take the weekend at the very least to think it over.” 
 
    “I’m planning to do that.” 
 
    Kelly crossed the room and opened the sliding door leading to the deck. It wasn’t overly hot today, but it was warm enough that the small house had become stuffy while we were talking.  
 
    “Are you planning on sailing with us tomorrow?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I had planned to come with Logan, but Sawyer is coming home today, and I’m not sure if I’ll want to leave him so soon.” 
 
    “Sawyer?” 
 
    I took the next fifteen minutes to fill Kelly in on the new dog in my life and the fact that I had offered to help Rory care for him while he was laid up with the cast on his leg. 
 
    Kelly smiled. “He sounds fabulous. Are you going to keep him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered. “I have been thinking about getting a dog for a while. Hank’s dog, Jack, is getting older and doesn’t like to go on long runs, and I enjoy having a doggy companion. Obviously, Sawyer won’t be able to run with me until the cast comes off and his leg is completely healed, but Ryder seems to think he’ll be fine. He’s a young dog who should heal quickly. And he’s really very sweet.” I frowned. “Having said that, if I’m seriously considering the position Ezra offered me, I’ll need to see how that looks. I’d hate to adopt the dog and end up being gone most of the time. While the cases Ezra currently accepts are sporadic, I think once he gets everyone in place and begins to accept more clients, word will get out, and he’ll be inundated with requests for help. Once Ezra fine-tunes the Reinhold Collective, I’m pretty sure that this job will require a lot of hours, so I wonder if having a dog will be fair to the dog.” 
 
    “Bring him to work with you. Most times, a well-trained dog would be an asset, and if he isn’t well trained at this point, then take him to a trainer.” 
 
    Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. As a psychologist, I’d thought about training a dog to provide emotional support for the victims and witnesses I worked with. Kelly’s suggestion was good, but it was too soon for me to know if the dog would have the temperament for that type of hands-on job. 
 
    “I love your idea and would like to explore the idea further, but it’s too early to know if Sawyer is suited for that sort of thing.” I looked at my watch. “I guess I should get going. I don’t know when Rory plans to bring Sawyer home, but I want to be there when he arrives.” 
 
    “Before you go, I wanted to let you know that Sam got the DNA test comparing Gia’s DNA with the hair in the brush Gia swears belonged to her mother.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “And if the hair in the brush actually belonged to the woman who raised Gia, then they aren’t related. Of course, that doesn’t mean that Gia was kidnapped as she suspects she was, but it does seem to give legs to her theory.” 
 
    It really did. If the test had demonstrated that Gia was the biological child of the woman who’d raised her, that would have been that, but now that we knew they weren’t related, I supposed that suggested that we had a possible kidnapping to explore. 
 
    “Have you or Sam been able to determine whether the woman who raised Gia actually was who she claimed to be?” I wondered. 
 
    “No. The DNA test proved that Gia wasn’t biologically related to this woman, but so far, they haven’t found a match for the hair that can be linked back to an individual. If this woman did kidnap Gia when she was a child, then chances are she was pretty careful about not getting herself into the system.” 
 
    I could see why the woman would avoid using those home test kits, but there was still an avenue that might lead back to an identity if enough of her relatives had a test on file. Of course, a search like that would take time, so it still seemed that the quickest course of action at this point was the memory retrieval exercises I’d scheduled with Gia for the following Monday.  
 
    “Is Monday still good with you?” I asked Kelly while the situation was on my mind.  
 
    “Monday is good for me, but I guess we should text and confirm so neither of us wastes any time if there is a change in plans.” Kelly got up to walk me to the door. “Good luck with your new houseguest. And let me know what you decide to do about sailing tomorrow. The idea was Ryder’s in the first place, and then he asked Sam and Logan. Quinn is in town and wanted to go along, so Ryder asked me if I would go along as well, but to be honest, I’ve been feeling somewhat funky all week, and I’m really not sure I’m up to it. If you don’t go, I may bail as well.” 
 
    “Which would leave Quinn with the guys.”  
 
    Kelly laughed. “She won’t mind a bit. She’s most definitely the adaptable sort.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll call you later and let you know what I decide. Either way, I hope you start feeling better.” 
 
    “Thanks. I don’t really feel sick. I don’t have a cough, a sore throat, or a fever. It’s more of a tired, lightheaded, dizzy sort of thing. I suspect it might be hormonal. I was forty-seven on my last birthday, so I suppose I’m getting to the age where hormonal imbalances tend to occur.” 
 
    “If your symptoms don’t clear up, you should make an appointment with your doctor. Hormones seem like a reasonable cause for what you’ve described, but there could be other causes as well.” 
 
    “Ryder said the same thing. I’ll call Doctor Franklin next week if I don’t feel better by then.” 
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    I watched Rory slowly lead Sawyer down the walkway from the parking area to the lawn in front of the main house. She knew I planned to bring the dog to my cabana during the overnight hours, but everyone was anxious to meet him, so we decided that he would come to the main house first, and then I would bring him home with me after dinner. 
 
    “He’s so big,” Esther said as she stepped back so that her mother was between her and the dog. 
 
    “Yes, he is big, but he seems super sweet,” Rory said. She looked around at the crowd. “There are a lot of us, however, and we don’t want him to be overwhelmed, so I’m going to lead him over to the bed we set up for him on the lawn near the patio. It’s nice and shady there, and Emily left fresh water and freshly made chicken and rice for him if he’s thirsty or hungry.” 
 
    Once Rory settled Sawyer in the bed, Estelle and Esther both sat down on the grass close to him. The dog thumped his tail as he took a minute to look everyone over. He didn’t seem overly anxious to explore, which, given the situation with his leg, was probably a good thing, but he didn’t seem to mind the presence of either the girls or Hank’s dog, Captain Jack, although both kept their distance. 
 
    It did my heart good to see his eyes light up when he noticed me standing just behind where the girls were sitting.  
 
    “Hey, big guy,” I said in a soft voice so he wasn’t startled. 
 
    He thumped his tail even harder.  
 
    I took a few steps forward and kneeled down next to the extra-large dog bed Emily had set out. I swear it looked like he smiled as he scooted forward just a bit so he could put a paw on my knee. 
 
    “He likes you,” Estelle said.  
 
    “That does seem to be the case,” Rory agreed, a big grin on her face. 
 
    “Are you going to keep him?” Esther asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “There’s a lot to consider, but maybe,” I said, although I thought that it was more likely that a better word than maybe was probably. 
 
    “I like his eyes,” Estelle said. “They are so big.” 
 
    “And he has such a long tongue.” Esther laughed when Sawyer licked her on the cheek. 
 
    As I watched the dog with the girls, I couldn’t help but wonder how he ended up alone on the highway. He was so well-socialized that I had to believe he’d grown up in a home with humans who loved him. It was surprising that no one had come forward to claim him. Not only had Ryder put the word out, but the animal shelter in Hidden Harbor and the one in Sea Haven had run ads in the local news and posted to all the usual social media sites as well. So far, no one had claimed to be missing the large, friendly dog. 
 
    “What happened to his mommy?” Esther asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure,” I answered. “Sawyer was alone when I found him. Aunt Rory has been looking for his owner, but so far, she hasn’t been able to find him or her.” 
 
    “It’s so sad that he can’t find his person,” Estelle said. “If we lost Captain Jack, I’d really be sad.” 
 
    “Me too,” Esther seconded. 
 
    Me too, I agreed in my mind.  
 
    The dog looked like he had been on his own for a while, even if he had been raised in a loving home. I wondered how he ended up on his own. Might he have come to the island with his family while they vacationed in the area, only to become separated from those who loved him and were likely looking for him? On the one hand, I knew if I allowed myself to become too attached, I was risking a broken heart. If the dog had wandered off or somehow gotten separated from his humans during a family outing, then it was entirely possible that his owners hadn’t heard that he’d been found and would come forward once the news reached them. 
 
    On the other hand, there was no way I could let the big guy wait out his quarantine in the shelter. As long as he needed me, I would be there for him. 
 
    Logan, Rory, Estelle, and Esther continued to talk to Sawyer while Emily and Charley got dinner on the table. Hank was talking with Liam in the den about the golf tournament they’d entered as a team, so I decided to head out onto the beach on the ocean side of the house to listen to the voicemail Ezra had left when I’d been busy with Sawyer and the family. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Sydney. I spoke to a woman named Carol Fairchild about your desire to spend a little time with Shirley Cobalter. Carol is an old friend who owes me several favors and has agreed to allow you time to speak to Shirley if you can come in either tomorrow or Sunday. Carol is the daytime shift administrator on the weekends, so it’s within her authority to grant you access to Ms. Cobalter. I’m afraid another woman fills this role during the week, and Carol made it quite clear that her colleague would be much less likely to provide you with the access you are requesting. The only stipulations Carol has requested are that the interview be held in her office, where she would be present to observe and monitor any discussion that might be entered into, and that the interview would terminate immediately if Ms. Cobalter became agitated. Carol works a twelve-hour shift on Saturday and Sunday and is on-site from six a.m. to six p.m. She indicated that any time within that window would be fine. If you agree with the timing and stipulations, text me back, and I’ll make the arrangements.” 
 
    I texted Ezra to let him know I would arrange to stop by the assisted living facility tomorrow around eleven a.m. I preferred to speak to the woman in the morning when she was hopefully feeling refreshed after a good night’s rest, so I figured I could ask my questions before the lunch hour began. Ezra texted me back before I even made it back to the main house. He instructed me to go to the front desk, where guests were required to check in at ten minutes until eleven. I was to ask for Carol Fairchild, who would greet me at the desk and then escort me to her office. 
 
    Now, I just needed to figure out what questions to ask that would allow me to know if what I suspected Shirley knew about at least one of the missing boys while sticking exclusively to yes-or-no questions. My best bet at getting the information I needed before Shirley became tired and unable to concentrate and answer my questions was to arrive prepared. Once the large group had dined and visited with Sawyer for a little longer, I’d retire to my cabana and make up a list of yes-or-no questions to ask.  
 
    I’d planned to discuss Ezra’s offer with Logan after dinner, but I supposed that could wait until Sunday. Tonight, I needed to dig into the missing person files Colin had emailed me for each of the five boys so the details of their disappearance were fresh in my mind, and I could ask intelligent questions that would lead to revealing answers. 
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    I’d been up late going over the files again and again, but I felt I had a list of productive questions that I hoped would lead me to the clue needed to find those boys. My plan was to start slowly with Shirley. I wanted to be sure she remembered who I was and that she was comfortable speaking to me. I also wanted to retest my theory that Shirley was able to understand what was said to her and was able to respond either yes or no using eye movements as her means of communication. 
 
    “I’m here to speak to Carol Fairchild,” I said to the woman at the front desk.  
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “I do. My name is Sydney Whitmore.” 
 
    She logged into the computer and seemed satisfied with what she saw since she asked for my ID. I gave it to her. She asked if I had firearms or controlled substances that I would like to check at the desk, and I indicated that I didn’t. She then asked me to sign in, handed me a visitor badge, and asked me to have a seat. She assured me that Carol would be with me momentarily. 
 
    I supposed I appreciated the level of security the facility had put into place. There were at least three hundred residents, probably more, and not everyone could look out for themselves. While some were elderly yet still in good health and able to see to their own needs, many residents, such as Emily’s mother-in-law, needed help with routine tasks such as dressing and bathing.  
 
    “Ms. Whitmore?” a tall woman dressed professionally yet comfortably asked after I had been waiting about five minutes.  
 
    “Yes, I’m Sydney Whitmore. You must be Carol Fairchild.” 
 
    She nodded. “Ezra requested that you be allowed to speak with one of our residents, Shirley Cobalter. I have agreed to this as long as you are willing to agree to a few guidelines.” 
 
    “I’m willing to work within your limitations.” 
 
    “Okay, then follow me, and we can talk while we walk.” 
 
    During the trek to her office, Carol reiterated pretty much everything that Ezra had told me. She added that my interview would be limited to thirty minutes, which Ezra hadn’t mentioned, but I was okay with that since I was prepared and shouldn’t need more than thirty minutes for this interview anyway. If Shirley proved to be a viable witness and I felt that I needed additional information, I was confident that I’d be able to request a second interview via legal channels if need be. We were, after all, potentially talking about five missing boys. I was sure that those with the ability to do so would open whichever doors needed to be opened to bring those boys home, assuming, of course, that they were still alive, which I had no way of knowing at this point. 
 
    When we arrived at Carol’s office, Shirley was sitting in her wheelchair, and an attendant was standing nearby. Carol excused the attendant after asking her to return in half an hour, and then she took a chair behind her desk and offered me a chair across from her. I explained that I would need to be close to Shirley and that I’d need to be positioned in such a way as to see her eyes. Carol told me that I was free to move the chair however I wanted. Once I was in place, I looked directly at Shirley. My plan was to remind her who I was and what sort of information I was after. 
 
    “My name is Sydney Whitmore,” I said. “We met out in the garden area a few weeks ago. We’ve chatted a few times since.” 
 
    As I’d expected would happen, Shirley just sat there, staring into space. 
 
    “The last time we spoke, which was just a few days ago, I tried asking you questions. I asked you to blink once for yes and twice for no, and I feel that we were fairly successful. I have some additional questions and would like to try this again. Do you remember our previous conversation?” 
 
    She looked me in the eye and blinked once.  
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Are you willing to answer some questions about the boy who went missing on the day you were injured?” 
 
    She blinked once again. I knew I needed to ask a question that could only be answered with a no to check for meaningful blinks rather than random eye movements, so I asked her if my sweater was blue. It was green. 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started,” I said. “On the day you were injured, a boy named Pete King went missing.” I held up a photo of Pete King. “Do you recognize this boy?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    “Did you know him personally?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    Okay, so while she didn’t know him, she did recognize him. 
 
    “Do you know anything or did you see anything that might help explain what happened to this boy?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    Bingo.  
 
    “Did you see the boy on the day he disappeared?” 
 
    She blinked once.  
 
    “Did you see what happened to him?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    My heart began to accelerate. I felt like I was really onto something. Of course, I’d used over half the time allotted to me. I really did need to speed this up a bit.  
 
    “Did someone take him?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    “So, just to be clear, on the day Pete King went missing, you saw someone force this boy to leave with them?” 
 
    Again, one blink.  
 
    “Was he forced into a vehicle?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    “Was it a man who forced this boy into a vehicle?”  
 
    She paused as if unsure how to answer. Eventually, she blinked once. 
 
    “You seemed to be unsure of that answer. Did you also see a woman with Pete on the day he disappeared?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    Okay, so there were two individuals involved. A man and a woman. 
 
    I paused as I tried to figure out what to ask next. My time with Shirley was limited, and yes-or-no questions would only take me so far, so I guessed that figuring out what type of vehicle was involved was my next best move. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you about the type of vehicle that was used to kidnap the boy. Was it a van?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    I wanted to be sure, so I asked if it was a sedan. 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    Okay, that was good. We now knew that a man forced Pete into a van, but there was also a woman involved.  
 
    “You said that a man forced Pete into the van but that a woman was also involved. Was the woman in the van?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    “Was the woman standing near the van?” 
 
    Another two blinks. Okay, this was getting confusing, and maybe it wasn’t all that relevant, so I decided to move on to a description of the vehicle.  
 
    “Was the van white?” I asked. 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “Did you see a license plate number?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    A white van was a pretty general description and not likely to lead to a clue that would help us find Pete. I looked down at my lap as I took a moment to formulate my next question. When I looked up, I noticed Shirley staring at the stack of photos on my lap. I had photos of all the boys, but I’d just started with Pete since the event surrounding his disappearance seemed to be related to the event that landed her in the wheelchair.  
 
    “These are photos of the other missing boys. Do you know something about one or more of them?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “Would you like me to show you the photos of all the missing boys?” 
 
    Again, she blinked once. 
 
    “Okay.” I held up the first photo. “This is Demond Hilltop. He was the first boy to go missing eight months ago. He was thirteen at the time, and he went missing from the Westside Recreation Complex. Do you recognize this boy?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    “Do you recognize the name?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    “Do you know anything or see anything that might help explain what happened to this boy?” 
 
    Two blinks again. 
 
    I set the photo aside and went on to photo number two. “This is Levi Brown. He was the second boy in the set of five to go missing. He was twelve at the time and seems to have disappeared from the same recreation complex Desmond went missing from, only he was last seen at the skate park. Do you recognize this boy?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    “Do you recognize the name?” 
 
    Again, two blinks. 
 
    “Do you know anything or see anything that might help explain what happened to this boy?” 
 
    Two more blinks. 
 
    I pulled out the third photo I’d brought. “This is Glen Columbine. He was the third boy in the series to go missing. We believe he disappeared from the same recreation complex as Desmond and Levi, only that, unlike Desmond and Levi, Glen didn’t live in the neighborhood where the complex was located. Apparently, he skipped school and caught a bus across town. Do you recognize this boy?” 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    “Do you recognize his name?” 
 
    She blinked once.  
 
    “So if you recognize the name, does that mean you knew Glen?” 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    “Did you know someone who knew Glen?” 
 
    She blinked twice again. 
 
    “Do you recognize the name from the news?”  
 
    She blinked once.  
 
    Okay, that worked for me. Glen’s disappearance had received a lot more media attention than the disappearance of either Demond or Levi since his family had the financial resources to make their concerns heard. 
 
    “Do you know anything or see anything that might help explain what happened to this boy?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    “Okay, you are doing fantastic,” I said. “Let’s take a look at Bobby Woodward.” I held up the photo. “Bobby was eleven years old when he disappeared. We believe he disappeared from the same recreation complex as the others. Do you recognize this boy?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “Did you know him personally?” 
 
    Again, she blinked once. 
 
    “Okay, so you knew Bobby. Are you related to Bobby?”  
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    “You’re not related, but you knew him?” 
 
    She blinked once.  
 
    I remembered that Bobby lived in an apartment building populated with individuals who needed to work two jobs to make ends meet, so the kids who were left unattended often hung out together. It seemed the woman mentioned in the police report who had taken on the role of watching out for the kids who were left on their own was named Rosa, but maybe Shirley was another neighbor who filled that role. 
 
    “On the day Pete King went missing, you seem to have been near the recreation complex where all the boys disappeared. You must have been there looking for Bobby when you saw Pete being forced into a van.” 
 
    She paused. I felt that Shirley wanted to qualify the exact wording of my statement, but she must have decided that I was close enough since she blinked once. 
 
    I felt like I was really getting somewhere, which thoroughly energized me, but I was also running out of time. If I was going to get any details that would help track these boys using yes-or-no questions, I knew I would need to have a much longer conversation with the woman. 
 
    “Did you see what happened to Pete after you saw him being forced into the van?” 
 
    Again, two blinks. 
 
    “You were hit by a car on the day Pete was kidnapped. Do you remember that?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    I could see that Shirley was becoming agitated. Her face had gone red, and the monitor she was wearing to measure heart rate and blood pressure was beeping like crazy. 
 
    “I’m afraid our time is about up,” Carol said. “Shirley really needs to relax.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that. I really appreciate the fact that you’ve allowed me to speak to Shirley, and I would never want to do anything to cause her harm, but as you can see, it appears as if she might know something that could lead us to figure out what happened to at least one of these missing boys. I need more time. Would it be okay if I came back tomorrow?” 
 
    She hesitated and looked toward Shirley. 
 
    “Shirley,” I said. “Is it okay with you if I come back tomorrow so we can continue our conversation?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    I looked at Carol. 
 
    “Very well,” she said after a brief pause. “Eleven o’clock again, and the same protocol and restrictions will be in place.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you,” I said to Carol. I looked directly at Shirley. “And thank you. Maybe we can figure this out enough to give us a starting point to reopen the investigation. Maybe we can even find those boys.” 
 
    I would have liked to say that Shirley smiled, but I supposed the smile could have just been my imagination. Still, if she had known Bobby and had been looking for clues in the area where he was last seen when Pete was taken, then the boy must have been important to her. It seemed to me she might be as interested in getting to the bottom of things as I was.  
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    I called Kelly from the ferry on the off chance she hadn’t gone sailing with Quinn and the guys and would be home and available to chat. While I hadn’t learned a lot during my brief conversation with Shirley, I felt I’d learned enough to suggest that I was on the right track. I realized that there was no way of knowing if any of the five boys who were taken were still alive, but I hoped they were, and I hoped I’d find them. I really didn’t have a reason to believe that the individual who kidnapped them hadn’t killed them right away, but so far, their bodies hadn’t been found, which gave me hope even if that hope was likely not warranted.  
 
    “Hey, Kelly,” I said when she answered. “I take it you decided not to go sailing.” 
 
    “Yes, I decided to stay home. Like I said before, while I’m not really sick, I’m tired and achy. I didn’t want to risk getting out there in the middle of the ocean and then start feeling really bad.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. I don’t think I would have gone if I wasn’t feeling a hundred percent.” 
 
    “So, how did your interview with Shirley go?” she asked. 
 
    “I think it went really well. It’s hard to know for sure if we’re onto something, but it appears that Shirley not only personally knew the fourth victim, Bobby Woodward, but she actually saw the fifth victim, Pete King, being kidnapped.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Kelly gasped. “That’s huge. What did she see?” 
 
    I filled Kelly in on the conversation I’d had with Shirley. I was frustrated by both the brevity of the interview and the limitations inherent with the need to ask yes-or-no questions, but I also felt we’d made real progress, and I hoped we’d be able to make even more progress the following day. 
 
    “So you’re going back?” she asked. 
 
    “I am. I really wanted to hang out with Logan and Sawyer tomorrow, but I feel this is too important to wait. Carol seems willing to allow me access to Shirley for a brief amount of time, but Ezra indicated that Carol’s counterpart during the weekday shift might not be as accommodating.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a tricky situation,” Kelly said. “On the one hand, I understand how important this is, but on the other hand, I’m equally as certain that if it were my loved one being interviewed without my knowledge or permission, I might be fairly upset about that.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “Based on what I’ve been able to dig up, the person named on Shirley’s power of attorney is a distant relative. A niece, I think, who lives on the East Coast. I’ve contacted her attorney, but I haven’t heard from her. I could go through the proper channels to get permission to speak to Shirley, but that process might take a while, and now that I know that we have a way to reopen the investigations, I feel impatient to get to it.” 
 
    “I understand. If those boys are being held, you don’t want them to stay where they are for one day longer than they absolutely need to. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    I paused to think about it. “I could use someone to bounce ideas off. After speaking to Shirley, I have all these thoughts. I don’t want to go off on a theory that won’t take me anywhere if I can avoid doing so. You’re really good at listening and giving me honest feedback.” 
 
    “Are you back on the island? Do you want to come over?” 
 
    “I’m on the ferry, but we’ll be docking in about fifteen minutes. I am anxious to get home to see Sawyer, but your place isn’t that far out of the way since I’m taking the mountain road from the ferry terminal. As long as there aren’t any traffic delays, I should be there in about an hour. Will that work for you?” 
 
    “It will. I don’t have any plans today, so whenever you get here is fine.” 
 
    With that, I hung up and headed down to the car deck. One thing you never wanted to do was to fail to be present and ready to move your car when it was time to deboard.  
 
    As I sat in my car waiting for the ferry crew to tie up and prepare for the mad exodus that would take place, I went over everything in my mind again. One thing that had occurred to me but hadn’t really sunk in as I sat there and tried to deal with my own impatience and frustration was the degree of frustration that Shirley must have endured knowing what she did and not being able to tell anyone about what she saw. It occurred to me that I might want to bring Gen in on things at this point. If Shirley saw someone force Pete into a van, then there must have been others who had seen the same thing. I hadn’t noticed anything about witnesses in the reports I’d been given, but that didn’t mean that the information wasn’t out there somewhere that someone with Gen’s skills could hack into. Maybe I’d call her and see if she was busy. Of course, the car in front of me began to move just as it occurred to me to call Gen, so it would have to wait for at least a few minutes. 
 
    Once I was away from the congestion of the ferry terminal and on my way over the mountain separating the island’s east side from the west side, I used my Bluetooth to make the call.  
 
    “Hey, Syd. What’s up?” Gen asked. 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Anything for you, girl.” 
 
    I explained the type of information I was looking for, and she agreed to see what she could find. I told her I was heading up and over the mountain and would likely lose service for a while, so she agreed to find the information I needed and then meet me at the boathouse, which was only about a twenty-minute drive from Ezra’s compound. I knew Gen got lonely, especially when Octavia was away, so I agreed that was a good plan. I then sent a voice text to Kelly telling her that Gen was going to join us, and she sent a voice text back telling me that including her was a good idea. 
 
    Gen was already at the boathouse by the time I arrived. I’d barely made it through the door when she informed me that she had news. 
 
    “What sort of news?” I asked. 
 
    “There was a witness on record other than Shirley when Pete was kidnapped,” Gen said. “A man named Fred Grubb. Fred told the police that he saw a woman chase a kid over to a van that had been parked on the side of the road. A man jumped out of the van, grabbed the child, and forced him on board. The witness didn’t get a good look at the man who drove the van but did say that he was in the process of trying to get a better look at the license plate number when Shirley ran right into traffic and was hit by the car. That drew his attention away from the kidnapping long enough for the kidnapper to get away.” 
 
    “And the woman who chased the kid over to the van?” I asked. 
 
    “The woman either got into the van with the boy or disappeared into the crowd. All he could say about her was that she wore dark-colored clothes.” 
 
    “It sounds as if Shirley ran into the street to try to help Pete,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Did she know Pete?” Gen asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “Shirley told me that she knew Bobby and had gone to the recreation complex to see if she could pick up a clue as to what had happened to him and that while she was there, she saw someone force Pete into a van. At least that’s what she indicated by yes or no blinks.” 
 
    “Did she live there alone?” Kelly asked. “At the apartment complex where Bobby lived.” 
 
    “No,” Gen answered. “She has a son, Calvin, who was living with her at the time of Bobby’s kidnapping.” 
 
    Suddenly, I had a really bad feeling. 
 
    “So if Shirley has a son, why does some niece who lives on the opposite coast have her power of attorney?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Calvin is in prison. He was arrested a few days after Shirley was hit by the car. Apparently, this isn’t his first time behind bars. It appears he’s a career criminal.” 
 
    “What sort of crime are we talking about?” I asked, wondering if it could have been Calvin who kidnapped Bobby. 
 
    Gen answered. “Mostly theft, cons, and embezzlement. Those sorts of things. He did spend time in jail for breaking a man’s nose during a bar fight, but that was early on. Since then, all his arrests have been related to activities meant to obtain cash.” 
 
    “Do you think Calvin is behind Bobby’s kidnapping?” Kelly asked. “I’m not sure why he would have grabbed the kid. It doesn’t sound like his parents would have had money to pay a ransom.” 
 
    Gen sat up straighter. “Maybe Calvin didn’t grab Bobby for a ransom, but maybe he grabbed Glen Columbine, and maybe Bobby knew something about that, which caused Calvin to grab him as well.” 
 
    “Glen Columbine?” I asked. “Do you know something about Glen?” 
 
    Gen nodded. “Actually, I do. I’m still waiting for confirmation, which is why I didn’t lead with this, but apparently, Glen’s parents received a ransom note shortly after Glen was taken.” 
 
    I frowned. “I didn’t see anything about a ransom note in the police file.” 
 
    “If my intel is correct, that’s because Glen’s parents never contacted the police.” 
 
    “Care to expand on that?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Keep in mind that I’m waiting for a phone call, which will confirm all of this, but when I was digging through phone, text, and email records associated with the disappearance of all five of the boys, I found correspondence between Glen’s parents and an individual claiming to have Glen. The texts communicated a ‘no cops or the kid dies’ sort of message, along with instructions to begin using a burner phone for all future communications. I figured that even if I couldn’t access the calls and texts sent to the burner phone, I could check bank records to see if it appeared a ransom was paid. I found five separate withdrawals for five thousand dollars each from five different accounts over a five-day period. Not enough for the banks to have to report, but enough to constitute a decent ransom.” 
 
    “Okay, so someone, perhaps Calvin, nabbed Glen and demanded a ransom. The parents were told not to call the cops, so they did what the kidnapper instructed them to do and quietly paid the ransom over a five-day period. Can I assume that Glen was returned to his family?” I asked. 
 
    Gen nodded. “I dug around and discovered that Mr. and Mrs. Columbine have traveled to Virginia to visit Mrs. Columbine’s sister five times in the past two months. I did some digging, and apparently, she has a nephew living with her.” 
 
    “So the kidnapper must have made a threat beyond the initial kidnapping, which caused Glen’s parents to send him to live with his aunt,” Kelly said. 
 
    “If all of this is true, then maybe the same person who kidnapped Glen kidnapped the others,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Gen agreed. “But Glen’s parents are the only parents who received a ransom note, and they are the only parents with enough cash resources to make kidnapping worth it. I can imagine a scenario where Calvin, who is living with Shirley, says or does something that Bobby, who is at Shirley’s apartment while his parents are working, either sees or overhears, and Calvin decides to get rid of him. The problem with this scenario is that if all of that were true, then it seems that Shirley would just go to the cops rather than hang around at the park where she happened to witness Pete being kidnapped. And if Calvin is the kidnapper, why take Pete? His parents are dead.” 
 
    “Maybe Pete has an inheritance that the kidnapper hoped to access,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Maybe,” Gen agreed.  
 
    We all fell into silence as we struggled to process everything.  
 
    I eventually spoke. “I have an appointment with Shirley tomorrow. Between now and then, I think the three of us need to dig deep and see what we can find. Unfortunately, the only information Shirley can share with me is contained within the questions I ask her. If I don’t ask the right questions, she can’t tell us what she needs to tell us.” 
 
    “I brought my laptop,” Gen said. “I say we get to work.” 
 
    Gen manned the laptop while Kelly and I made notes and built theories. We settled on several scenarios that worked, even if all five of the missing boy cases were connected, only to have to start over again when we found evidence that Levi Brown had been arrested just a week after he was reported missing and was currently spending time in the Los Angeles County Juvenal Detention Center. 
 
    “So Levi did run away,” Kelly stated after Gen filled us in. 
 
    “That’s the way it looks,” Gen confirmed. “According to this, he headed to LA with one of his brothers, and both Levi and his older brother were arrested after being involved in gang activity that began as looting and ended with a liquor store clerk being shot.”  
 
    “I wonder why Levi’s missing person file was never updated,” Kelly commented. 
 
    Gen shrugged. “It’s likely no one really cared. A missing kid with known gang affiliations whose case was likely filed away as nothing more than a runaway teen case from the beginning might not be enough to cause anyone to update the file after he ended up being arrested in another county for gang activity.” 
 
    Gen was right. The fact that the file had never been updated really wasn’t surprising. 
 
    “Now that we know that Levi actually ran away and wasn’t kidnapped, I guess it disproves the theory that the disappearance of all the missing boys is related,” Kelly said.  
 
    At this point, we knew that Levi had run away to join the gang life with his brother and that Glen had been kidnapped for ransom. What did that say about the other missing boys? Pete had been forced into a van, which was an event that Shirley seemed to have witnessed. Had the kidnapper been the same individual who kidnapped Glen? If it had been the same individual, then Pete’s aunt should have received a ransom call or note by now. Pete had been missing for two months, and Glen’s kidnapper had sent the ransom demand within hours of grabbing Glen. 
 
    “We need to find out if Pete’s aunt received a ransom demand,” I said. “It doesn’t mention a ransom in the file, but it appears that the individual who kidnapped Glen managed to convince his parents to pay the ransom and send him away without ever mentioning that he’d been returned to the police. They might have done the same thing with Pete.” 
 
    “I guess we can see if there’s a money trail to follow,” Gen said. “Pete’s aunt doesn’t seem to have any money, but as was pointed out, Pete’s parents had assets before they were killed, so maybe Pete has an inheritance that the aunt might have been able to access to pay the ransom.” 
 
    Gen informed us that she would start working on that. Kelly decided to make us all a snack, and even though I knew that Colin was off today, I decided to call him. If Levi was in juvie, then there was a paper trail somewhere. If we could figure out who dropped the ball when it came to updating Levi’s missing person file, then maybe we could figure out if the ball had been dropped in the other missing boy cases. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While I left the meeting with Kelly and Gen with a long list of questions for Shirley, we hadn’t been able to find out any additional information relating to the current status of the first missing boy, Demond Hilltop, the youngest missing boy, and Shirley’s neighbor, Bobby Woodward, or the boy whose kidnapping Shirley witnessed, Pete King. I guess the fact that Levi was in juvie and Glen had been kidnapped for ransom did provide us with a new way of looking at things. I couldn’t help but wonder, if even one of the five boys wasn’t linked to the other four boys, did that mean none of the boys were linked? 
 
    “Are you going to sit on the floor all evening?” Logan asked me after I’d returned to the resort and he’d returned from sailing, and the two of us had met up at my cabana. 
 
    “Maybe.” I ran my fingers through the long fur on Sawyer’s neck. “I want Sawyer to know he’s being included, but I don’t want to invite him to get up on the furniture until his leg heals. I’m afraid that if I bring him up on the sofa with the idea of helping him off, once he’s down, he may decide that he likes it up there and will jump up when I’m not around to help him.” 
 
    “So you’re going to sit on that blanket with the dog’s head in your lap until we head off to bed.” 
 
    I nodded. “That does seem to be the plan at this point, although I will admit I’m winging it as I go.” 
 
    “Sawyer has that giant dog bed you bought him. I bet he’d be just as comfortable in the bed as he is with his head in your lap.” 
 
    I smiled. “Would you be just as comfortable in the dog bed as you would be in my lap?” 
 
    Logan smiled back. “No, I guess not.” He got off the sofa and sat on the floor next to me. He nodded toward the notebook I’d been using to jot down thoughts that came to me. “Are you still working, or would you like to watch a movie?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind watching a movie, but pick something you like since it’s unlikely I’ll be able to concentrate.” 
 
    “Is there anything you need to talk through?” he asked. 
 
    Was there? I had a million conflicting thoughts bouncing around in my mind, but I couldn’t grab one idea and concentrate on it long enough to make sense of it. “Colin called me back just before you came over. I’d called him earlier to let him know that Levi Brown was in juvie and Glen Columbine had been kidnapped for ransom and was safe with his family, and he was more than just a little annoyed that the local PD hadn’t updated the files. Since the boys had been labeled as runaways, it wasn’t the FBI’s responsibility to keep track of them, but he still felt that our agency should have been updated as new developments occurred.” 
 
    “I’m sure it isn’t easy to keep track of so many open cases.” 
 
    “I agree. But these cases aren’t just files containing reports. They represent the wellbeing of real people and deserve the best we can give them.” 
 
    “So what did Colin have to say when he called back?” Logan asked, bringing the topic of conversation back around to the call. 
 
    “He said there had been talk on the street that Demond Hilltop had moved to San Francisco and had been seen hanging out at that homeless camp near the wharf. He didn’t know how accurate his source was, but he plans to try to verify the sightings. If Demond is still hanging around the wharf, Colin will arrange to have him picked up. If he’s moved on by this point, Colin will try to get an update on his whereabouts and then let me know. Even if we aren’t able to catch up with Demond, a verifiable sighting after the boy was reported missing will at least confirm that he left his home of his own free will.” 
 
    “I guess that would be good information to have. It’s beginning to look like Bobby and Pete are the only missing boys who are linked.” 
 
    “Perhaps. To be honest, given the differences in the backgrounds of the missing boys, I’m not sure a link would ever have been considered to be a factor, but given the fact they were all last seen in the same general geographic location, it wasn’t too much of a stretch to look at the incidences as part of a string of missing children cases.” 
 
    Logan stood up, causing Sawyer to lift his head. He wandered into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of wine. Logan asked me if I wanted one, and I said I did. While Logan was in the kitchen, I’d decided that sitting on the sofa, where I could use an end table to set my wine glass on, was a good idea. Sawyer looked up when I got up, but then he simply laid his head back on the pillow I’d had in my lap and went back to sleep.  
 
    “Based on what you’ve told me, I feel that of all the missing boy cases, Bobby seems to be the least likely to have just taken off,” Logan said. 
 
    “I agree. Since Shirley saw the man shoving Pete into a van, we know he didn’t willingly run away. I guess I’m the most worried about these two boys. Bobby has been missing close to three months, and Pete has been missing a little over two months. If they were going to pop up somewhere, it seems as if they might have done so by now.” 
 
    Logan put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. He gave me a brief squeeze and then released me. “I remember you saying that Pete was forced in a van near the recreation complex where the other boys were last seen, but I don’t remember you saying exactly where Bobby was last seen.” 
 
    I paused to think this over. Logan’s inquiry was a good one. Where had Bobby last been seen? “Hang on,” I said, getting up to get the file I’d printed off. I opened the file and looked at the notes recorded by the police officer who had filed the missing person report and the notes I’d made as I read through the file. 
 
    “You know,” I said as I flipped through each page. “I just realized that I never did find a link between Bobby and the recreation complex. I remember Kelly asking me about that as well, and at the time, I told her that I couldn’t remember the link to the complex off-hand, but I was sure there must have been one, and I just needed to look it up in the file. I didn’t have the file with me, so I couldn’t look it up right then and never did think to go back and take a look.” I paused and then continued. “I asked Shirley about it. I asked her if she knew Bobby and had been looking for him at the recreation complex when she’d seen Pete being forced into a van. I suppose it is her statement, or perhaps I should say eye blink, that provides the only real link to Bobby and the recreation complex.” I took a deep breath. “For all we know, she simply went to look there because she’d heard about the other boys, and it occurred to her that whatever had happened to Glen, whom Shirley admitted she’d heard about on the news, might have happened to Bobby.” 
 
    “So it’s possible that Bobby was never at the complex.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, based on what we currently know, I guess that is possible.” 
 
    I crossed my legs under my body and leaned back on the cushions. The more I thought about things, the more I realized that Bobby didn’t fit the pattern, not that we had a pattern at this point, given what we’d learned about the other boys. Still, at least we had reason to believe the other four boys had at least been to the recreation complex on the day they went missing. The only things we knew about Bobby were that he was a good kid who usually went straight home from school, did his homework, and never gave anyone any trouble. I knew that his mom worked two jobs and that Bobby often went to stay with Rosa when he got home from school. I thumbed through the file again, looking for any mention of Shirley. There was an interview that had been conducted between Bobby’s mother and the detective looking for Bobby on the day the missing person report was filed. I noticed that there wasn’t an interview with Bobby’s father, so I made a note to look into that. Perhaps his parents were divorced, and Bobby lived with his mother.  
 
    I found the interview between the detective and Rosa and the interviews the detective had with three other neighbors. It seemed odd that Shirley wasn’t interviewed. She seemed to be invested in finding the boy, so it made sense that she would have taken the time to share anything she might know that would help them find the boy with the detective. 
 
    As I noodled on the situation, I allowed my thoughts to wander. Shirley was extremely limited in the information she could share. If I didn’t ask Shirley the right question, it wouldn’t be possible for her to provide an accurate answer. Still, it seemed as if Shirley’s memories of that time were fairly intact. I hadn’t asked her much about the day Bobby went missing. Perhaps I should. Was she home that day? Had she heard anything that might explain why he hadn’t come home? When was the last time she’d seen Bobby? Had anything been going on in his life that might have caused him to deviate from his usual routine on the day he disappeared? 
 
    I tried to remember back to our conversation. How exactly had I determined that Shirley had been at the recreation complex looking for Bobby when she’d seen Pete get chased by a woman before being forced into a van? I wanted to be sure I remembered things exactly, so I pulled up the interview I’d recorded on my cell phone and then fast-forwarded to the part about Bobby. I sat back and listened to my voice as I tried to really home in on what was said and what was simply interpreted.  
 
    I hit play on the recording and then listened to my own voice. “Okay, you are doing fantastic. Let’s take a look at Bobby Woodward. Bobby was eleven years old when he disappeared. We believe he disappeared from the same recreation complex as the others. Do you recognize this boy?” 
 
    I remembered that she blinked once. 
 
    “Did you know him personally?” 
 
    Again, I remembered that she blinked once. 
 
    “Okay so you knew Bobby. Are you related to Bobby?”  
 
    I remembered that she blinked twice. 
 
    “You’re not related, but you knew him?” 
 
    She’d blinked once.  
 
    I realized that when I’d asked her about Bobby, I’d asked a two-part question. I’d told her we believed he’d disappeared from the recreation complex and asked if she recognized the boy. She may have blinked yes that she recognized the boy without acknowledging that she was at the complex to find Bobby.  
 
    I fast-forwarded to the part of the interview related to Pete King. 
 
    “On the day Pete King went missing, you seem to have been near the recreation complex where all the boys disappeared. You must have been there looking for Bobby when you saw Pete being forced into a van.” 
 
    I remembered that she hesitated and then blinked once. 
 
    “Did you see what happened to Pete after you saw him being forced into the van?” 
 
    I remembered two blinks. 
 
    “You were hit by a car on the day Pete was kidnapped. Do you remember that?” 
 
    I remembered one blink.  
 
    The problem with these questions was that not only were some of them not questions, but many of them contained assumed truths as part of the question, such as saying that Shirley must have been at the recreation complex looking for Bobby when she saw Pete being kidnapped. She may have blinked once because she had seen Pete being kidnapped, but that didn’t mean the entire sentence was true. I was losing my skill as an interrogator now that I was partially retired from the FBI. Perhaps I should join Ezra and his group. Or go back to the FBI full-time, although that would mean moving back to San Francisco, which I really didn’t want to do. 
 
    “I think I made a couple of significant mistakes during my interview with Shirley,” I admitted to Logan. I then shared with him the assumptions and two-part questions that should never have been part of a yes-or-no question. 
 
    “So perhaps Bobby hadn’t been seen at the recreation complex,” Logan said. “Perhaps he disappeared on his way home from school. Didn’t you say he never showed up at Rosa’s apartment that day?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I did say that, but I also remembered reading that Bobby had dropped his backpack off at his apartment, which means he did make it home but didn’t make it to Rosa’s apartment. I guess that’s why I assumed that, like the other missing boys, he’d headed to the recreation complex after he got home.” 
 
    “Maybe someone kidnapped Bobby after he got home,” Logan said. 
 
    “Calvin?”  
 
    “Or someone else who lives in the complex. I guess the first thing you need to do is find out exactly why Shirley was at the recreation complex on the day she was hit by the car. Once you figure that out, I guess you’ll need to try to find out what she remembers about Bobby on the day he disappeared.” 
 
    Logan was right. I needed to take a huge step back before I continued forward. The main problem with doing things this way was that I only had so much time with the woman, so it made sense that the last thing I’d want to do was back up, but if Shirley hadn’t been at the recreation complex looking for Bobby, why had she been there? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I woke the following morning, I found Logan spooning me from the back and Sawyer spooning me in the front. How on earth had the dog gotten up on the bed with his bum leg. When Logan and I had decided to turn in the previous night, we’d taken Sawyer out, and once he’d taken care of his business, we reentered my cabana and settled him in his dog bed at the foot of my bed. At some point during the night, the dog must have decided that the floor wasn’t for him and had somehow gotten himself up on the bed.  
 
    I smiled as I took a moment to enjoy Logan’s warm breath on my neck while petting my furry new roommate, who managed to curl himself into my body almost perfectly. Now, this was something that I could easily get used to. Waking up every morning to my two favorite guys would be heaven on earth. I knew that it made more sense for Logan to stay at his own cabana if he had either early or late rounds at the hospital, but there were times I wondered if it might be time to at least discuss moving in together. Of course, I wasn’t a big fan of sharing my limited closet space, so maybe two cabanas for two people was a better idea. 
 
    “When did he get up here?” Logan asked after I’d been awake for a few minutes. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Sawyer was all cuddled up with me when I woke up.” I leaned forward and kissed him on the head. “He seems to be sleeping deeply.” 
 
    “His body is healing. That takes a lot of energy.” He rolled over slightly. “I know that you won’t make it to the ferry on time if you don’t jump in the shower. I’ll take Sawyer out and then feed him. I have some work to do at the office. Mostly just paperwork. My office is closed to patients today, so I’ll take him with me.” 
 
    “Really? That would be nice. I was going to ask Rory or Emily to watch him, but if you can take him with you, that would be perfect. I won’t be late getting home, so I’ll just come by your office when I get here.” 
 
    “That sounds good. Maybe we can get some takeout and watch that movie we never got to last night.” 
 
    While that sounded wonderful, I had a feeling that I would be even more distracted tonight than I had been last night. 
 
    “I’m going to lift him down so he doesn’t hurt himself getting off the bed,” Logan informed me as he rolled away and slipped out of the bed on the opposite side from the one the dog slept on. “Maybe we should consider a crate at night. I’d hate to see him reinjure that leg before it has a chance to heal.” 
 
    I knew Logan was right, but I didn’t want the poor dog sleeping in a crate. We were bonding. I felt it was important to establish routines, and sleeping with his new mom and dad was a routine I was comfortable establishing. Of course, he was a large dog who took up a lot of room on the bed, so maybe establishing a next-to-the-bed sleeping habit would be better in the long run. 
 
    I assured Logan that we could talk about crates and sleeping arrangements when we got together that evening. Right now, I really did need to jump in the shower and get going if I didn’t want to miss the ferry. 
 
    When I arrived at the assisted living facility where Shirley was a resident, I found Carol waiting in the lobby. She greeted me and then escorted me up to her office. She used her intercom to call for someone to fetch Shirley and bring her up, and while we waited, she asked me how I felt things were going. 
 
    “I feel like we are making progress. It has been tough trying to get the details surrounding Pete King’s kidnapping and Bobby Woodward’s disappearance while only asking yes-or-no questions. But between the information Shirley has shared and the information I’ve been able to dig up with the help of some of my friends, I feel like I’m beginning to put a picture together of what might have occurred.” 
 
    I smiled at Shirley as she was escorted into the office. After adjusting my chair to see Shirley’s blinks clearly, I reminded her of my name and why I was there. “As I did yesterday, I’ll ask a series of questions. As you did yesterday, you’ll blink once for yes and twice for no. Is this okay?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “The first thing I want to do is re-ask a couple of the questions I asked yesterday. On the day Pete King was forced into a van, you were at the recreation complex. Were you at the complex to look for Bobby Woodward?” 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    Okay, she wasn’t at the complex looking for Bobby. It would be challenging to find out why she was there without randomly throwing out different scenarios, which I didn’t have time to do.  
 
    “I’m going to ask you about Bobby. Did you live in the same apartment complex as Bobby on the day Bobby first went missing?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “Did you see Bobby on the day he went missing?” 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    “Did you see anything that might help us to understand what happened to Bobby?” 
 
    She paused. I could sense she wanted me to reword my question, so I did. “On the day Bobby went missing, did you see anything that might help us understand what happened to Bobby?” 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    “Do you know something that might help us understand what happened to Bobby?” 
 
    She blinked once.  
 
    “On the day you were hit by the car and Pete was forced into the van, did you go to the recreation complex looking for Bobby?” I knew I’d already asked this, but I felt it was essential to be sure about this detail. 
 
    She blinked twice. 
 
    The first time I met Shirley, she’d made a few random comments that caught my attention. She had commented about the naughty boys being in the coop, and she said something about the naughty boys under a tree. She also said something about a fox with one shoe chasing the boys. It was obvious that Shirley’s speech had been affected by her brain injury, so a fox didn’t necessarily mean a fox, and I supposed that a coop didn’t necessarily mean a chicken coop. A coop could be a cage. Maybe the boys were in a cage, and she knew the fox was trying to get them.  
 
    I had a thought. “On the day that Pete King was forced into the white van, did you see Bobby?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    Okay, this was new information. “When you ran into the street, was your intent to help Bobby?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    I decided to take a leap and see where I landed. “Was Bobby in the van with the person who forced Pete into the van?” 
 
    Again, she blinked once. 
 
    Ah. Now we were getting somewhere. I still didn’t know why Shirley was near the recreation complex that day, but perhaps it didn’t matter. “The next question I’ll ask is a multi-part question, so you can answer each part separately. If I say anything that is wrong, you can back me up by blinking twice. Ready?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “On the day Pete King was forced into the white van, you were in the area of the recreation complex for some reason. Is this correct?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    I remembered that a witness said he’d seen a woman chasing Pete, so I decided to ask about that. “On the day Pete was forced into the van, did you notice a woman chasing Pete?” 
 
    One blink. 
 
    “The woman chased Pete toward a white van.” 
 
    One blink, then a pause, and then two blinks. I could see that Shirley was uncertain. 
 
    “That’s okay. I don’t think we need to know about the woman just now. Let’s just say that Pete was running from a woman, and then, for some reason, he approached the van, and someone forced him inside. Is that correct?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “Did you see Bobby inside the van on the day Pete was kidnapped?” 
 
    She blinked once. 
 
    “You were hit by a car, and you don’t remember anything after that.” 
 
    She blinked once again.  
 
    So the same person who kidnapped Bobby had kidnapped Pete. But who? And even more importantly, where were they now? 
 
    I asked a few more questions, but since I wasn’t sure what to ask, I could see that Shirley was becoming agitated and frustrated. I hated to get her all wound up. It must be torture to know something but be entirely dependent on another person’s thought process to be able to communicate what you know. Carol suggested we end today’s session, and I didn’t argue. Something important was learned today. I’d learned that Bobby was in the van with the kidnapper on the day Pete was taken. Now, I just needed to figure out why.  
 
    Before I left, I assured Shirley I would continue to work on finding Bobby. I also assured her that I’d be back. I wasn’t sure if the weekend administrator would continue to grant access to me, but if not, I’d figure out a way to go around her to get it. 
 
    I knew my next move was to try to track down the other witness to the kidnapping, Fred Grubb. If Fred saw the boy being pulled into the van, perhaps I could help him remember more about the van, the woman who chased Pete, and the man who pulled him inside. Since I was in San Francisco, I headed to the FBI office. I didn’t expect to find Colin there since it was Sunday, but I figured I could use the FBI database to help me track down Fred. As it turned out, Colin was in his office catching up on paperwork. 
 
    He looked up when I walked in from the parking area. “I didn’t expect to see you here today.” 
 
    “I was in town to interview Shirley.” 
 
    “Have you made any progress on that front?” Colin asked. 
 
    “Actually, I think I have. As it turns out, the reason Shirley ran into the street where she was hit by the car was because she had seen Bobby inside the van that Pete King was forced into.” 
 
    Colin’s brow shot up. “No kidding. She told you this?” 
 
    “In a roundabout way. Of course, she can only answer yes or no, but I figured it out and managed to ask the right questions.” 
 
    “If all of that is true, then we have a verifiable link between Bobby and Pete. Of course, without more, we still have no way of tracking down either boy.” 
 
    “There was another witness, Fred Grubb. I found an interview in the file between the local PD and Fred, which was conducted on the same day Shirley was hit by the car. The police officer initiated the interview in the first place because he was trying to gather information related to the car accident. Grubb told the police that he had witnessed the car accident, but he also told the cop he had seen a kid being pulled into a white van. The police made a note about the van, but, for whatever reason, he didn’t do much to follow up on that. Apparently, Fred Grubb didn’t have any concrete information to share relating to the kidnapping. He didn’t notice the license plate number on the van or much about the van since as soon as he noticed the van, Shirley was hit by the car, which pulled his attention away from the boy and the van and toward the pedestrian accident.” 
 
    “I would think that a boy being pulled into a van would be the sort of thing that the PD would follow up on,” Colin said. 
 
    “I would think so as well. I was in town to interview Shirley, so I decided to come to the office and use FBI resources to track down Fred Grubb and talk to him personally about what he saw and what the response of the local PD had been to what he’d seen.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Colin offered. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I’d returned to my cabana at the end of a very long day yesterday, Logan had a dog crate he’d borrowed from Ryder all set up for Sawyer to spend the night in. It was cozy with lots of toys, blankets, pillows, and a padded mattress, and Logan made a good point about not taking a chance that Sawyer would reinjure his leg before it had healed completely. But by the time bedtime rolled around, Logan had been called out on an emergency, so therefore not present to remind me of all the reasons why the crate was a good idea. Without his voice in my ear, it was easy to talk myself out of the crate, but I really didn’t want him to injure the leg, so I’d compromised and ended up sleeping in the dog bed on the floor with Sawyer. Luckily, it was a large bed, and once he’d curled into my body, it was actually pretty comfortable, at least for a few hours. At some point, I’d developed a crick in my neck, and by the time I finally got up, I’d lost all feeling in my right arm and hand, so in retrospect, perhaps the crate would have been a good idea after all.  
 
    Since I was up early, I took Sawyer outside and spent some time with him on the lawn. Afterward, I showered, dressed, and even prepared a nutritious breakfast for both of us. I had several hours to spare before meeting with Kelly and Gia. I planned to bring Sawyer with me to Kelly’s. She’d texted last night to let me know that Gia needed to move our appointment to noon, and I’d shared with her my need to find someone to watch Sawyer today. She suggested that I head to her place early so we could discuss the Shirley situation and bring Sawyer along to hang out with her while I worked with Gia. That worked for me. If I kept the giant canine, and by this point, I planned to, then I wanted to train him to work as a therapy dog. I figured that having him hang out with me during work hours wasn’t the worst idea if I wanted him to learn to be comfortable in various situations and settings. 
 
    Kelly was waiting out on the deck for Sawyer and me to arrive. I put his leash on so he would take it easy as we walked toward the thick, folded blanket Kelly had set out for him. 
 
    “What a beautiful dog,” Kelly said as she stepped forward to greet us. 
 
    In his enthusiasm, Sawyer wagged his tail so hard I thought it would leave a bruise on my leg after he swatted me several times.  
 
    “Ryder told me he was a retriever mix, so I guess I was picturing something smaller.” 
 
    “He’s a big boy, that’s for sure. Ryder thinks he’ll likely weigh in at a healthy hundred pounds once he regains all the weight he lost.” 
 
    Kelly squatted down to look him in the eye as she ruffed him behind the ears. “I can see that he’s an intelligent pup. There are just some dogs where you can see their intelligence in their eyes.” 
 
    “So far, he does seem to be very aware of what he wants and how to get it.” I briefly shared my story of sleeping in the dog bed last night so that Sawyer wouldn’t have to sleep in the crate. 
 
    “You could just put the mattress from your bed on the floor until his leg heals,” she suggested. 
 
    “Now, why didn’t I think of that,” I groaned, rubbing my neck in an attempt to work out the last of the stiffness.  
 
    “Coffee?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “I guess I could use a cup.” 
 
    “I’ll grab the coffee and a pan of water for Sawyer, and then you can fill me in on the case of the missing boys while we wait for Gia.” 
 
    The case had taken an intriguing turn. Colin and I worked on it until I had to leave if I didn’t want to risk missing the last ferry to the terminal in Sea Haven. While I wouldn’t go so far as to say that we’d wrapped things up, we did know a lot more. I had a good feeling about the progress Colin and I had made. I was confident that we’d be able to close the case and hopefully return Bobby and Pete to the families who missed them once Colin followed up on a few leads today. 
 
    “Okay, so tell me everything,” Kelly said once we were settled. 
 
    I took a moment to organize my thoughts. So much had happened, and I wanted to fill Kelly in on the details in a logical manner, but when I tried to find a starting point, I found myself fumbling around. 
 
    “In a nutshell, I came away from my interview with Shirley with the information that Shirley hadn’t been at the basketball courts looking for Bobby as I originally imagined but had been there for another reason that I never figured out. The truth is that Shirley may have simply been walking past the area on her way to somewhere else. Anyway, at some point, Shirley saw a woman chasing Pete. She didn’t know why the woman was chasing Pete, but she did say that Pete ended up near a white van parked on the side of the road. This resulted in his kidnapping when someone inside the van opened the sliding door and pulled Pete inside. That was when Shirley saw Bobby sitting in the van’s passenger seat. She ran toward him right into traffic and was hit by a car.” 
 
    “Wow,” Kelly said. “You got all that out of Shirley in the half hour you were allocated to speak to her?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I did get a lot of that out of Shirley during our first interview yesterday, but then I remembered the witness Gen had found, Fred Grubb. I went by the FBI office to use their database to attempt to track the guy down, and Colin just happened to be there. I filled him in on everything I’d learned about the missing boys to that point, and he agreed that the investigation and the dissemination of information relating to the missing boy cases had been handled poorly and offered to help me. It took a while, but we managed to track Fred Grubb down. He filled in enough of the blanks so that we were able to formulate a series of yes-or-no questions to present to Shirley to verify what we thought we’d figured out. Once we had that, Colin, in his official capacity, called and spoke to Carol, and she agreed to a second interview yesterday after dinner.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay, so it seems that you’ve been able to determine exactly what happened on the day Pete was kidnapped, and the car hit Shirley after she ran into the street. Did you discover anything that will help you bring those boys home, assuming they are still alive, of course?” 
 
    I nodded. “Actually, we did. When I first met Shirley, she said something about a coop, which I interpreted as being a chicken coop. She also mentioned a tree, which didn’t have a specific meaning for me, and a fox with one shoe. The way Shirley presented the words sounded like total gibberish, but once I understood that Shirley had been trying to communicate in her own way, I began to think of explanations for the words and what they might mean. I really hadn’t gotten far with this line of reasoning, but while Colin and I were talking to Fred, he mentioned that the van he’d seen Pete pulled into had a design or logo of some sort on the side. He didn’t get a good look at it since the logo was on the street side, and he was standing on the sidewalk, but he did remember there being something painted on the driver’s side panel. This made me wonder if Shirley had seen the logo since she had been looking toward the van from a different angle than Fred had. I even began to wonder if she recognized the van and realized who had taken Bobby just before running into the street. It took a lot of back and forth with Colin and me coming up with guesses and asking Shirley yes-or-no questions. Thankfully, we were eventually able to determine that the van that was used to kidnap Pete belonged to a security company. The company sells commercial security systems, such as alarms and cameras, as well as internet security systems in the form of software. I guess this company has offices all up and down the West Coast. The logo on the side of the van features a cartoon fox with a pair of binoculars and a bag one might use to carry a stolen chicken. The fox is hiding behind a tree, looking toward a fenced-in area. Inside the fence are cartoon chickens with dollar signs painted on them. The logo says something about using their security system to protect your assets from predators.” 
 
    “That seems like a dumb logo for a security company,” Kelly said. 
 
    I laughed. “Colin said the same thing, but apparently, he had heard of the company. I guess the company owns a bunch of vans, all of which feature the same logo. The central office was closed yesterday since it was Sunday, but Colin managed to make contact with someone in the admin office first thing this morning. He’s trying to figure out which van was used to kidnap Pete King. I suspect Colin will have someone in custody before I even complete my interview with Gia.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed that they find those boys and that they are alive and well. It has been almost three months since Bobby was taken. That’s a long time to be held captive.” 
 
    “It is, but hopefully, our kidnapper took care of his hostages.” 
 
    Kelly got up to refill her coffee cup. I assured her I was good and needed to cut back on the caffeine before my interview with Gia.  
 
    “The more I think about it, the more disturbed I am that these boys hadn’t been found sooner,” Kelly said after she returned to the table on the deck where I was still sitting. “It seems there were clues to be interpreted if someone would have taken the time to try to put things together.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “The ball was dropped big time if you ask me. It does sound as if both Levi Brown and Demond Hilltop ran away. As you know, Levi ended up in juvie, and there have been reports of Demond being seen in the homeless community in San Francisco. If these boys ran away, I guess they likely did so in such a way so that they wouldn’t leave clues of their intended destination, and both boys were the sort to have run away, so I guess I understand why the local PD didn’t commit a lot of time to find them. But Glen Columbine was actually kidnapped. Sure, he was ransomed early on, and the exchange was taken care of privately, but the local PD didn’t know that, so it doesn’t track that they wouldn’t have continued to look for the boy. I guess they figured he was just another runaway. I guess they figured they all were.” 
 
    “Maybe that explanation works for the first three, but it sounds as if Bobby was a good kid, and there was actually a witness to Pete’s kidnapping,” Kelly pointed out. 
 
    She had a point. I supposed that this sort of thing was the very reason that the services offered by Ezra and his team were in such high demand.  
 
    “It looks like Gia is here,” I said as a car pulled onto the private road leading to the boathouse. “I’ll talk to her, and then we can pick this conversation up again. I do have a few more things to share, and I’m hoping I’ll hear back from Colin by the time Gia and I are done.” 
 
    I introduced Gia to Sawyer, and then Kelly took him inside with her. It was a warm day, and the dog had a lot of thick fur, so we both decided he might be just as happy inside with the air conditioner.  
 
    “It looks as if you brought the journals I gave you.”  
 
    She nodded. “I have been writing in them almost nonstop since we met last week. Once the gate to my memories was opened, all the memories I suppressed deep within my mind began flooding out.” 
 
    “So, do you think your memories were intentionally suppressed?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “At least some of them.” She paused and frowned. “I know that you asked me on several different occasions why I was so convinced that I had been kidnapped when I had no memory of a kidnapping event. My answer was simply that I just had this gut feeling that it was a kidnapping that had led to my move to the island. I’d had small flashes of memory related to the time before my being brought here once I began going through the photos my mother left me, but not a coherent enough memory for anything to make sense. And then there was the fact that the woman who raised me had been such a wonderful person. Kind and giving, truly someone who wanted the best for me. While I had this gut feeling that she had illegally taken me from my biological parents, I will admit that I’ve had a hard time reconciling the act of kidnapping with this beautiful woman.” 
 
    “And now?” I asked. I had the feeling that she’d already figured out at least part of what was going on. 
 
    “And now, while I still feel convinced that I was kidnapped, I also have this feeling that the woman who raised me took me from a bad situation. I think she took me in order to save me.” 
 
    “Do you have a specific memory to support that idea?” I asked. 
 
    “No, not really, but I do remember fear. I can’t contextualize that fear, but as I was writing in my journal, trying to access my memories from the past, I had this overwhelming feeling of sadness wash over me. This was almost immediately followed by a feeling of soul-gripping terror.” She looked up at me. “I do find myself wondering if I hadn’t been in an abusive situation.” 
 
    “Do you still want to know what actually occurred?” 
 
    She hesitated before answering. “I’m not sure. In fact, I’m not sure if I want to know what I already suspect I know. Maybe my mom wasn’t wrong to keep me in the dark all these years. The DNA test comparing my hair with my mom’s proves that we aren’t biologically related, and that makes me sad. In the beginning, when I first had this feeling that I had been kidnapped, I felt that it was important to find my birth parents. Maybe they were still looking for me. Maybe they loved me and had never given up on finding me. But now that I’ve experienced what I can only refer to as an echo of the terror I must have felt at one point in my life, I’m not as sure I want to know why my mom brought me here. She was a good woman, and I know she loved me. She must have had a reason for doing what she did.” 
 
    I offered her a gentle smile of encouragement. “We can continue to dig, or we can stop. It’s totally up to you. And you don’t have to decide today if you want more time to think it through. You have my cell number, and if you want to think about it a bit before deciding, you can call me when you’re ready to decide.” 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” 
 
    I hesitated. It was true that now that the memories had started to flow, it was likely that they would continue to work their way to the surface. I decided to say as much. “As you continue to remember, you may arrive at a point where you find you need clarification. I suppose that might be a good point for you to call me so we can discuss what you’ve remembered and how you’d like to proceed. We can also approach this from a different angle entirely.” 
 
    “Different angle?” she asked. 
 
    “We have your DNA. We know that you were not the biological child of the woman who raised you, but we haven’t really explored the idea of looking for a match. I know that Sam planned to run your DNA through the national database, but that can take a while. I have connections with individuals who should be able to speed that process up a little.”  
 
    “So if you find a match doing things in this manner, can I find out who my biological parents are before I decide whether or not I want to meet them?” 
 
    “Theoretically. Not everyone has donated DNA, but all we need to do is find someone close, which will give us a place to look.” 
 
    She frowned. I could see she was struggling with the whole thing at this point. 
 
    “So are you saying that even if we don’t continue our sessions, my memories might return on their own?” 
 
    I nodded. “Your memories had already begun to come back even before you walked into Sam’s office. It seems likely that you’ll continue to have these flashes, although you were very young when the memories were created, so there will be a limit to what you are able to remember on your own.” I placed a hand on her arm. “Keep in mind that we can do this at any time. I sense that you are conflicted at this point. It’s my opinion that this state of resistance will likely interfere with the process. You asked me what I would do, and I think my answer to your question is that I’d wait. If you feel comfortable with the process, it might be beneficial to continue with the journaling.” 
 
    “And the DNA search?” 
 
    “That is totally up to you.” 
 
    She paused and even got up and walked around a bit. “I guess that the DNA test will potentially allow me to know who my biological parents are without the potential terror of remembering.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was necessarily true, and I told her as much. After a bit of discussion, Gia decided to continue with the journaling with the understanding that she could call me at any point if she wanted to dig deeper, and she agreed to have me pursue the DNA angle as well. I could use the resources available to me at the FBI for this task, but I decided to have Gen take a stab at it first. 
 
    “So what do you think?” Kelly asked after Gia had left. 
 
    “I think she knows the answer to the question she’s seeking, but I also believe that whatever occurred before Shilo Montgomery brought her to Shipwreck Island was both tragic and terrifying, and once Gia got close to this memory, she decided to back off.” 
 
    “So, do you think she could remember if she really wanted to?” 
 
    “I believe so. At this point, I think Gia’s mind is protecting her. Her subconscious has allowed her to experience the ‘feels’ of what occurred while continuing to shield her from the memory. It may still come to her, especially if she relaxes and allows it to come, but it seems to me that at this point, she considers the option to know without actually reliving the event to be the better option.” 
 
    “Do you think Gen can use Gia’s DNA to find her biological parents?” 
 
    “I do, and if she can’t, I’ll look using the FBI database.” 
 
    A call came in on the phone in Kelly’s home office, which she ran inside to answer. I decided to use this time to take Sawyer out onto the lawn. Kelly had reported that he’d been a good boy while I was speaking to Gia, but I could sense that he wanted to go outside and roll around on the damp grass. Pulling a lawn chair onto the grass, I sat down near where Sawyer was rolling around and called Gen. I figured that if we were going to pursue the DNA angle, it was best to get her started on it. I also needed to speak to Ezra. I owed him an answer to his job offer, but if I were honest with myself, I was still on the fence. I enjoyed working with Ezra and his team and intended to continue to do so, but I wasn’t sure about giving up my link to the FBI. I supposed that I might think differently if someone other than Colin was my boss, but he was really easy-going and flexible, and with him as my boss, I felt that I really did have the best of both worlds. 
 
    “Hey, Gen.” 
 
    “Hey, girl. What’s up?” 
 
    “I need some help.” I took a few minutes to explain what exactly I needed help with.  
 
    “I can do that for you. You said that Gia already provided a sample. Do you have it?” 
 
    “No, Sam has it. If you need something better, like saliva, I’m sure Gia will provide whatever you need.” 
 
    “I’ll look at what Sam has and let you know if I need something more. How is your search for those missing boys going?” 
 
    I filled Gen in on the progress Colin and I had made the previous day.  
 
    “Wow. It does sound as if you’re really close. At least closer to finding the two boys who were reported as missing last. Please call and let me know how it all works out. I’m anxious to hear if the boys are alive and well. I’ve been sending all my positive energy their way since you first told me about the case you’d stumbled onto.” 
 
    “It has been an intense case.” 
 
    “I filled Ezra in on the basic details when we had dinner together last night, and he shared that cases like the one you’re working on are exactly the sort of thing he wants to focus on,” Gen informed me. “Actually, once he expands, I think he intends to specialize in missing people in general, but I could sense that he doesn’t intend to limit himself by narrowing his mission statement too tightly. If there’s an unsolved murder to dig into, I’m sure he’ll likely agree if his team has the time.” 
 
    “So what do you think about his idea to expand?” I asked. 
 
    “Personally, I’m thrilled. It gets lonely around here when everyone is gone, but it sounds like we’ll be getting at least one new full-time resident.” 
 
    “So, did he share the names of the individuals he’s identified as potential recruits with you?” 
 
    “Not really, but I know he’s been talking to Frankie Decker, who was my idea in the first place.” 
 
    “The CIA agent?” 
 
    “No, the mathematician. I suspect his conversation with you the other day means he’s hoping you’ll come on board, too. Of course, you live on the island, so you likely wouldn’t live at the compound, but I would be thrilled to work with you on a regular basis.” 
 
    “And the third recruit?” 
 
    “I’m not sure who that might be. Ezra hasn’t mentioned a name to me. I think he’s still trying to work out the details with this individual. I’m anxious to find out who he has in mind, however. Like I said, new recruits for the team mean new friends for me.” 
 
    “What if one of the new recruits ends up being someone you don’t get along with?” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    I smiled. “Not really. Mostly because you get along with everyone.” I took a deep breath. “I know I promised Ezra an answer today, but I still have no idea what I want to do. Should I tell him that?” 
 
    “Ezra got a call this morning that seemed to upset him. He’s sequestered himself in his office and has asked that he not be disturbed. Personally, I think it will be fine to call him tomorrow. If I see him, I’ll mention that you called.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. Having another day or two to think things over should help me to make up my mind.” 
 
    After I hung up with Gen, Kelly and I decided to head to Hidden Harbor for a late lunch. We had Sawyer with us, but our favorite beachfront café allowed dogs on the deck, so we figured that if we could find a table in a shady location, we could settle Sawyer in while we ate. It really was an almost perfect day here on Shipwreck Island. It was sunny and warm, with a gentle breeze that made sitting in the shade quite comfortable.  
 
    “So, how are you feeling today?” I asked Kelly after we’d settled. 
 
    “Better, actually. I had a long chat with Carrie, and she suggested some supplements for women of our age, so I decided to try them.” Carrie Davidson was Kelly’s best friend and Ryder’s sister. “I’ve only been taking them for two days, so it’s too early to tell, but she swears by them, and while it’s likely just the placebo effect at play, I really do feel better.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I said. “Not having the energy you need to accomplish everything you want and need to do isn’t fun.” 
 
    Kelly laughed. “I have to admit there are a lot of days as of late when I felt as if I was a good twenty years older than I actually am. You know, you might want to start taking supplements early. I know you’re a decade younger than I am, but it does seem as if an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, however cliché that might sound.” 
 
    “Text me the information, and I’ll try the supplements.” 
 
    I looked down at my cell phone after it dinged. “It’s Colin. I should get this.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll sit here with Sawyer if you want to take the call in a more private location.” 
 
    Since others were sitting at nearby tables, I got up and walked out onto the beach. “Hey, Colin. Do you have news?” 
 
    “I do. Big news, in fact. I was able to obtain a list of all the employees with access to the vans utilized by Watchdog Security.” 
 
    “Watchdog Security? Is that the name of the company with the fox and chicken logo?” 
 
    “It is. Anyway, I was able to isolate five installers who work in the Oakland and greater Bay Area. I dug up home addresses for these five technicians and found that two of the five lived within five miles of the recreation complex where Pete was kidnapped. I met with both men and as I was speaking to the second installer, it occurred to me that he looked a lot like Bobby Woodward. His last name was Colverson and not Woodward, but I did some checking, and it turns out that Bobby’s mother was never actually married to Bobby’s father, so when Bobby was born, she gave her son her surname.” 
 
    “So, was Bobby kidnapped by his biological father?” 
 
    “Yes. As it turns out, that is the case. It also turns out that Shirley likely realized who had taken Bobby when she saw the van since, until recently, Bobby’s mother allowed Bobby’s father to have short visitations once or twice a week during the two hours between when Bobby got home from school, and Bobby’s mother came home from work.” 
 
    “Until recently?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess Bobby’s mother has a new boyfriend who felt it was weird that Bobby’s father was allowed to spend time with Bobby even though the mother had full custody, so Bobby’s mother decided to end the visits a month or so before Bobby went missing.” 
 
    “And why did Bobby’s mother have full custody in the first place?” 
 
    “Apparently, Bobby’s father struggled with drugs and alcohol and wanted nothing to do with the baby when he found out that his girlfriend was pregnant, so he didn’t ask for visitation. Bobby’s mother was fine with this and agreed that in exchange for sole custody, she wouldn’t ask for child support. Bobby’s father got sober three years ago and decided that he wanted to see Bobby. The man and child bonded, and things were going okay until the new boyfriend came around and put an end to things.” 
 
    “So Bobby’s father kidnapped him?” I asked once again, even though, by this point, I already knew the answer. 
 
    “He did, although it appears that Bobby went with him willingly. While I haven’t personally spoken to Bobby, the woman from child services told me that Bobby didn’t get along with the new boyfriend and wanted to leave.” 
 
    I took a moment to digest all of this and then asked Colin how Pete fit into this. It sounded as if Pete was taken against his will. 
 
    “Okay, here is the really odd part of all of this,” Colin said. “It seems as if the woman who chased Pete on the day Shirley saw Pete being kidnapped was a PI hired by Pete’s aunt to track him down and turn him over to juvenile services.” 
 
    “Juvenile services?” 
 
    “Apparently, Pete got into some trouble with the law after his parents were killed, and he went to live with his aunt. He was arrested for stealing a car, but his aunt was able to get him released into her care pending a hearing. Pete ran away from his aunt’s home before the hearing, so she decided to pay someone to track him down and hand him over to the authorities. When Bobby saw Pete running from this woman, he told his father to pull over. Bobby yelled for Pete to get in, which he did.” 
 
    “So are you saying that Pete entered the van voluntarily and wasn’t forced inside?” 
 
    “Apparently, there was another adult in the van, a friend of Bobby’s father, who opened the door and helped Pete get into the van, which is what Fred saw just before Shirley was hit by the car.  
 
    Of all the crazy explanations for what had occurred on the day that Pete went missing and Shirley was hit by a car, this was the craziest. 
 
    “So, did Bobby and Pete know each other?” I asked. 
 
    “Apparently, they did. I guess Pete and Bobby had met up at the recreation complex in the past and liked to shoot hoops together.” 
 
    “So, what is the current status of Bobby, Pete, and Bobby’s father?” 
 
    “Bobby and Pete are both in the custody of social services, who I suppose will sort out custody moving forward. Bobby’s father is in jail in Oakland, waiting for the charges against him to be worked out.” 
 
    I supposed this case worked out as well as it could have. Every time I took on a missing child case, I always had a fear in the back of my mind that perhaps the investigation would lead to a child who never made it home. In this case, as far as I knew, no one died. Not that there hadn’t been tragic occurrences, but as long as there was life, there was hope, and my hope for all five of these boys was that they’d find a better path into the future.  
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    It had been a month since Colin and his team had tracked down Bobby and Pete. One month in which my life had been both busy and rewarding. Looking back over the events of the past thirty days, I could say that there had been moments of triumph mixed in with moments of defeat.  
 
    A judge had determined that both Bobby and Pete would temporarily be placed in a group home where they could receive constant supervision as well as counseling. Both Bobby’s mother and Pete’s aunt wanted to maintain their right to legal custody, but the judge felt that both boys were a flight risk at this point, so Bobby’s mother and Pete’s aunt agreed to undergo a counseling and training program designed to help both the boys and their guardians find a new way of interacting as they moved forward.  
 
    Bobby’s father was still in jail, and even though both boys had gone with him willingly, he would likely spend time in prison for kidnapping both Bobby and Pete. Given the unique circumstances, Colin felt that a plea deal would be worked out, resulting in a sentence that was lighter than usual for the man who simply seemed to have been trying to help. 
 
    Shirley still couldn’t speak, but now that the staff where she lived knew she could communicate via yes-or-no questions, the nurses and personal caregivers assigned to her had begun to converse with her on a daily basis. I’d gone to the care facility with Emily to visit with Shirley once since we’d found Bobby, and even though she was still unable to articulate her thoughts in an organized manner, I could tell she was grateful for the help I’d provided.  
 
    “Can Sawyer play with me now?” Esther asked after his hard cast had come off and was replaced with a soft cast that allowed him more mobility.  
 
    “We still need to keep him quiet, but if you want to sit on the blanket and play with him, I think that will be fine,” Rory responded to her youngest niece. “Ryder said that while we don’t want Sawyer jumping or putting a lot of weight on his leg until it’s healed all the way, he can walk on it if he chooses to.” 
 
    Estelle looked up at me. “Are you going to officially adopt Sawyer now? You said you wanted to wait until you were sure that no one was going to claim him, but Mommy said it’s been long enough.” 
 
    “Your mom is right. It has been long enough.” I knelt down next to Sawyer. “I’ll go to the county office and fill out the paperwork tomorrow.” 
 
    Both girls began jumping up and down, clapping their hands, and cheering. While it had been decided that I would be the one to officially adopt my giant canine companion, it was clear that the entire family was welcoming him into their hearts. 
 
    I stood and turned toward Rory. “I need to head over to the police station. Sam, Kelly, and I are meeting with Gia.” 
 
    “Did you find out what happened to her?” 
 
    “We did. Or at least Gen did. I’ll fill you in after I talk to her.” I looked toward the blanket, where Estelle and Esther were playing with Sawyer. “I’m thinking that I’ll just leave him here.” 
 
    “I’ll stay outside with the dog and the girls for a little longer and then take everyone inside for a snack. Emily is doing a craft project using rocks, but she said she’d be home in plenty of time to make dinner.” 
 
    “I actually have my meeting with Ezra after I speak with Gia, so I’m afraid I won’t be home for dinner. Ezra will likely feed us, but if not, I’ll grab something when I get home.” 
 
    “I’m anxious to hear how that goes. Sawyer and I will be waiting for a full report when you get home,” Rory said. 
 
    I walked over and told the girls what I was doing, and then I headed to my car and drove north. The drive along the coast was one of my favorites, but today, I barely noticed the sandy beaches or rolling waves. Today, I was trying to work through my approach to the conversation I knew Sam, Kelly, and I needed to have with Gia. The answer to the question she’d brought to us in the first place was, as could have been expected, a painful one to deal with. Kelly wondered if Gia might be better off not knowing what we’d found, but I knew that her memories would eventually return on their own, and it was likely better to get everything out in the open while we were there to help her through it. 
 
    “I take it you found a match to my DNA,” Gia said after we’d all gathered in the interrogation room, which often doubled as a conference room.  
 
    “We did,” I said. It had been decided that I would take the lead, and Kelly and Sam would offer support when needed. 
 
    “So, do you know who my biological parents are? Was I kidnapped, as I suspected?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, to both.” 
 
    She blew out a long breath. I could see tears welling up in the corner of her eyes. “So my mom was the bad guy. She was the one to rip me out of the lives of the couple who gave birth to me and raised me for the first, what, four years of my life?” 
 
    I leaned forward and looked Gia in the eye. “While it is true that the woman who raised you did technically kidnap you, it is my belief that this woman did what she did to save you and not to cause you harm.” 
 
    “Save me?” 
 
    I looked at Kelly, and she nodded. “My friend, Gen, who helped us with the DNA search, found a match between you and your biological father. Your father is in prison, so a match was relatively easy to find.”  
 
    “Prison?” 
 
    I took Gia’s hand in mine. “I’m afraid that your father is in prison for killing your mother.” 
 
    She frowned but didn’t look nearly as upset as I suspected she would be.  
 
    “I think you knew that,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I didn’t know that, but I did suspect that there might have been a violent situation of some sort involved in what happened to me. I’ve been having dreams. Terrifying dreams. I think I saw my father kill my mother.” 
 
    “You may have. At this point, we don’t know exactly what happened. What we do know is that a neighbor called the police, and when the police arrived at the home where you lived with your biological mother and father, they found your mother dead on the floor. She had died of a head injury. It actually appeared that she’d been pushed and had fallen, causing her to hit her head on a table. 
 
    “So my dad didn’t mean to kill her.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but he didn’t call 911 either. As I said, we aren’t really sure what happened, but what we do know is that both you and your father were nowhere to be found when the police arrived. The detective in charge assumed that your father had taken you when he fled. Some thought you were dead, but no one knew what had happened to you. Eventually, the police were able to catch up with your father. After he was taken into custody, they asked him about you. He told them he had no idea what had happened to you.” 
 
    “Did they believe him?” she asked. 
 
    “Actually, no. Most thought your father had killed you as well, although they never did find a body to prove this theory. Still, while they didn’t find your body, they never found you alive either. Most just assumed that your father killed you and buried you in a location that wouldn’t be easily found.” 
 
    “And my mom? The woman who raised me.” She swallowed hard. “The woman who kidnapped me. Who was she? She must have known me before whisking me away. She must have known what had happened.” 
 
    “The woman who raised you lived a few blocks from the home you shared with your mother and father. I guess she was a jogger who liked to run a route that took her past your house. She had called the police on a few occasions before the death of your mother to report that she’d heard fighting and the sound of dishes breaking. We were able to find three different reports asserting domestic violence filed by this woman, but apparently, nothing ever came of them. At this point, we’re assuming that she was jogging by past your house on the day your father killed your mother, saw what was happening, noticed you either in the yard or in another room, grabbed you, changed both your names, and brought you here.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not sure we’ll ever know.” 
 
    Gia took several deep breaths. She really was handling this incredibly well. I supposed that she was somewhat relieved to know that the woman she’d always known as mom really was a good woman who had done what she had out of love. 
 
    “Do you know my real name?” 
 
    “Madelyn. Madelyn Donnerson. Everyone called you Maddy. Your parents were Emmie and Greg.” 
 
    She frowned. “Maddy doesn’t seem right. I think I’ll stick with Gia.” 
 
    “I like Gia,” I agreed. I told her she could call me anytime she needed to work through her thoughts or memories. She thanked me and then indicated that she’d likely do so. She was feeling totally overwhelmed at that moment, but she was sure that once she had time to think things through, she’d need someone to help her make sense of everything. I could only imagine the thoughts that were fighting for dominance in Gia’s mind right now. I was pretty sure that now that she knew the truth, long-suppressed memories would begin to surface. Knowing that her mother was dead and that her father was in prison didn’t necessarily give her the family I think she hoped were out there at one point. Since her father was still alive, I supposed she could establish a relationship with him if she wanted to.  
 
    Gia asked a few more questions and then thanked us and left. 
 
    “Are you heading to Ezra’s?” Kelly asked after we both made our way to our cars.  
 
    “I am. You?” I asked. 
 
    “I am. I’m anxious to hear what Ezra has to say about all the changes.” 
 
    “It does seem as if Ezra has found a second wind somewhere. If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect that he had a new lead on either his daughter or his wife and son’s killer and is putting a team capable of following that lead together.” 
 
    “You know,” Kelly said. “I had a similar thought, although if that is what’s going on, I doubt he’ll say as much until he has more.” 
 
    “I think you’re right about that. It’s likely Ezra just wants to be ready to act when he does get to the point where he has what he needs.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll just meet you up there.” 
 
    “Okay. See you there.” 
 
    This was my first meeting as an official full-time agent of the Reinhold Collective. After much contemplation, a long talk with Kelly, a long talk with Colin, and another long talk with Ezra, I finally agreed to take a provisional position on his team. I wasn’t sure I wanted to give up my position with the FBI completely, so Colin worked it out so I could take a leave of absence without terminating my employment. My agreement with Colin was that I’d give it a year as a full-time employee of the Reinhold Collective, during which time I could continue to help Colin on my own time and discretion, and then at the end of that year, I’d either come back to the FBI on a part-time basis, which is what I had been doing since returning to Shipwreck Island, or I’d resign.  
 
    The only new hire I’d met so far was Frankie Decker. Frankie was the mathematician Ezra had brought on board. She had shown up a couple weeks ago, and I had met and chatted with her a few times. Frankie seemed to be extremely intelligent and equally pleasant. In fact, she reminded me of Gen. Of course, Gen was thrilled to have Frankie as a housemate and new co-worker. It was true that Octavia and Griff both lived at the compound full time, but while Octavia and Gen got along amicably, they had very different personalities, and Griff most often spent his free time holed up in the executive living quarters with Ezra. Harley wasn’t around all that often, but when he was, he tended to be attached to Octavia’s hip. It would be nice for Gen to have a friend who liked the same types of things she was into.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how this would all shake out. I had the impression that Ezra was still trying to figure things out. With so many new recruits, I was anxious about how the various personalities would come together. One of the things I loved most about working for Ezra was that we were a family. I just hoped that would continue to be the case with the new recruits.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Emily by the Sea 
 
    by Emily Rose 
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    Hi Friends, 
 
    Who loves a walk on the beach? It’s one of my favorite things to do. When I was a child, my sisters and I would spend hours walking on the beach. Sometimes, we chased the waves and other times, we ran. But we often spent time slowly and purposefully walking, with our eyes glued to the sand, hunting for that perfect treasure. Now, my girls and I do the same thing. We love all kinds of walks on the beach, but we are all treasure hunters at heart. 
 
    One of our favorite things to find is heart-shaped rocks. Every time we find one, we know that it’s a sign of how much we are loved. After some thought, I came up with a craft that would allow girls to showcase their favorite treasures. It’s so easy and fun. 
 
      
 
    Heart Shaped Rock Art 
 
    In the first picture, you can see what supplies you will need. I found this board in my favorite craft store. It came exactly this way. But you can use any board. You will also need a hot glue gun and, of course, your rocks. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
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    Take a piece of paper and cut a heart out of it. Place the paper on the wood and fill your space with your rocks. When you are happy with the composition, glue each rock on one by one. Remove the paper. You are left with your own unique art to hang on your wall. 
 
    I used rocks, but you could use any of your treasures. Shells, driftwood, or whatever.  
 
    I’m so grateful to be able to spend this special time with my girls in the summer. Walking on the beach… Doing a craft… Or just being. 
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    Until next time! 
 
      
 
    Belle pas laide, 
 
      
 
    Emily by the Sea 
 
      
 
    (Belle pas laide is “beautiful, not ugly” in French. When I feel frustrated and discouraged, I realize I am looking at the ugly, not the beautiful, in life. Life is hard, and there is a lot of ugly, but there is always beauty that runs side by side with the ugly. What I choose to focus on determines the course of my life.) 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Recipes from Emily’s Kitchen 
 
    Summer Chicken Salad 
 
      
 
    Ingredients: 
 
    1/2 cup mayonnaise 
 
    2 tablespoons minced fresh parsley 
 
    1 tablespoon lemon juice 
 
    1 tablespoon cider vinegar 
 
    1 teaspoon spicy brown mustard 
 
    1/2 teaspoon sugar 
 
    1/4 teaspoon salt 
 
    1/4 teaspoon pepper 
 
    3 cups cubed cooked chicken (or you can use canned chicken if you prefer) 
 
    1 cup seedless red grapes, halved 
 
    1 cup thinly sliced celery 
 
    1 cup pecans chopped coarsely 
 
    Bread, rolls, or lettuce cups 
 
      
 
    Directions: 
 
    In a large bowl, mix the first eight ingredients until blended. Add chicken, grapes, celery, and pecans; toss to coat. Serve on bread or lettuce. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    USA Today best-selling author Kathi Daley lives in beautiful Lake Tahoe with her husband, Ken. When she isn’t writing, she likes spending time hiking the miles of desolate trails surrounding her home. Find out more about her books at www.kathidaley.com  
 
      
 
    Christy Turner, the author of Emily by the Sea and Emily’s Kitchen, lives in Nevada with her husband, Rick. She has made it her goal to seek and create beauty in her home and life. Follow her on Instagram at #whateverbeautifies. Also, like her page, Whatever Beautifies, on Facebook. 
 
      
 
    Stay up to date: 
 
    Newsletter, The Daley Weekly http://eepurl.com/NRPDf  
 
    Webpage – www.kathidaley.com  
 
    Facebook at Kathi Daley Books – www.facebook.com/kathidaleybooks  
 
    Kathi Daley Books Group Page – https://www.facebook.com/groups/569578823146850/ 
 
    Amazon Author Page –https://www.amazon.com/author/kathidaley  
 
    BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/kathi-daley 
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