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1

MILES OF EMPTY ROAD STRETCHED AHEAD OF HER. SHANNON ASTOR HAD babied the old Jeep along I-10 west from San Antonio until the traffic ran out. She watched a million stars in the sky through the windshield as the hill country gave way to desert and the sun began to peek above the dark horizon in her rearview mirror. The Big Bend area was only an hour away now. She smelled smoke from the wildfires in southwest Texas and hoped the flames didn’t get any closer.

Shannon glanced in the rearview mirror, and her heart melted with tenderness. Her daughter Kylie slept peacefully in her booster seat, her head resting against the back of the seat. The glimmers of sunrise gilded her pale blonde hair. Shannon would do anything for her, even go back to the place she’d sworn never to set foot in again. 

She was doing the right thing. She could never get ahead with the cost of living in San Antonio, and facing her demons back in Bluebird Crossing was worth getting her daughter out of the slum apartment. This job was her lifeline to something better for Kylie.

Her cell phone rang, and she grabbed it off the seat beside her before the chimes to “The Last Unicorn” could awaken Kylie. Who would be calling at six in the morning? Her friend Mary Beth’s name flashed across the screen. Shannon flipped her phone open. “Mary Beth, what are you doing up?” Only silence greeted her at first. “Mary Beth?” 

“I . . . I shouldn’t have called,” Mary Beth gasped out. Music blared out of a radio in the background.

“What’s wrong?” Shannon struggled to make sense of the sounds flooding into her ear: road noises, music, labored breathing.

“Listen, I don’t have much time. I . . . I’m going to be away for a while.” Mary Beth ended the statement with a sob.

Shannon pulled to the side of the interstate and stopped the Jeep. “Mary Beth, have you been drinking?” Her friend had been known to tie one on every now and then.

The short bark of laughter on the other end of the line sounded all too sober. “I wish it were that simple.”

Shannon heard the sound of screeching tires and the road noises. Mary Beth’s gasps were louder. “Mary Beth? What’s happening?”

“I was trying to help you. I had no idea it would come to this.”

“Help me? What are you talking about?”

The phone went dead in Shannon’s ear. Was Mary Beth in trouble? Or was Shannon reading too much into the strange call? She tried to call Mary Beth back but was dumped into her voice mail. Shannon punched in Horton’s
 home number. He’d be up having his morning tea by now.

His proper British voice answered on the second ring. “Horton here. Shannon, have you broken down already?”

Hearing his voice made her long for the safety of her little apartment in San Antonio, even if it was a hole-in-the-wall.“Horton, have you heard from Mary Beth? I think she might be in some kind of trouble.” 

“What’s happened?”

Shannon told him about Mary Beth’s call. “Do you think something’s wrong?”

He cleared his throat.“Maybe she had an argument with a boyfriend. Who is she dating right now?”

Shannon rubbed her arm. “I don’t know. I think probably a married man. That seems to be her normal mode.”

“What can I do to help?”

She glanced at her sleeping daughter. It would do no good to overreact. “Nothing. I’m sure I’ll hear from her soon. If she calls you, let me know.”

“Will do, my dear. Are you sure you don’t want to come back? Your position hasn’t been filled.”

“I can’t let this opportunity slip through my fingers. The clinic will be my own, the pay is good, and Kylie will get a chance to grow up in wide-open spaces.”

“Be careful, my dear. I’ll let you know if I hear anything about Mary Beth.”

“I’m sure everything will be fine,” Shannon said, more to reassure herself. She was beginning to regret she’d called Horton over something so silly. Driving through the night must have set her nerves on edge. “I’ll call when I get to town and see if you’ve heard anything more.” She disconnected the call and drove on into the dawn.

TALL AND IMPOSING, THE OLD HOUSE DOMINATED THE TEXAS LANDSCAPE and loomed over the weathered barn and outbuildings. Chickens still scratched in the thin dirt, and the buildings were even more ram-shackled than she remembered. The Chihuahuan Desert wind moaned through the eaves of the old house, and the familiar sound made Shannon realize she was really home. Even though it wasn’t much, it was theirs.

Her work here was cut out for her. At least it was better than the trailer she’d lived in for so many years, and she’d hoped to show the town right off that she was a landowner now, not the quiet kid they’d been only too happy to ridicule. There was nothing to be gained by sitting here looking at it. She dropped her Jeep back into drive and accelerated toward the ranch.

“This isn’t it, is it, Mommy?” Kylie looked up from her coloring book and peered over the edge of the door out the window. A dilapidated windmill creaked painfully around its axis. “It’s scary.”

With her uncle gone, it wouldn’t echo with his disapproval any longer. “It just needs some work, sweetie. Uncle Earl lived here fifty years, and I don’t think he painted a board. We’ll get it shipshape in no time.”Well, it would maybe take awhile. It would be several weeks before she had any money coming in.

She pointed to the side yard.“Look,we have a barn. We’ll get a pony, and you can have a dog. In fact, Moses might still be here.” She whistled for the old stock dog.“Here, Moses. Here, boy.” Only the wind answered her. If Moses was still around, maybe he was roaming the desert.

Every bone in her body ached from driving all night, and her nerves were shot after Mary Beth’s mysterious call. She parked the vehicle in front of the hitching post by the porch, then sat listening to the groaning windmill. The sounds had echoed her own pain when her parents died. 

“Are we going to get out?” Kylie asked, fidgeting.

“Sure, baby.” Shannon opened her door and moved around to unbuckle her daughter’s car seat.

Kylie hopped out and took her hand. “Do we have to go in? Maybe there’s ghosts.”

“No ghosts. It’s just a little dirty and run-down, but I’ll give it a good cleaning,” Shannon promised.“Our old apartment was way worse. Here you’ll have your own room and a playroom too.” She took Kylie’s hand and they stepped past straggly creosote bushes that scented the air. The porch steps sagged as though to swallow them whole. She and her daughter mounted the porch and approached the door. The key in her hand needed to be jiggled in the lock before the door would open.

Stale air that stank of mouse droppings rushed to meet them. Kylie wrinkled her nose and pulled back on her mother’s hand. “I don’t want to go in. It smells nasty.”

“I’ll soon have it smelling like Pine-Sol and lemon,” Shannon promised. But after letting her gaze sweep the foyer lit with dim morning light, her courage faltered. She was too exhausted to face the monumental task. They should have stopped for the night so it didn’t seem so overwhelming.

Kylie tugged on Shannon’s hand.“Can I sit out here until it’s better?” 

Shannon hesitated. Her gaze swept the barren landscape. There was nothing to see but the unbroken panorama of yucca and prickly pear cactus, and the crags and peaks of the hills until the desert met the Chisos Mountains in the distance. She’d once loved this devil’s playground even when it was as hot as his home, but today it felt lonely and dangerous.

She rested her hand on the top of her daughter’s hair, and the contact filled her with determination. “I need your help, honey.” She took her daughter’s hand again and led her into the foyer.

The flowered wallpaper was peeling and faded. A layer of grime dimmed the olive green paint on the woodwork. Shannon sneezed at the odor of decay. She could see their footprints in the dust on the scarred wooden floors. It seemed the moment her uncle died three months ago, the desert stepped through the doors and windows to reclaim the house.

She heard a squeak when they entered the kitchen, and a mouse ran for cover along the counter before disappearing from view.

“Ew, a mouse,”Kylie said.“We’re not staying here, are we,Mommy?” 

Shannon grabbed a broom from the corner and shook the cobwebs from it, but the rodent didn’t reappear. “You’ll love it after I get it fixed up. I’ve got some mousetraps in the car.” She stepped to the utility room on the other side of the kitchen and lit the propane gas water heater. It began to rumble and chatter.“We’ll leave our stuff in the car until we get it clean.”

The last thing she wanted to do was clean, but she had to have this place in better shape before she’d allow Kylie to sleep here. Nightfall wouldn’t make its appearance for another twelve hours. Plenty of time to at least get the main rooms clean and the beds ready. Everything would have to be washed, every stitch of bedding, every towel, every kitchen utensil.

A monumental task when she was tired to the bone. But it was nothing new. Many nights she’d had to rush to the vet hospital and work all the next day on little or no sleep.

She looked under the sink and found cleaning supplies. She wiped off the table and the counter, then dived back under the sink for cleansing powder. While she was on her hands and knees, she thought she heard tires crunching on gravel outside. She sprang to her feet to peer out the window. Nothing there. She sure was skittish.

“Are there any horses in the barn?” Kylie asked. “I can go pet them with my sister.”

Kylie’s invisible playmate. Shannon never had the heart to tell Kylie of the real sister who died at birth, but somehow the little girl had never let go of her unknown sibling. “I don’t think so.” But now that she thought about it, Shannon realized Felipe Mendoza, her uncle’s old ranch hand, hadn’t come to greet them. He was always around the house. And where was Moses, the ranch dog?

“Tell you what, Kylie, you can play on the porch for a little while with your toys. I’ve got to get some things out of the car.” And make a quick stop in the barn. Shannon took her daughter’s hand and led her to the porch. After digging out a tub of toys and depositing them on the porch with Kylie, she made the little girl promise not to
 leave the porch.

Shannon went to the side yard where the big old barn stood. She glanced behind her to make sure she could see Kylie, then walked toward the building. The door yawned open, an unusual state. The hair on the back of her neck stirred. She told herself it was her exhaustion, but her senses tried to sample everything around her as she walked across the flat sand toward the outbuildings.

The barn needed a coat of paint and boards replaced. The desert claimed everything left uninhabited. She hurried to the barn and peered inside. “Hello? Felipe?”

She heard a dog whine, then begin to bark, an agitated sound that made alarm bells go off in Shannon’s head. Her cell phone was inside the house in her purse. She could call the sheriff, but it would take him awhile to get here. What if Felipe had fallen and was lying injured? Moses would never leave him.

She ducked into the barn. The aroma of dust, hay, and manure struck her. Funny how after five years in the city, the normal smells of a ranch overpowered her when she didn’t used to even notice them. She glanced through the open tack room door. Only bridles and saddles there.

Dust motes danced in the air, and she sneezed. “Felipe?” she called again.

Moses broke into another frenzied round of barks, and she followed the sound. She passed several stalls, unused now. No livestock lowed or rustled in its hay. “Moses, where are you, boy?”

The dog whined and barked again. Shannon climbed over a gate when she couldn’t open it and then over the railing at the back of the stall. There she saw Moses, a border collie, standing over what she took to be a pile of clothing. A second later she registered that it was Felipe lying in a mound of hay.

“Felipe!” She dropped to his side and rolled him over. He was quite dead. She scrabbled back on her haunches and fought the shriek building in her throat. Kylie would be frightened if she heard her mother scream.

“Stay calm, stay calm,” she muttered. She called the dog to her, and Moses came reluctantly with his tail between his legs. “Good dog,” she crooned, burying her face in his fur. The dog’s musky scent and rough coat soothed her nerves. He whined and licked her face.

She had to get hold of herself. Her legs trembled when she released the dog and stood. Moses made a move as if to go back to his watch at Felipe’s side, but she grabbed his collar and dragged him from the barn with her. The barn door screeched when she shut it.

Even though Felipe had likely died of natural causes, the fact there was a dead man in her barn made her race to the house to get to her daughter. Kylie was still on the porch with her stuffed unicorn, and the tightness in Shannon’s chest eased.

Her daughter saw her and jumped up with her gaze on Moses.“We have a dog?”

“His name is Moses. We’ll take him inside with us to the living room, and you can pet him.”

Moses looked up at the sound of his name, and Shannon called him to her. She ran her hands over him. No broken bones or abrasions, though his coat was rough and dull. She made a mental note to get him on better food.

A vehicle rumbled up the drive, and she squinted at the vaguely familiar male figure in a shiny black pickup. Rick Bailey, from the adjacent Bluebird Ranch, climbed out of the truck. A pretty woman with black curls was with him, and a little girl hopped out of the backseat. A border collie leaped from the truck bed. Shannon struggled to remember the dog’s name—Jem.

She broke into a run. Rick would know what to do.

TWO CUPS OF TEA LATER, SHANNON STILL HADN’T STOPPED SHAKING. THE sheriff and his deputies were still in the barn investigating, but the sheriff said the cause of death was likely a heart attack. Felipe had suffered one three months ago.

Rick’s wife,Allie, though hugely pregnant, had washed some utensils, then made Shannon sit down and drink some tea. The girls squealed and giggled in the living room, unaware of the drama playing out in the barn. Betsy was about Kylie’s age, and the two had hit it off immediately.

“You should come home with us,” Allie said. About thirty, she was short with dark curls and a ready smile. “This place isn’t going to be ready to live in for a while.”

Shannon glanced around the kitchen. “I know it looks bad, but cleaning will make it livable.” Grit irritated her eyes, and she rubbed at them. It was only ten in the morning, but she longed to crawl into a bed with clean sheets and sleep for a week. Or at least two hours. 

Allie watched her. “I’ve got cleaning stuff in the Jeep and came prepared with rubber gloves. What do you think, Rick?”

“I’d feel better if you both came home with us,” he said. “There might be scorpions and spiders.”

Shannon shuddered, then shook her head. “I want to get settled in before my job starts. I’ll be too busy once things start happening there. I can’t wait to get started. Me—a vet. It’s about time.”

The Bureau of Land Management and a West Texas mustang rescue organization were sponsoring the Mustang Makeover, a demonstration to the public of what great horses were up for adoption through the agency. She’d been hired to replace Big Bend’s departing vet, Grady O’Sullivan, and her first task would be to make sure the mustangs stayed in good shape through the makeover training. The BLM tried to preserve as many wild mustangs roaming the western ranges as possible, and the herds needed thinning—by being either adopted or, in the case of the older horses, put down. Shannon meant to save as many of the mustangs as she could.

“The Mustang Makeover starts this afternoon at one. You’re the vet in charge, right?”

“Sure am.” Her smile widened at the thought. “I thought I wasn’t supposed to be there until tomorrow.”

“You’re not. But if you want to take a look at what’s waiting for you, we’ll be glad to run you over.”

“Have you seen Jewel around?” Shannon asked in a too-casual voice. Her pulse sped up as she waited for his answer.

Rick’s smile extended to his kind blue eyes. “Not in about a week.  He’s still roaming the hills though.”

“Who’s Jewel?” Allie asked.

“He’s a horse my dad bought before he died. I named him and pretended he was a unicorn in disguise.” Shannon never forgot her first glimpse of the stallion. As he stood silhouetted against the sunrise, she was sure she’d seen a horn on his head. For as long as she lived here, she’d tried to surprise the horse to see the horn again. Even now, as an adult, she wasn’t sure it had been an illusion.

“I’ll look for him tomorrow.” The stallion’s black coat had received many of her tears over the years. He was probably about eighteen years old now. She longed to see him.

“Let’s get to work,” Allie said.

“How about you sit at the table and talk to me while I work?”  Shannon said, her gaze going to the woman’s stomach.

“Girl, I’m pregnant, not dying. And cleaning is my thing.”

“If you’re only eight months, you’re having one half grown.”

Allie laughed.“It’s a big boy. He’ll probably come out twirling a rope.” 

“Or looking for a bull to ride.” Shannon laughed, remembering the delicious sensation of awaiting the arrival of new life, of watching the babies move under her skin. “I’m not going to be responsible for the kid wanting to clean sinks instead of helping his dad muck out the stable. I’ll work and you direct.”

“Give it up, Shannon,” Rick said. “My wife is a little powerhouse of energy. But we’ll give her something easy to do.”

Allie stuck her tongue out at him, picked up her pail of cleaning supplies, then went toward the screen door. “Let’s get to work.”

Shannon stood and threw open the cabinet doors. Having people here chased away the
 ghosts she’d glimpsed waiting for her.

THE SCENT OF HORSES, HAY, AND MANURE FILLED JACK MACGOWAN’S NOS-trils. Some might have found it distasteful, but it meant money and excitement to him. He carried his saddle across the open field while his daughter, Faith, ran ahead of him with the mustang’s halter. The desert had been roped off into makeshift corrals, and the place was as busy as a small town. Other horse trainers and numerous spectators thronged the dusty lot. News reporters with cameras and microphones roamed the open field as well. The mustangs that had been transported here snorted and neighed in the paddock.

“Stay back from the fence, Faith,” he called. “The mustangs are dangerous.” His practiced eye took in the horses racing around the corral. Nostrils flaring and eyes wild, most of them had never been this close to people before. He spotted a particularly handsome specimen. The stallion’s coal black coat gleamed with sweat. Good lines, muscular.

Faith stopped two feet shy of the fence, but her face reflected her longing to climb it and see the mustangs up close and personal. Jack reached her and dropped the saddle.

“See the filly, Daddy?” she said, pointing to a small sorrel. “Can I have her?”

“You already have a pony.” His gaze went over the sorrel’s lines. She’d always be small, but she had a nice form and bright eyes. “Looks like she’s limping, sweet pea. We want to take a good one home.”

“Maybe she really needs a home,” Faith said, her gaze tracking the horse. “Maybe she doesn’t have a mommy either.”

Jack winced. She’d been making statements like that more and more lately. He chose not to answer. He noticed Buzz Bollinger directing trucks of supplies from within a cloud of dust. The old mining camp with shacks that had housed a generation of workers would be the training ground for the bronc busters. Now weathered to gray, the old wooden buildings were hardly the lap of luxury.

Luckily for Jack, he lived close enough to stay home and drive here every day.

He waved to Buzz. “Let’s go check in, Faith,” he said. He picked up the saddle again and walked toward Buzz.

The big guy was going bald. He had to be nearly fifty by now, but he was still as skinny as a rattler. He looked up and saw Jack. “Howdy, pardner,” he said in a terrible John Wayne imitation.

Jack grinned. Everyone who knew he collected John Wayne memorabilia tried that on him. “The Duke would roll over in his grave. You sound like Clint Eastwood.”

Buzz slapped him on the back. “Jack MacGowan, you old bronc buster, I haven’t seen you since you got thrown by that big bull in Cheyenne. How’s the leg doing?”

Jack put down the saddle and shook Buzz’s hand. “Pains me some during monsoon season. It’s a good reminder of why I gave up the rodeo. You remember Faith?”

“Who could forget that cotton-candy hair?” Buzz ruffled her soft blonde tresses. “I thought I saw her on the other side of the camp a few minutes ago.”

“We just got here. All the trainers arrive?”

“Yeah, they’re all checking into their digs.” Buzz made a face. “We’ll be roughing it for a few weeks. You’re lucky your ranch is just over the hill.”

“How’d you decide to come here for the training?”

“It’s out of the limelight. I thought you all could do your work in peace, at least away from casual gawkers. The media is here, but they won’t bother us much until we’re ready to show our stuff.”

“How’s my competition look?” Jack hadn’t seen any of the other trainers yet, just stock handlers. At least none he’d recognized.

“Stiff. Tucker Larue is here. Breathing fire and brimstone and claiming he’s going to toss your rear into the nearest cactus.” Buzz shook his head and grinned. “Think you can handle him?”

“No problem.” Jack had hoped not to run into his old nemesis for a while. Larue didn’t know the meaning of “friendly competition.” He was always out for blood. Some men hated to lose, and Larue was one of them.

Jack exhaled. “We got a vet here to check out the horses?”

“Yep. She’ll be here tomorrow.”

Faith tugged on his hand. “Daddy, butterflies!”

Jack glanced at the sprawling butterfly bush by the bunkhouse. Dozens of butterflies covered the shrub. “You can go look at them,” he told her.

She ran to the bush and knelt to study the insects. Jack turned his attention back to Buzz. “What’s the vet say about the mustangs? They all in good shape?”

Buzz shrugged. “She hasn’t seen them yet, but the boys will be taking more than a gander or two at her. She’s a looker.” His attention caught on something over Jack’s shoulder. “Hey, she’s here today.”

Jack turned to follow Buzz’s gaze. A slim woman with nearly white blonde hair stood talking to Rick and Allie Bailey. Something about her rattled a memory, but he couldn’t catch hold of it. “Did she go to school here?”

Buzz chewed on his unlit cigar. “Yep, she’s from here. Old Man Astor’s niece, Shannon.”

Shannon Astor. Jack’s face burned and it wasn’t from the sun. He  doubted he’d ever get over the guilt. He managed to smile and act nat ural. “She was the brain in school. Even though she was two years younger, lots of us in biology class went to her for tutoring. Man, that was eons ago. Another world. She’s been gone awhile. What’s she doing back here?”

“Old Earl left her the ranch, what’s left of it. It’s only pert near a hundred acres, not worth enough jingle for a good steak dinner. But she told me she wanted to raise her daughter where the air wasn’t filled with car exhaust.”

Jack frowned. He’d graduated with Earl’s son, Curt. “I bet that went over well with his son. Losing the ranch, I mean.”

Buzz shrugged. “Curt’s a horse lawyer in Austin. He’d never live in the desert again. That land’s small potatoes to him. I’d heard he suggested his dad give it to Shannon.”

Jack was only listening with half an ear. He needed to get Faith and go back to the corral. He turned to find her and realized there were three little girls entranced by the butterflies.

Watching them lean in with intent faces made him smile. Until he realized that two of those little girls had identical blonde hair and dark blue eyes. He blinked to clear his double vision, but nothing changed. Two little girls so alike it was hard to take in. Not quite identical, but almost. He stared at one, then the other, as he felt the world he knew shift under his feet.
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SHANNON’S GAZE TOOK I N THE MELEE OF DUST, HORSES, AND MEN. HER adrenaline surged at the thought of the coming days. She had been discussing the merits of the various horses with Rick, and she was so engrossed she’d barely heard Allie say she was taking the girls to look at the butterflies.

She understood horses better than people.

“You’re having to hit the ground running,” Rick said. “You sure you’re up to it?”

“I’m thrilled at the opportunity. It was good of Grady to suggest me for the job.”

“We’re gonna miss him as our vet.”

“But now you’ll have more of his time as your pastor, right?”

Rick nodded and grinned. “It’s been a long time coming for him and Dolly.”

Shannon smiled up at him. “You sure got a darling in Allie. I love her already.”

His grin widened. “Me too. I never dreamed I’d be so lucky. God dropped her right into my lap, and neither of us had a choice
 about it.” 

She couldn’t spot her daughter or Allie in the throng of blue jeans, boots, and cowboy hats. “Where’d she go with the girls?”

“Over by the bunkhouse. There’s a mass of butterflies on the bush, and Kylie was begging to go see.”

“Kylie is nuts about butterflies.” She fell into step beside Rick to skirt the line of cowboys checking into their bunkhouses.

Kylie’s blonde head caught her attention and she smiled at the rapt expression on her daughter’s face. Wait a minute—where had Kylie gotten that pink shirt? She’d worn a blue shirt that matched her eyes when they’d left the house. Shannon had never seen this one before with its ruffled neck and sleeves.

Shannon and a man called out names at the same time.

“Kylie!”

“Faith!”

The child in pink turned toward the man who’d called her Faith. Shannon stopped and stared. The little girl who looked so much like her daughter ran to the man, who lifted her in his arms. Her fists clenched at the familiar embrace from a stranger. She’d taught Kylie better.

She started toward him to yank her daughter away. With his back to her, she didn’t recognize him. Then she saw past him to Betsy, hand in hand with —Kylie? Shannon blinked hard, and her gaze went back to the other child, whom she now realized had hair a shade darker than Kylie’s.

Kylie spotted Shannon. “Mommy, I found my sister!” She tugged her hand out of Betsy’s and ran to her mother.

The man turned around with his daughter in his arms. She recognized him immediately. The green of his eyes had always made her think of the desert in springtime. Jack MacGowan. She’d sworn his actions had killed her latent crush, but her stomach still churned at the sight of him, and her nails bit into her palms. She’d hoped he’d moved on. Last she heard, he was following the rodeo circuit, much to his father’s dismay.

The years had been kind to him. At thirty-four, he still had thick and curly hair. His muscular frame didn’t carry an ounce of extra weight. Only the lines around his eyes betrayed the passing of time since he’d been a star quarterback and she’d been the studious sophomore with the handmade clothes. She struggled past her anger to remember the name of his wife. Blair Stickman, captain of the cheerleading squad. They’d dated all through high school.

He came toward her. “Shannon, good to see you after all these years.” He glanced down at Kylie, who was clinging to Shannon’s hand. “Our girls look so much alike, it’s bizarre.”

Shannon couldn’t take her eyes off Faith long enough for it to sink in that he was acting as though he hadn’t destroyed her life. “I thought she was Kylie at first.”

He put Faith down. The girls linked hands and began to chatter as if they’d been friends forever. “I don’t get this,” he said in a soft voice.

A thought too horrible to contemplate began to form in Shannon’s mind. She couldn’t put her mind around the girls’ astounding similarities. It wasn’t possible. That kind of thing didn’t happen except in the papers.

“When was Faith born?” she asked. The girls couldn’t be more than a few months apart in age.

“She’s five. She’ll be six on April 14.”

“That’s Kylie’s birthday,” she said. Before her mind could replay that day five years ago, she made herself focus on Jack. “Faith was born in the local birthing clinic? I kind of remember that now that you mention it. Your wife is Blair, a redhead?”

He lifted a brow. “Yeah. Was. She died.”

“I’m sorry,” she said mechanically. She hadn’t heard about Blair’s death and wasn’t about to dwell on it now. The ramifications of her memories caused Shannon’s gut to plunge. Jack had nearly black hair. Blair’s was red. Where had Faith’s pale blonde hair come from? It couldn’t be, could it? And the way he studied her—the concentrated frown, the suspicious glint in his eye—made her mind go too dull to think this out.

“I’ve got to go.” She scooped up Kylie and rushed away. Jack called after her, but she hurried on. Her blood pounded in her ears, and her breath came in gasps.

But she couldn’t outrun the implications of the girls’ resemblance.  No, no, it couldn’t be. She wouldn’t let herself even consider the possibility. Kylie struggled in her arms, crying out, and Shannon slowed to a stop and kissed her daughter’s soft cheek. The little-girl scent calmed her enough to help her think.

There had to be some other explanation. Something that didn’t require a huge effort to get right. She didn’t have the time, money, or energy to climb the mountain looming ahead.

“Mommy, I want down. I want to talk to my sister,” Kylie said, still struggling.

Shannon realized Rick was calling her too. And how did she even answer Kylie? Out of breath, she turned to see Rick running after her. Allie waddled behind with Betsy. She waited to let them catch up.

Rick reached her. “What’s going on? You ran off like a cougar was chasing you.”

“I’ve got things to do before nightfall. This can all wait until tomorrow when I’m supposed to be here.”

“Did Jack say something to upset you?”

“No, no, nothing like that.” Shannon wished she could confide in someone, but this was too personal. Too hurtful.

Allie reached them. Her face red and her breath hitching in her chest, she paused and put her hand on her belly. “Where’s the fire?”

Shannon hated making a fool of herself. Her face burned. “Can we go back to the house? I’ve got so much to do.” Her vision doubled and blurred, and she blinked hard but it didn’t clear. Stress did that to her. 

“Sure,” Rick said. He helped his wife to the truck.

Shannon got in the back of the big crew cab with the girls and buckled them in their car seats. Her thoughts whirled all the way back to the ranch. Her suspicions were crazy. But the thoughts nagged and dug further into her swelling incredulity.

“You want to stop at your office and check it out?” Rick asked.

“I’ll do that tomorrow.” Right now, she wanted to be alone and think this through. She fell silent as Rick drove to the old ranch house. 

Rick parked in front of the house. “You need anything else from us?”

“No, I’m fine.”

Allie glanced at her husband. “Honey, take Betsy home for her nap and come get me in a couple of hours. Okay?”

He nodded. “How about I take Kylie too? She’s already asleep back there. She and Betsy can play when they wake.”

Shannon glanced at her sleeping daughter. Though she hated to be away from Kylie, she needed some space to think. “You sure? They might be a handful when they’re fresh.”

“I can handle them,” Rick said.

“You’re the husband of the year.” Allie blew him a kiss, then got out of the truck and lumbered to the porch.

Shannon brushed a kiss across her sleeping child’s forehead, then followed. She longed to share her fears with Allie but wasn’t sure anyone would understand. Her suspicions were too outrageous.

A faint fragrance hung in the air when she entered the house. Shannon sniffed. “Do you smell that?”

“What?”

“A man’s cologne.” Could Rick’s have lasted this long? Maybe it was her imagination.

“I don’t smell anything,” Allie said.

Shannon went to the coffeepot and dumped out the cold, stale coffee. “I’ll make some fresh
 coffee.”

“No caffeine while I’m pregnant. But I’ve got decaf tea in my purse if you want to start some water.”

Tea might calm her. Shannon set down the carafe and put on the teakettle. It was the same stained white one she’d used all her years here, but she hadn’t noticed this morning when Allie cleaned it up and made tea. Was it only this morning she’d arrived? Fatigue blurred her vision around the edges again. The familiar motion of clutching the kettle’s chipped handle comforted her.

Once the women cupped steaming mugs of tea in their palms, she and Allie settled on the lumpy sofa in the living room. Shannon wrapped her hands around the warm cup even though heat shimmered in the room. Her uncle had always hated air-conditioning.

“Your expression could scare small children,”Allie said. “You ready to talk about it?”

Shannon bit her lip. “You didn’t think it odd that Kylie and Faith looked so much alike?”

“I was surprised,”Allie said. “But I’ve heard of those kinds of things happening. Don’t they say everyone has a look-alike somewhere? Are you thinking she’s adopted or something? By someone in your family?” 

“Not exactly.” If only that were a possibility. She took a sip of her peppermint tea. The herb’s bite cleared her head. Was there anyone left in her family who might have a child so amazingly similar? There was only Curt, and he was dark-haired like his dad. Shannon took after her mother. No other cousins. And Faith had been born the same day. In the same tiny birthing clinic.

Her teacup rattled in her hand, and she set it down before her shaking hands spilled it. “Kylie had a twin,” she said.

Allie choked on her sip of tea. “You gave her up for adoption?” she guessed.

“Never!” Shannon said. “She died. At least that’s what they told me. Jack said Faith was born on April 14 in the clinic. Kylie was born the same day in the same place. What does that tell you, Allie? I just keep going over and over it in my mind. What if my other daughter and Jack’s were switched? What if Jack’s baby died and he took one of my girls?” 

Her past with Jack didn’t inspire much trust, and she wouldn’t put anything past him.

Allie held up her hand. “Okay, I’m lame, but I’m not getting it. Start at the beginning.”

Shannon sighed. She was going to have to go through the whole thing. “I got pregnant my final year in college up at Sul Ross State in Alpine. Kylie’s father,well, let’s say he was less than thrilled. He lit out for Dallas and left me on my own. I came home that summer to stay with my uncle one last time so I could have my babies here. I found out four months before I delivered that I was having twins—both girls.”

She fell silent, remembering the shock. The thought of raising one child had been daunting. Realizing there were two had been overwhelming. “When my water broke, I went to the clinic. The delivery seemed uneventful, fairly quick and easy. Rylie—my first baby—was perfect in the delivery room. I kissed her warm cheek and touched her pink skin. She wasn’t a bit blue. Then Kylie came, another perfect baby girl.”

Not wanting to relive the shock of that day, she stared out the window at the mountains in the distance. Allie touched her hand, and she refocused on her new friend’s face. “Then they told me Rylie had died. I don’t know what happened.” She set her tea on the table and gripped Allie’s hand. “But what if she didn’t die? What if Jack and his wife took her?”

“You mean on purpose?”Allie shook her head. “I don’t really know Jack well, but Rick thinks the world of Jack. And if that’s what happened, where’s his other child, the one his wife delivered?”

“They showed me a dead baby.” Shannon rubbed her head. “Ridiculous, huh?” She still couldn’t get the possibility out of her mind. Jack’s family had money. And connections. Could the babies have been switched deliberately? It wouldn’t be the first time he’d tried to take something that belonged to her family.

“A DNA test would tell you the truth,” Allie said.

Shannon pressed her fingers on the bridge of her nose. “You sound like you believe it’s possible.”

“Anyone who looks at those two girls has to consider it. Go back over the birth. Tell me what you remember.”

Shannon nodded and stepped back five years.

THE PAIN HAD EASED WITH THE EPIDURAL. THE SMELL OF ANTISEPTIC AND the cold embrace of the delivery table made her shudder. If only she weren’t going through this alone.

“Here comes baby number one,” the doctor called out. “I see the head.”

“Bear down hard,” the nurse said. Her badge read Verna. She was in her late fifties with dull auburn hair.

Shannon’s life had narrowed to this small, sterile room. After today, she wouldn’t be alone anymore. She’d have her babies. Shannon bore down with all her might, her moans locked behind her teeth. If there was one thing her uncle had taught her, it was that an Astor didn’t cry. It took everything she had not to allow even a gasp past her lips.

“Good job,” the nurse said. “It’s a girl!”

Moments later the doctor deposited a small body on Shannon’s stomach. Shannon ran her hand over the tiny head, still white and sticky with vernix. “You’re Rylie,” she whispered.

“One more time,” the doctor said.“Give me all you’ve got, Shannon.” 

Shannon closed her eyes and concentrated on the task. She’d have years with her tiny daughters once they were safely here. A few minutes later another baby girl joined her sister. “Hello, Kylie,” she said to her new daughter. The little one mewled.

She was a mother now. The strength of her maternal instincts surprised her. She nuzzled the babies, kissing their soft cheeks and inhaling the aroma of their newness.

“Let me check them out.” The nurse slid her palms under Rylie.

Shannon hated to let the nurse take them to the warmers, and she ran her palm over Rylie’s head one last time, then did the same to Kylie. 

“They look good,” the nurse said. “Good Apgar scores. No problems here.”

“Thank God,” Shannon whispered. Weak tears leaked from her eyes. If only there were someone to share the joy with. Shannon’s uncle had declared he was too ashamed to come for the births, and who knew where the babies’ father was by now. She had to face this like she’d faced every other trial in her life—with no help.

Verna smiled at Shannon. “I’m going to take your girls to the nursery and get their tests. You’ll have them back by the time we get you to your room.”

“Could you take a picture first?” Shannon pointed to the camera on the stainless-steel tray. Verna smiled and took two pictures before whisking away the babies.

Dr. Madison joked as he stitched her up, but Shannon barely heard. She was eager to touch her daughters again. When she finally got to her room, there was only one baby there. “Where’s my other daughter?” she asked the nurse who wheeled her in.

“Let me check.” The nurse bustled away.

Shannon checked the tag on the baby’s wrist. It read “Astor Baby 2.” She touched the fuzz on Kylie’s head and brushed her lips over the baby’s soft skin. She’d do anything for her babies. Somehow she’d give them a good life.

Glancing at the clock, she realized the nurse had been gone fifteen minutes. A vague alarm began to tickle Shannon’s spine. That alarm changed to panic when half an hour passed. All of it a premonition of the nurse’s return and the announcement that Rylie had died.

SHANNON BLINKED AND SHE WAS BACK IN THE DINGY LIVING ROOM WITH Allie’s compassionate gaze on her. Shannon
 swallowed hard. “I asked to see my daughter, to hold her one last time, and they brought her.” 

“Were you sure then it was the same baby?”

Shannon struggled to remember the tiny blue face. “I wasn’t suspicious, if that’s what you mean. I’d gotten such a brief glimpse of her in the delivery room.”

“What reason did they give for her death?”

“The doctor said her lungs weren’t developed properly,” she told Allie. Even now, her throat closed and her eyes burned. She often thought about being reunited with her daughter in heaven.

A frown creased Allie’s brow.“Wouldn’t that have shown up in the delivery room? You’d think she would have been struggling to breathe from the moment she was born.”

The thought had crossed Shannon’s mind more than once. “I couldn’t let myself think about it too much. I still had Kylie. She’s been the joy of my life.”

“Do you still have that picture?”

“Yes, just a minute.” Shannon stood and went to the stack of boxes against the wall. She found the right one and pulled the tape from the top, then rummaged through Kylie’s collection of unicorns until she found the photo album. “Here it is.” Returning to the sofa, she flipped it open and showed Allie.

Allie ran her finger down the page.“Wow, the girls look identical.” 

Shannon’s thoughts lingered on the little girl she’d seen today.  Faith. The last thing she needed was one more problem to deal with, but she couldn’t walk away from this. “I have to find out for sure if Faith is my daughter.”

“You’d need some kind of reason to request a blood test. Or you could exhume the body of the little one who died and see if she’s yours.” 

“How did Blair die?”

“Freak accident, really. A little over a year ago, she went up in a hot-air balloon that crashed. She’d been doing all kinds of crazy things—driving a race car, going bungee jumping. Rumor has it that she was diagnosed with breast cancer and wanted to try everything before she got too sick. Shannon, you okay? You went white.”

“Fine, I’m fine.” Shannon ignored the sick churning in her stomach as the full ramifications of what faced her began to sink in. “Let’s see if we can find the nurse first and talk to her. Her name was Verna Jeffers.” 

“I’ve heard the name. Can’t think in what context though,”Allie said. 

The women hashed through the situation for another hour and a half until the rumble of a vehicle floated through the open window.

“I think Rick and the girls are here,” Shannon said. Car doors slammed, and she stood at the sound of small feet.

The girls burst into the room. Kylie spoke first.“Mommy, I’m hot.  I think my sister is sick.”

Shannon suppressed a smile. Kylie often claimed things about her imaginary sister. Her smile faded when she took in her daughter’s flushed face and recalled the events of the day. Shannon had often heard of the connections twins experienced. She touched Kylie’s head. No fever. But she looked like she might be feverish. Spots of red stained her cheeks, and her eyes were glazed.

Call Jack.

She resisted the impulse. Even if Faith had a fever, Jack wasn’t likely to welcome advice from a stranger. Besides, the last thing she wanted to do was talk to him. She pulled Kylie onto her lap. “You’re okay, peanut. You and Betsy want some apple slices? Maybe that will make you feel better.”

“My sister is sick,” Kylie said, her voice insistent. “You should help her, Mommy. You always make me feel better.”

Shannon bit her lip. What if Faith really was sick? She didn’t have Jack’s number, but she was tempted to find it. Her glance went to Allie, who interpreted it.

“I know his number,” Allie said.

Cornered. With Allie and the girls staring at her, Shannon dug out her cell phone. “What is it?” He could only hang up. A little humiliation was a small price to pay for peace of mind.

She punched in the number as Allie quoted it. The phone rang on the other end. A woman’s voice, heavily accented, answered. “Mr. Jack’s house.”

Shannon’s words dried up on her tongue. She could handle Jack, but a stranger on the phone would think she was nuts. She wet her lips. “Um, could I speak to Mr. MacGowan?”

“He no in.”

Maybe this woman was Faith’s nanny. At least she might know if the child was all right. “I was wondering if Faith is all right?”

“This is nurse? You no come now. Miss Faith has fever and cough, but I fix her. She will be okay.”

Standing too far to hear the words on the other end of the phone, Kylie put her hand to her mouth and coughed. “I’m sorry, I’m not a nurse. I just wondered if she was okay.” She closed her phone before the woman could answer.

“Your friend has a little cough and fever,” she said to Kylie. “But she’ll be fine.”

“She’s not my friend. She’s my sister.” Kylie took Betsy’s hand and the two little girls went back to the living room.

“I think Faith is my daughter,” Shannon whispered.

Obtaining the proof, then getting her back might prove to be the most formidable task she’d ever faced, and she wasn’t sure she was up to it. Was it even the right thing to do?
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DOSED WITH VICKS AND ENRICA’S HOMEOPATHIC CONCOCTIONS, FAITH would be fine by morning, Jack thought. He tore through the books on the shelf in his office. Blair had kept meticulous records of Faith’s early years. He hadn’t been good at keeping up with pictures and memorabilia since Blair’s death. When he found the baby book, he dropped into the leather chair at his desk and flipped it open.

“Mr. Jack, what you doing?” Enrica Torres—his housekeeper, Faith’s nanny, and an indispensable member of the family—stood by his framed movie poster of John Wayne in North to Alaska. Five feet two and nearly as round as she was tall, she ruled the household with an iron hand muffled by velvet. “Something is wrong, sí? Did you check Faith?” 

He took off his cowboy hat and ran his hand through his hair. “I checked on Faith a few minutes ago. You’ve got her on the mend, Enrica. She’ll be all right after she rests. Has Wyatt come home yet?” His golden retriever had gone missing this morning. Jack had fired a ranch hand the night before, and he feared the guy had taken Wyatt as revenge. 

Enrica shook her head. Jack studied her a moment. She had been Blair’s childhood nanny and never left the family. “Do you remember the night Faith was born?”

“Sí, I remember. The nurse think our Faith will die—I see it on her face. But we pray and show them all a miracle.” Her brow furrowed. “Something is wrong?”

“Maybe. Do you remember anyone else in the clinic having a baby?”

She nodded. “A young woman in the next room. She have twins. But one baby die. I hear her sobbing all night long and pray for her.” 

Jack’s gut gave a hot squeeze. Twins. He stared at the entries in the baby book on the desk.

Faith Ann MacGowan. Seven pounds, seven ounces. It had been touch and go from the moment she arrived. Her Apgar scores weren’t good. She was flaccid and blue. He barely saw her before Blair’s aunt Verna rushed her to the nursery. He and Blair held hands and prayed for her recovery, and God delivered a miracle to their arms a few hours later. When they next saw their baby girl, she was pink and beautiful.

But what if it was the wrong baby? Faith didn’t resemble
 either of them.

There was no denying his daughter looked amazingly like Shannon’s little girl. And like Shannon. Blonde hair so pale it was almost white. And those striking azure eyes. A boulder formed in his throat. It wasn’t just the coloring. The heart-shaped face, the set of the eyes.

“Mr. Jack, you scaring me.” Enrica put her hands on her nonexistent waist and glared at him.

“Enrica, I saw the woman who was in the other delivery room today. She has a little girl who looks exactly like Faith. Nearly an exact copy. I couldn’t tell them apart when I saw them standing together.” 

Enrica’s brow furrowed. “A woman call just now. She ask if Faith is sick. How she know this?”

Shannon had called? Did she know something already? “She asked if Faith was sick?”

Enrica nodded. “Like she already know.”

Maybe her daughter was sick too. He wanted to bury the questions, ignore the possibilities. But he knew Shannon wouldn’t let it lie. He’d seen the fear and speculation in her eyes. She would poke around until she found out the truth. But this was his fear talking. It had to be. Faith was his daughter. His.

COYOTES YIPPED LONG INTO THE NIGHT, A SOUND SHANNON HAD GROWN unaccustomed to in the city. She punched her pillow and stared at the shadows on the walls. The pillows, even with clean cases, smelled dusty and old. She’d buy some new ones as soon as her first check came in. But it wasn’t the smell of the bedding that kept her awake. She rolled over and glanced at the clock. Two in the morning. Her arm around her stuffed unicorn, Kylie slept soundly in a cot against the wall until her room was ready.

Where was Mary Beth? Shannon glanced at her cell phone. She sat up and reached for it, then dialed Mary Beth’s number. It just rang until she got her friend’s voice mail. She closed the phone and tried to lie back down.

A creak echoed from somewhere in the house. An old house always made strange noises. It was nothing. Then the noise came again, and she sat back up. She slid out of bed, then lifted the mattress. Her fingers groped along the box springs until she found the butt of the pistol she’d put there before going to bed. Moving quietly so she didn’t awaken Kylie, she crept to the dark closet and reached up onto the highest shelf where she’d put a box of bullets. She loaded the pistol, then her feet moved to the door.

She twisted the doorknob and the door creaked open, the sound like a crack of thunder to her ears. Her pulse galloped so loudly in her ears she couldn’t hear anything. Moonlight dappled the carpet from a window at the other end of the long, narrow hallway. She tiptoed along the worn rug to the top of the stairs. By sheer effort of will, she stilled her pulse and her breathing and listened to the quiet house. She’d thought the noise was from downstairs.

If she’d been thinking, she would have had Moses sleep inside by her bed tonight. She gripped the handrail with one hand and held the gun steady with the other as she descended the staircase. The coyotes howled again, and the sound raised gooseflesh on her arms. Had she been dreaming?

The house was perfectly quiet now. Not a creak, not a whisper. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she saw a trail of light cutting through the floor and leading to the front door.

Moonlight. The door stood wide open.

SHANNON SAT ON THE SAGGING PORCH SWING AND WATCHED THE SUN IGNITE the shrubs and bushes across the ranch. The thick scent of creosote and sage intensified with the warmth. She was still a little unnerved by finding the door open, but she couldn’t remember if she’d shut it securely or not. The stress of the last two days had taken a toll on her memory of the events of the past few hours.

Once everything was up and running this morning, she’d get the locks changed. She buried her fingers in the dog’s fur, taking comfort from his warmth. Shannon should have called Horton yesterday when she arrived, but things had spiraled around her so fast she hadn’t had time, though worry for Mary Beth hovered in the back of her mind. It would be the first call she made this morning.

Her thoughts went to the child she’d seen yesterday. “Faith.” Saying the name made it all the more real. Her daughter Faith. Shannon was sure of it.

Allie had volunteered to watch Kylie this morning while Shannon went to the medical clinic and looked at the records of the birth of her girls. Then she’d try to find Verna Jeffers. The nurse was likely in her sixties by now, but she might still be working.

Shannon rose and stretched, then went inside to get ready. She wanted to be at the old mining camp by ten, so she’d better get a move on. After showering and dressing, she sat at the old black phone in her uncle’s office. The sheriff had made a call and activated the service immediately. She dialed Horton’s house.

“Horton Chrisman,” he said. He’d never lost the last trace of his English accent.

“It’s Shannon. How is everything?”

“Not the same without you, my dear. When I got to the clinic yesterday morning, there had been a break-in. All my files were strewn about the floor.”

She tensed. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. It was probably a burglar.”

“And you haven’t seen Mary Beth?”

“No, I’m sorry. Not a word. I tried to call her but got only her voice mail.”

“Same here.” She told Horton she’d check in a few days later and gave him her number at the ranch.

By seven thirty she was standing outside the birth center in Bluebird Crossing. The small building was only one story. It had five delivery rooms and a few exam rooms. Two doctors in the area had started the clinic to make sure women didn’t have to drive two hours to give birth. The sight of the terra-cotta and white facade took her back five years to the mixture of grief and elation she’d felt when she’d driven away from the building with an empty car seat. And one cradling a tiny baby girl. 

Had she left one behind?

Shannon studied the clinic, her gaze slipping past two women who stood smoking by the road. She hadn’t been here since her girls were born. The memory of that night was branded so deeply in her psyche that even now her muscles tightened and her teeth wanted to chatter. She’d never felt so alone, then or now. It was the night she finally realized that if she was going to make anything of herself, it was up to her.  The night she faced the fact that she’d be raising Kylie on her own. The night she vowed she’d prove one mistake didn’t have to ruin her life. 

Now here she was, back in the town she’d promised to leave in her dust. God sure had a sense of humor. She pushed through the glass door of the clinic and stepped to the check-in counter. The gum-popping twentysomething girl with pink streaks in her hair handed over copies of the records once Shannon signed the release form.

“Does Verna Jeffers still work here?” Shannon asked as she thrust the papers into her purse.

The girl fingered one of the four studs in her ear. “Miss Verna? Nope, she retired last year. She’s in the phone book if you want to give her a call. She help deliver your baby?”

“Yes. Thanks for the information.”

“No problem. Hey, you hear about the wildfires up north? They might move this way.”

“I haven’t had the news on. Are they bad?”

“The news said they’re the worst outbreak since the winter of ’05 and ’06.”

In Texas, talk of fire was as common as conjecture about rain. Shannon thanked the girl again and hurried back out to her Jeep. She glanced at her watch. She had an hour and forty-five minutes before she had to be at the mining camp. Shannon drove to a gas station, where she looked up Verna’s address and phone number, then headed along the road to the small house.

The potholes along the dirt road were big enough to swallow her Jeep, and a wash ran across the road in front of Verna’s house. The road likely hadn’t been graded since the last time Shannon
 was in town. During monsoon season,Verna was probably stuck here.

Shannon eased the Jeep through the sandy bottom of the wash and into the driveway. The place was a double-wide that had to have been put here back in the seventies. Dents left by hail dotted the siding, but the neatly landscaped yard stole the attention from the house. Bird of paradise, ocotillo, and oleanders lit the yard with a blaze of color.

Shannon walked along a brick pathway to the house, waving away bees and inhaling the fragrance of the blossoms that filled the air. Verna had made a desert museum of her yard with the native plants and habitat for lizards.

A woman in overalls and a wide straw hat was coming down the steps from the house with a spade in hand. She pushed the hat off her forehead and smiled at Shannon. “Can I help you?” In her sixties with blue eyes in a tanned face, she was as slim as a girl.

Before Shannon could answer, tires spit gravel behind her, and she turned to see Jack MacGowan in a big blue truck. He barely waited for the truck to stop before leaping out of the vehicle and striding into the yard. His gaze flickered from Shannon to Verna.“What did she tell you?” he asked Shannon.

Shannon thought about playing coy and acting as though she had no idea what he was talking about, but the suffering in Jack’s expression was enough to silence her. “Nothing. I just got here. How’s Faith?” 

“She’s fine. The fever broke about midnight. It’s just a cold. How did you know she was sick?”

“Kylie told me,” Shannon said, waiting to see if his reaction was anything like hers had been.

Jack’s head rocked back as though he’d been slapped. “Kylie? How did she know?”

“She has sometimes told me things about her—her twin.” Shannon forced herself to watch him, to notice the agitation in his hands, the fear in his eyes. She needed every bit of ammunition she could find to fight him.

“Jack? What’s going on?” Verna’s voice was tremulous.

“We need to talk to you, Aunt Verna.” Jack took her arm and guided her to a garden bench.

Verna’s gaze lingered on Shannon’s face. “I know you,” she said. “Shannon Astor, isn’t it?” The spade fell from her fingers onto the ground. Her hand shook when she lifted it to tuck a stray lock of gray hair behind her ear.

“Yes. You remember me?”

“You told me you were leaving this wide spot in the road and never coming back.”

“I changed my mind,” Shannon said evenly. “I need to know what you did that night. How you switched the babies. Don’t try to lie. I know it’s true. I’ve seen Faith. She’s my daughter.”

“You don’t know that,” Jack said. “She’s mine.”

Verna held her hands up in front of her face. “I want you to go now.” 

Shannon folded her arms over her chest. “I’m not leaving. Tell me what you did.” She glared at Jack. He had to want the truth.

Jack’s hand was shaking when he wiped his forehead.“We need the truth,Aunt Verna. Did you switch the babies?”

Shannon glanced at his stony face and hoped she’d never see him stare at her like that. Surely the woman would crumble and tell the truth.

Verna shook her head. “How could you think such a thing?” Her voice trembled.

“The girls look alike. Totally alike,” Jack said.

“That happens sometimes.” Verna grabbed her spade and turned toward the house. “I have to go now.”

Jack moved after her, but she disappeared inside the house, and the lock clicked. Jack shook the doorknob. “Aunt Verna, you have to talk to us.” He rattled the door again, but the woman didn’t reappear. He rejoined Shannon in the yard.

“Faith is Kylie’s twin,” she told him. “You know it’s true or you wouldn’t be here either.”

“Not necessarily.” But his voice held no conviction.

Shannon sank onto the bench. “We have to know the truth. I can have Faith’s DNA checked if Verna refuses to talk.”

“I don’t want to put her through that.”

“I’d just need some strands of hair or a swab from her mouth. She doesn’t have to know yet what it’s all about.” Shannon didn’t hold out much hope that he’d cooperate. She wouldn’t if she were in his shoes. 

He focused that glacier stare on her. “I’m not giving up my daughter.” He couldn’t hold her stare and glanced away. “I already know the truth. It’s just a coincidence.”

Shannon found room in her heart for pity, even for a man like Jack. “Can’t you hear the desperation in your own voice? I think we know this can’t be a coincidence.”

He balled his fists and strode back to the front door. “Aunt Verna, we’re not leaving here until you tell us what happened that day.”

Shannon joined him and called out through the door. “If I have to get the sheriff involved, I will. We need to know the truth.”

The door slowly opened, and Verna peered out. Her face was white, and the hand on the door frame shook.

Shannon tried to find an ounce of pity for the woman who was trembling in front of her, but a hard ball of rage settled in her belly. She knew what she was going to hear. It was as clear as the blue sky and the hot sun pressing down on her head. Verna had given her daughter to this man and passed his dead child off as Shannon’s.
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