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PROLOGUE
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Avery was playing hopscotch by herself after her friends had already left. She knew it wasn’t unusual for the bus to be late since they always had to drop off the older kids first from the high school. She didn’t mind it. It gave her a few minutes to herself, and she didn’t have to worry about anyone getting in the way of her game. She quickly threw a rock. It landed on the number five, and she laughed. It was her favorite number, and she knew she’d be able to jump across and back without any issues.

She hopped through the blocks with ease, not worrying about anyone around here, before turning back and hopping back. It was a silly game, but she loved it. As soon as she made it back to the start again, she stopped. Something wasn’t right. While it wasn’t unusual that the bus wasn’t there yet, it was odd that the other kids who rode her bus were nowhere to be seen.

Looking all around her, Avery started to wonder if she was supposed to be picked up by her father. Sometimes, he would give her and her brother a ride home, but she was almost certain she was supposed to ride the bus that day. She couldn’t believe she had missed the bus that would take her home, but she had no idea what she was supposed to do. If the bus had left without her and her dad wasn’t there to pick her up, then she would have no way to get home and would have to go back into the school.

Just as she was about to make her way back into the building in order to call home, Avery heard someone say her name from somewhere behind her. She quickly turned around, excited that her mother had come to pick her up, but when she looked at the woman calling her name, it wasn’t anyone she recognized. No matter how hard she tried to remember who the woman was, she couldn’t recall having ever met her before. Her heart started to race almost immediately.

“It’s all right, Avery. I’m really good friends with your mom, and Felicity asked me to pick you up since your dad wasn’t going to be able to make it today.”

“I’m pretty sure I was supposed to ride the bus today, but I think I missed it. I need to go into the school and call home.”

The woman chuckled. “There’s no reason to do that when I’m here to take you. Your mom said you’d be worried about going with a stranger, but I assure you she sent me to give you a ride.”

Avery wasn’t sure if she should believe the woman. After all, she had never seen her before, and her parents had always told her never to take a ride with a stranger. The mixed feelings inside of her started to pour over. On the one hand, she knew it wasn’t the first time she had missed the bus, and she didn’t want her mom and dad to be upset with her for missing it again. Still, whoever the woman was knew her mother by name, so she didn’t think she could be threatening her, and she seemed nice enough.

There was still a big part of her that knew she was supposed to call home, and she turned back toward the school. Even as she tried to look for one of her teachers, she couldn’t see anyone going into or out of the building. Panic started to run through her as she tried to figure out what she was supposed to do. As she looked back at the woman who had been talking to her, she was smiling. There couldn’t be any other reason as to why the woman was standing there.

“Are you sure my mom sent you to pick me up?” Avery asked. “She’s never sent anyone other than my dad to give me a ride home.”

“There is no reason I would be standing here in front of the school if she didn’t. I understand you don’t trust me. That’s actually a really good thing, but I just moved back into town. That’s why we haven’t been properly introduced. Your mom and I actually went to school together when we were kids, and we haven’t seen each other for ages.”

“I still think I should go inside and call home. My parents will be mad if I leave with someone I don’t know.”

“Trust me, they won’t be upset. Besides, it looks like the last person is leaving the school now. Why don’t you just come with me? You can use my cell phone to call your mom. I’m sure they are already wondering where you are.”

Avery looked back at the building and saw the janitor locking the front door. She kicked herself for missing the bus and putting herself in the situation she found herself in. It was hard to believe she had gotten so lost in hopscotch that so much time had gone by. Still, it was looking like she was going to have to accept the ride from the woman she had never met. As she turned back around, she dropped her head.

“I think I’m going to be in a lot of trouble.”

“Nonsense,” the woman said. “Just get into my car and call home. Felicity isn’t going to be upset at all.”

“Maybe not, but my brother should have waited for me.”

“He’s in on the surprise. Your mom let him know this morning that I would be here, and he’s already in the car waiting. I guess I should have told you that from the beginning, but I didn’t think about it. Here, have a look for yourself.”

The woman opened the door to the side of the van, but Avery still couldn’t see anything inside. The windows were covered with something dark, and she knew she’d have to get closer if she wanted to make out anything inside. Even as she approached the van, she was skeptical about the woman. Why would her parents tell her never to go with strangers and then send someone she didn’t know to give her a ride? Still, she had to know if Fred was inside. If he was going with the woman, then she wouldn’t be in trouble at all. A sense of relief fell over her as she made her way to the woman’s van.

It made her happy to know she wasn’t in trouble after all, and Fred would be waiting for her in the back of the van. Though, when she popped her head in through the door, she didn’t see anyone inside. Avery quickly felt like something was wrong, but she couldn’t tell what it was. As she turned around to tell the woman that no one was inside, she felt the hands of the much larger adult shoving her into the car. She was shocked and scared, but as she tried to scream, the door closed in her face.

She tried to cry for help, but the woman had already made her way to the driver’s door and was getting inside. Even as she reached for the door handle, there wasn’t one. Avery screamed at the top of her lungs for her mother, but it was no use because the car was starting to pull away. Fear took over when she looked at the front of the van and saw the woman looking back at her through the mirror.

“You’re not going to get away with this,” Avery shouted.

The woman smiled. “I already have. Besides, I’m just trying to give you the best life I can. You’re going to be with a real family now. You’ll see.”

“I have a real family, and I don’t know you,” she snapped.

“You’re too young to understand, but I’m your family. We’re going to be happy together. Just wait and see.”

Avery didn’t know what was happening or what the woman was talking about. All she knew was that she was going the wrong way. Her house was in the other direction, and she couldn’t help but wonder what was going to happen next. All she could think about was the fact that she had missed the bus again, but she’d never get to go home now. Her family would be worried about her, and it was all her fault. If she hadn’t gotten sidetracked by the stupid game, she wouldn’t be in a van with a stranger. The last thing she thought about was her brother as they pulled far away from the school. What had she done with Fred?
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Felicity was enjoying her day at the bookstore. Having been married for the past fifteen years, with two children, was all she needed in her life. She had owned the bookstore for nearly ten years at that point, but it had quickly become her passion. There was a point in her life when she had tried to write her own novels, and she was happy with how they had come along, but then life happened. Her ten-year-old son had been first, followed by her daughter a couple of years later.

Owning the store was the closest she had gotten to becoming a famous author, and she was all right with it. There were several books she had written over the years, but she had never really heard back on them. The books were something she did in her spare time, and though it gave her family money to live off of, she never had a breakout novel. As thoughts of her happy life floated through her mind, Felicity spotted Caroline rummaging through her science fiction section.

She knew the moment the woman turned around and looked at her that she was going to have something to say about her selection of books. It was an ongoing pattern with the woman. The small town they lived in was entirely against certain types of books and even had a list of banned titles she wasn’t supposed to have on hand. It never stopped Felicity from ordering whatever she deemed acceptable. A moment later, Caroline started making her way to the checkout.

“Did you find something to your liking today?” Felicity asked kindly.

Caroline scoffed. “I found a few I am looking forward to reading, but I can see you still have quite a few books that are on the town’s banned list.”

“Just because people think a certain book isn’t acceptable for people to read, doesn’t mean there aren’t others who are happy to pick it up. If I only carried books I liked to read, I wouldn’t have been in business for the last ten years.”

“I understand, but if there were children who grabbed some of those books you keep on hand, then they would be led down a path of darkness. I don’t think that’s a path you should be allowing around here.”

Felicity smiled. “Whether I sell those books doesn’t change the fact that kids are going to make their own decisions in life. Most of the books I carry that seem to be so unliked are simply about subjects children are going to face throughout their lives.”

“Kids are susceptible to all kinds of things. Some of the books I’ve noticed are filled with all kinds of sexual things.”

“Are you saying that kids shouldn’t ever learn about sex? They’re going to learn about it at some point.”

“I don’t want to have an argument with you. The town has an entire committee that has gone out of its way to deem some of those books unsuitable for anyone to read. God is judging us all, and I don’t think he would be happy to see the kinds of things you are subjecting his followers to.”

She groaned. “I don’t feel the need to have this same conversation with you again. Every time you come in here, you have something to say about my selection of books. If you don’t like the few books that you don’t agree with, then why don’t you just go somewhere else?”

“God says we should help people down the right path. If I didn’t come in to see what you’re selling, how would I be able to tell you that you’re doing something wrong in the eyes of God?”

Felicity bit her tongue as hard as she could. It didn’t matter what she tried to do. In the eyes of the community, she was always going to be in the wrong. It reminded her of an old movie she loved, where the entire town was against dancing. It was a ridiculous concept, and watching the teachers in the movie burning books almost always brought a tear to her eye. In her mind, books had knowledge, and it was up to the reader to decipher what they wanted to believe. She never thought it was a good idea to censor what people had access to, and even if the town didn’t like it, she wasn’t going to stop getting books to put in her store.

Knowing that no matter what she said to the woman, she was going to continue to bicker with her, Felicity quickly rang up the woman for the few books in her hand and told Caroline the total. She couldn’t count the times they’d had the same conversation over the years, and there wasn’t any way she was going to change her mind. The woman paid the total and started to walk out of the store before turning around at the door.

“You know, I’ll be bringing this up at the next town meeting. It’s just not right to let a business owner spit in the face of God like this.”

Felicity grinned. “I’ll be sure to make sure I’m there for the next meeting as well.”

“It will be good for you to see the people who have made this a town of peaceful people.”

“I’ve lived here long enough to know not everyone is always going to agree with the options I have, but there are more than enough people in this place who know I don’t mean anyone any harm. Have a wonderful day, Caroline. God bless you.”

The woman scoffed before opening the main door and walking out. Felicity wasn’t concerned with the woman’s empty threats. The town could try to ban as many books as they wanted, but it didn’t mean she was going to have to change anything she had been doing. They had no legal precedence for what they were trying to do. They could make as big a deal as they wanted to about the books she sold, and the police couldn’t do anything about it.

She had been entirely serious about going to the next council meeting. The conservative town held one every month, but they never really accomplished anything. It seemed like all the old women and men in town who had complaints would always go to the meetings and try to change the things they didn’t agree with. Felicity shrugged, knowing the day was just about over with. Quickly looking up at the clock, she was grateful to see it was time to close the store. Usually, Caroline’s grumbling wouldn’t have phased her in the least, but there was something about the way the woman had spoken to her that seemed to have gotten to her in that moment.

Still, she tried to push the thoughts out of her mind and started to get things ready to close. Felicity started by locking the front door and turning the sign off that told everyone she was open. She was already looking forward to getting home with the kids. There wasn’t a happier part of her day, except when she had plans with a few of her close friends. Though it was only lunchtime, she was ready for the day to be over.

She smiled as she grabbed her bag and got ready to leave. Alan, her husband, was going to meet her at the diner right down the street. It was something she always looked forward to as well. Just as she walked out the door to meet with her husband, Felicity thought about how many times the community leaders had had meetings about her bookstore in the past. If she had a dime for every time they tried to ban another book, she would have been a rich woman. She chuckled at the idea. Unlocking the front door and stepping out onto the sidewalk, she took a deep breath of fresh air. Even though the sun was shining, and it felt like the beginning of fall, it was later in the season than that.

Looking around at the small town and clear skies, she knew the cold weather would be bearing down on them soon. Winter months were right around the corner, and it was her favorite time of year. She wasn’t the biggest fan of winter in general, but she loved the snow. Felicity smiled, thinking about how perfect life would be if they could just have seventy-degree weather with falling snow. Quickly placing her key in the front door and locking it, she turned and headed in the direction of the diner.

Alan would be meeting her there soon, and she didn’t want to keep him waiting. Smiling faces and nods from people shopping were a common thing. With the exception of a few people stuck in their old ways, it was a great place to raise her children. She responded to each wave and nod, knowing she was lucky to live in such a loving area, surrounded by people who looked after one another.
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Felicity was walking toward the diner, where she planned on meeting her husband for lunch. The establishment was owned by Jean and George Oliver. The couple had been in business for as long as she could remember, and she loved the kind of friendship they had built over the years. As soon as she entered the small-town diner, the couple instantly greeted her with a smile and moved around the counter to where she had entered.

“How’s one of my favorite people doing today?” Jean asked.

She grinned. “I’m doing fairly well. The start of fall always has me running in circles, but it’s been all right.”

“That’s good. I’ve noticed the tourists have started heading in our direction quite early this year. George and I have been running ragged all morning, but it’s nice to have the business.”

George smiled. “Speak for yourself. I’d made so many trays of hash browns, and we’re already running low.”

“We’ll get our delivery tomorrow. No worries.”

She loved listening to the older couple rant to each other. It was the kind of relationship she hoped she and her husband would have when they hit their golden years. Jean was more than accustomed to the type of order Felicity usually made, so without wasting another moment, she went behind the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee and added two scoops of sugar. She was thankful for the kind of service she received living in such a small area.

There was a familiarity to the service she knew she wouldn’t be able to get anywhere else. Aside from the fact she had known the couple for most of her life, they had each grown accustomed to each other in a way that made the service impeccable. As soon as Jean came back with her fresh cup of coffee, Felicity took a sip and was taken aback by the flavor.

“Did you guys get a new brand of coffee?” Felicity asked.

“I knew you would be the first one to notice the difference in taste. We decided to order from a new distributor last week, and this brand seems to be a huge hit with the customers,” Jean replied.

“I can certainly see why. The flavor has a bit more bite to it than I am used to, but the flavor is something I wasn’t quite expecting. Is it Brazilian?”

The woman laughed. “I think you’ve started to become some kind of food critic with that response. As far as we can tell, and all the research we did before ordering, the coffee comes straight from South America.”

“Well, I think you’re going to have quite the hit on your hands. I’d say it’s just in time for tourist season, too.”

“Believe it or not, it’s actually a little cheaper on the bottom line, as well. I’m glad you like it. Will Alan be joining you for lunch today?”

“He should be here any minute,” Felicity said.

“I’ll get him a cup ready. Be right back.”

Felicity smiled and gave the woman a nod. She then quickly pulled out her phone to make sure she hadn’t missed a message from Alan. There was some expectation he was going to beat her there, but since he hadn’t arrived yet, she wanted to make sure he hadn’t texted her and she just hadn’t noticed. When she looked at her phone and didn’t see any missed messages, she heard the front door chime and looked up. Alan was grinning at her and quickly made his way to the booth she was sitting in.

“How’s the love of my life doing today?” Alan asked, kissing her on the cheek before sitting down across from her.

“It’s been a really busy day already, but it’s good to see new faces. I think Caroline is going to try to make a fuss about my selection of books again.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, she told me she was going to bring it up at the next town meeting. I don’t understand why people in this town can’t just evolve like the rest of us.”

Alan chuckled. “Well, we live in a town that is full of religious people who haven’t made it into the new age. There’s nothing she can actually do about it, though, right?”

Felicity smiled. “No, but it means that I’m going to have to face the town committee again. That’s enough about how my day has been. How’s yours?”

“Oh, you know, nothing too out of the ordinary. After you left to open the store, I got the kids off to school. It never ceases to amaze me how much Avery and Fred can talk. I don’t think I got a word in edgewise.”

“It’s good for them to know they can talk to you.”

“I understand that, but there’s only so much bickering I can handle about which breakfast cereal is better.”

Felicity laughed, but before she could reply, Jean came back to the table and placed a cup of coffee in front of her husband. Neither one of them mentioned anything about the new brew, but judging by the look on Alan’s face, he noticed a difference almost immediately. The man she loved didn’t have the same taste in coffee as she did, but he had drunk enough in his life to know it wasn’t the flavor he was used to. After explaining to him about the new product, Jean took their orders and went back to the kitchen to prepare their lunch.

The break was filled with the normal conversations of how each of their mornings had gone up to that point. It was nice to have a loving husband like Alan to talk to. He was just as good of a listener as he was at carrying on a conversation, and it was one of the many things she absolutely adored about the man. A few minutes later, they were served with their lunch. Her husband had ordered his usual burger and fries while she had settled for a club sandwich and chips. It was something they always bickered about. Alan loved eating as many French fries as he could handle, and she enjoyed the locally made chips that were served with almost every sub and sandwich.

“You know, one of these days, you’re going to have to break away from your usual meal and try something different,” Felicity said.

Alan chuckled. “Why change a good thing? I know they make the best burgers in town, and I’m not willing to sacrifice my taste buds for something I’m unsure about.”

“That sounds like the manliest possible answer you could give.”

“I’m not sure if you know this or not, but I’m really a man underneath this girlish figure.”

She burst out in laughter. “I think I know by now. Anyway, what else have you already gotten done this morning?”

“After I got the kids off to school, I did the grocery shopping. The kids are all stocked up on snacks for the rest of the week, and I got what we needed for dinner. Other than that, I just did a few of the household chores before meeting you for lunch. Besides Caroline, has the rest of the day been all right?”

“It’s been busy with the tourists starting to flock to the area. I’m always amazed at how busy I seem to get at the beginning of the season.”

Alan nodded. “Fall air seems to bring everyone here, but that’s a good thing for all of us.”

“I agree,” Felicity replied. “I hope you know you don’t have to stay at home all the time. You’re more than welcome to go back to work if that’s what you want to do.”

“I enjoy making sure that the kids are handled and that you have everything you need for each and every day. There’s nothing more in this life that I could ask for.”

“As long as you’re happy, that’s all I can ask for.”

Alan smiled. “I’m happy being a stay-at-home dad, for now.”

The two continued to chat about life and everything else. It was something they did more than most couples. Felicity knew most of her friends had significant others they would grow tired of, but not her. She could spend every minute of every day with Alan and still not tire of the man’s voice. As they each finished their meal, she felt a sadness creep up inside of her. It would only be a few hours before the end of her workday, but it seemed on certain days to be an eternity.

Her husband walked with her to the counter, and they paid for their meal before heading out onto the sidewalk. He quickly wrapped his arms around Felicity and kissed her passionately. In all the years they had been together, the passion they had burning inside for one another never faded. As they went their separate ways, she couldn’t wait to get home to her family later that day.
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Walking back to the bookstore, thoughts of her husband continued to flood her mind. He was everything she could ask for in a partner and father. It only bothered her slightly that he was at home with the kids most of the time, but he always assured her it was where he was happiest. The man had a way with the kids that she could only dream of. Felicity knew the children loved her, and she loved them, but she always had a thought in the back of her mind that made her wish she could be the stay-at-home wife she had always heard stories about.

Felicity didn’t have any issues with being the breadwinner of the family. Her books had done well enough on their own to give them a somewhat good life, but the breakthrough novel she had always hoped would make them rich just hadn’t happened. Still, it never stopped her from trying, except for those few years after the birth of their children. Just as she rounded the corner to her bookstore, she spotted a customer already waiting at the locked front door. She smiled politely at the man, who looked to be around her age, and started to unlock the door.

“Anything in particular you might be looking for?” she asked. “I have plenty to offer, although the shop might look small from the outside.”

The man grinned and handed her a business card. Normally, her customers from out of town would just greet her and tell her what they wanted, but the gentleman already seemed a little different from the normal tourists who would walk through her door. As she looked at the card, her heart skipped a beat. She recognized the first line almost immediately. It was from one of the major publishing houses in New York City. Felicity could feel her pulse starting to race when she noted he was from one of the publishing houses she had sent her manuscript to and instantly motioned for him to follow her inside.

“As you can see, the publishing company I work for is a very serious one. Harbor Publishing doesn’t usually send me out unless they are highly interested in something they have received. Now, I know this is a little unconventional, but we would like to work with you on the manuscript you sent in.”

Felicity scoffed. “Am I on one of those shows that you’re going to tell me is just a prank?”

“I assure you, this is a real offer. You sent your manuscript to our office a few months ago, and now we’d like to work with you on getting it published.”

“I’ve written a few books over the last few years, but I self-published them without much luck.”

“Looks like you’ve done all right with the sales, but what made you want to try a publisher this time?”

“Well, I never got much in the way of a response from any of the major places I turned them in at, but I knew I was a decent enough writer that I could grow some followers. I don’t make much off the sales, but we survive off what I make with the bookstore.”

Felicity still couldn’t believe a representative from one of the largest publishing houses was standing in her bookstore, showing any kind of interest in the novel she had written. After years of what she considered to be failing, she finally had the chance to do something great with something she was so proud of writing. Still, she was leery of what was being presented by the man, Liam.

They spent the next several moments talking about her history in the writing industry. She had self-published two books, which Liam already had knowledge of. He promised her that if they had known what kind of work she was capable of before she had put them out on her own, Harbor Publishing would have had them on the bestseller lists. She was blown away by the amount of knowledge he seemed to have about her, and she was intrigued by what he had to say.

“I know it seems like this is coming out of the blue, but I promise they wouldn’t send me out unless they really wanted to work with you.”

“Are you a publisher?”

Liam laughed. “I’m working my way in that direction, but I would like to offer you the opportunity to come out and talk with our editors and design team. This book, I mean, I’ve read the manuscript myself, and I really feel like it would be a good fit for Harbor. We specialize in murder/mystery, and I think it would be good for our company and for you.”

“Sounds like you’re trying to sell me something.”

“I am, in a way. I’m trying to sell you on the idea of giving us a chance. The ideas you have and the way you write, I think we can all make a good amount of money and make some readers really happy along the way.” Everything Liam said came across as genuine.

“What do you need me to do?”

Liam outlined everything that would go into the process of publishing her book. Felicity couldn’t believe how much work had to go into the entire thing, even though she had been in the business for as long as she could remember. There was so much more involved in traditional publishing than she could have imagined. She knew how many hoops she had to jump through just to publish on her own, but hearing all the people who would be involved if she chose to work with a publisher absolutely floored her.

Felicity would never do anything without talking it over with her husband first. Though she owned and ran the bookstore on her own, she had always promised that if the opportunity to publish through a major company ever came around, they would be a team. She was highly interested in taking the next step, but there was more to their lives now than when she first had tried to get published all those years earlier. The more she listened to Liam, the more she was willing to take that next step.

“The bottom line is, I would like you to come out to New York and meet with our team. We’re interested in what we can do for each other, and I think it’s a big step in your writing career.”

“You should know I’m married with two children. I’d have to talk it out with my husband and see what he thinks about the whole thing.”

Liam smiled. “I understand that, but I really do hope you give us the opportunity to take you to the next level. Your skills are exactly what my boss is looking for, and you won’t be disappointed. Do you think you could get me a synopsis in the next few days?”

“I can email it to you, but as far as heading to New York, I’d have to speak with my husband and hear his opinion.”

“You have my business card. My email and phone number are on the card. Just let me know what you decide to do.”

Felicity smiled. “I’m really interested in taking the next step here. It’s not even about the money.”

He laughed. “Well, if you do meet with the team, don’t say anything like that. I feel like you might have a bestseller on your hands here, and it’s going to be worth a lot of money. I really hope you decide to come out to New York.”

Felicity agreed she would get the synopsis sent to him as soon as possible and thanked the man for coming. Even as the guy left, she was excited about the idea of finally catching her big break. In all the years she had tried to get a traditional publishing deal before, that was the closest she had ever gotten. Felicity knew all it would take was someone with the right frame of mind to read one of her books and publish it, and they would be set for life. Every ounce of energy she put into her writing had always been for her family.

Holding the card in her hand for several minutes, she paused. Felicity knew the conversation with her husband wasn’t going to be a fun one. He always supported her writing, but they had disagreed about the book she had written. Even as supportive as Alan was, she never felt like she had his full support on the genre she had chosen to write in. Murder novels weren’t for the faint at heart. Still, she couldn’t hold in her excitement over being approached by a real publishing company for the first time. No matter how the conversation went, she was thrilled to finally be able to have it.
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The rest of the day seemed to be just as busy as her morning. For a bookstore, she was able to keep herself distracted like she was working at a restaurant. Felicity chuckled at the idea of serving books on silver trays, with an apron to wipe away any dust built up from sitting on the shelves. It was just a few minutes before closing at that point, and she was ringing up the last customer before she would lock the store and start her end-of-day paperwork. Owning the shop came with some luxuries, such as being able to enter her sales the following day.

Knowing that the conversation with her husband about Harbor Publishing was going to be a tricky one, she wanted to get it started before she made it home. It wasn’t like Alan was going to be unsupportive, but the idea that he didn’t agree with the book being written in the first place weighed heavily on her mind. As she locked the door behind the last customer, Felicity pulled out her phone and dialed her husband’s number, anxious to give him the good news.

“Hey, sweetheart. Are you going to be running late?” Alan asked, answering the phone.

“No, but when I got back from lunch with you at the diner, there was a man waiting for me. He gave me a professional business card and everything.”

“Was he just as attractive as I am?”

“No comparison. You have him beat in every way except for the fact that he works at Harbor Publishing in New York. It’s one of the major ones I sent my manuscript a few months back. They’re interested in publishing my novel.”

“I thought you already published that.”

Felicity sighed. “No. I’ve just been holding on to it, shopping it. I’ve been publishing some other stuff online. That’s where a little bit of our income has come from this year, but this is my chance to really get it published. They’ll be able to advertise it and everything.”

“I thought we talked about this already. Whatever you decide to do is up to you, but I just don’t like the idea of your name being all over a book like that. Is this guy real, or is it just a scam to get you to provide them with something they’re going to steal from you later?”

“He’s an advocate of sorts for the company, and this was a real offer to work with them. I have to send him a synopsis of the book, and he wants me to meet the team I’d be working with in New York. This is a real chance for me to get published.”

“We can discuss all the specifics later. If this is a real offer, then I truly am proud of you. I just wish you would write about something different,” Alan said.

Felicity was a little hurt by the notion that Alan didn’t love her book. Of everything she had ever put down on paper, the novel was easily at the top of the list. She had poured her heart and soul into the words, along with the hours of research she had needed to create the perfect mystery. Still, she wasn’t completely blindsided by her husband’s reaction. No matter how supportive he was in every other aspect of her life, he really never approved of the type of writing her book involved.

Both of them were quiet on the line for several moments before Felicity told him she would be home shortly and ended the call. Her heart was a little broken by the idea that he wasn’t as excited as she was. It was a real opportunity for her to become an actual author and become well known, but it didn’t seem like Alan was as happy as she was with the idea. If it weren’t for the idea of getting to go home and spend quality time with her children, she might have thought about going through her entire closing list and staying late, as she normally would.

Even if Alan wasn’t happy for her, she wasn’t going to let that dampen her mood. She quickly counted the cash in her drawer and printed out the daily paperwork that she could handle the next day. Grabbing her purse and jacket, after turning off the lights, she headed out the front door and locked it behind her. A cool breeze brushed over her cheeks as she made her way to the car. Luckily, it didn’t take long for her to get into her car and start for the house. A few minutes later, she was heading through town.

The rustic look the town gave off was something Felicity had always loved. Downtown, the buildings had an old look about them that cried out as if they were still in the eighteen hundreds, but it also brought with it an allure that wasn’t found in many of the modern cities. Each shop had its own way of keeping up with the fashion, as well. If anything could be said of the people of her small town, it was that they were definitely stuck in the old ways of life. It didn’t stop her from appreciating it all, nonetheless.

Even as she entered the subdivision where their home was located, she couldn’t get her novel out of her mind. The beta readers and small following she had collected along the way had all given her great reviews. It was one of the hardest things she had ever worked on, diving into research at all hours of the night, trying to ensure she got every detail right. Still, Alan wasn’t fond of the whole mystery thing. Maybe it was the idea of murder taking place in it that he had a problem with, but she couldn’t have been sure.

For the first time, she noticed how similar all the houses in her area were. Aside from a different paint scheme and different style shudders, she suddenly realized that each and every home in the area must have had the same developer. Even as the thought crossed her mind, it didn’t bother her. She absolutely loved the tight-knit area she lived in and couldn’t wait to get home to see her family. Pulling up in the driveway, it didn’t take long for her to see the small faces of the kids peeking out through the curtains. It didn’t matter how many times they watched for her; it made her heart melt at the amount of love they always showed her.

Not wanting to be away from them for another minute, she quickly exited the car and jogged up to the front door. By the time she opened the door, walked in, and closed it behind her, both of her children were rushing down the stairs directly into her arms. Felicity didn’t even have time to take her jacket off before they were all over her. She loved every moment of attention they gave her. She squeezed them in a bear hug before setting them back on the floor.

“How was your day, Mommy?” Avery asked.

“Oh, it was just another day, but everything is so much better when I have both of you by my side. What about you?”

“Well, we went to school and then came home.”

Felicity chuckled. “Is that all? Nothing else happened today?”

“I had fun on the playground during recess. I played on the monkey bars and beat Lisa in a race.”

“Good job, honey. What about you, Fred? How was school today?”

He shrugged. “It was pretty boring, but we had pizza at lunch.”

“Well, aren’t the two of you just full of excitement? Did you get your homework done already?”

They both nodded. It was one of several things she never had to worry about. Even if her oldest child seemed to always be bored with school, both of her children were as smart as they came. It amazed her at how good their grades were, even at a young age. Fred, who was now ten, was in fifth grade. He loved his teacher, but Felicity knew it had more to do with the fact that the woman was young and pretty, but he still managed to pay enough attention to ace his classes. Avery, on the other hand, was in third grade. She loved everything about going to school and seemed to be following her lead into the writing world.

Even at the young age of eight, Avery was well ahead of her classmates in English and spelling, and Felicity attributed that to her own success in those subjects. Still, seeing both of her children smiling and laughing brought a smile to her own face, no matter what else had happened throughout the day. She loved her family, and she was happy to be home for the day. A moment later, Alan poked his head out of the kitchen and grinned.

“Dinner is just about done, sweetheart.”
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One of her favorite times of the day was when they all sat down at the dining room table to share a meal together. Though it always felt like she was doting on her loving husband, the man could cook a meal from scratch, and they always enjoyed whatever he prepared. Neither of her children was very picky when it came to food, but there were a few things each of them absolutely refused to eat. For Fred, it was liver and onions. Though she wasn’t the biggest fan of liver herself, there was something about the way Alan prepared it that made it edible in her mind.

Avery, on the other hand, was less likely to eat her vegetables. She still had no idea where the kid had gotten her taste buds from, but everyone else in the family was fond of the fresh vegetables Alan picked up from the local grocer. As she sat there with her family, eating the grilled chicken, potatoes, and corn on the cob, she listened to the stories from each of them. Fred was enjoying his math subject, along with the history course. It was something he seemed to like a lot more than she had at his age. Avery told them all about the spelling words they had for the week, and each of them took turns quizzing her on the ones she could remember.

Even as each of them enjoyed the conversations, she could sense some hesitation in every one of her husband’s responses. She knew by the end of the night, their conversation would turn to bickering, which was something she hoped her children wouldn’t hear. Still, as the dinner slowly came to an end and the kids were each done with their assignments, Alan ushered them to their respective bedrooms and told them they had to study for half an hour before they could play their games. Felicity started to clean up after the dinner dishes when Alan walked back into the room.

“You know we still need to talk about this, right? Wouldn’t a publisher be more likely to send a letter than they would be to send someone to meet with you? I just don’t know if it’s worth the risk of going to New York for a few days.”

“I want to have the chance to get my book traditionally published. It could mean a huge contract, and I’ve always wanted to see a book of mine make it big. You know?”

Alan sighed. “We’re going to lose quite a bit of business if we have to close the bookstore for a couple of days for you to travel.”

“I know, but it might be the best thing ever to happen to our family. This could mean that we get everything we have ever wanted.”

“Or we could just lose a couple of days of income while a company tricks you into selling them the rights to your book. It’s just too hard to tell these days if someone is telling the truth about something like this.”

Felicity shrugged. “I won’t know if I don’t take the meeting. Maybe it is all for nothing, but I’m willing to risk it if it means we have a chance to make real money.”

“While you’re in New York chasing a pipe dream, what are we going to do about the loss of income from the store being closed for a couple of days?”

“I still have the money in savings from my other books that I self-published. If I have to dip into it to make ends meet for a couple of days, then it’s going to be all right.”

Alan scoffed. “We’re hitting the time of year that the bookstore does its best, and you just want to take off to New York.”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. I want to see if this whole thing has anything behind it. If Liam—the guy who came to the store today—wants to work with me to get it published, we could be set for life. Can you imagine that? My book hitting the number one spot and everything? That would be a dream come true.”

“Right now, you have the only income coming into this house. The bookstore is the only thing keeping us afloat. I know you’ve always dreamed of becoming a big author, but I thought we agreed to put those dreams behind us when we had kids. Now we have two of them who rely on you.”

Felicity sighed. “I know, but this could be exactly what we both need. If I can get my book off the ground, neither of us is going to have to worry about money ever again. I can always dip into the inheritance my parents left me when they passed to make ends meet. It’s just for a few days, and I’m going to take the opportunity that’s been presented to me.”

“I thought we agreed that money was going to be left for the children. This is exactly what I’m talking about,” Alan snapped. “Fred is already showing signs that he’s going to go to college, and you just want to pull the rug out from under him. College is expensive, you know.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. While they had agreed to put her dreams of becoming a well-known author on the back burner after they’d had the kids, he was still acting as if it were something she was doing directly against him. Felicity wanted to bite her tongue and wait to have the conversation until her husband had the chance to calm down, but it didn’t look like he was going to give her much of a chance to catch her bearings.

The two of them didn’t argue very often, but when they did, it always left her feeling as though she was the reason behind all their problems. It was true that the inheritance was put aside in case either of their children wanted to go to college, but she knew what she had written. She knew from the bottom of her heart that her novel was meant for great things.

If Liam was telling the truth, and he believed that her book was worthy of being on a bestseller list, then they would never have to worry about money again. The more she thought about the situation, the more she knew she was going to have to take a chance on the publisher and meet with him. It angered her to know her husband wasn’t supporting her dreams, and every passing moment of silence just seemed to make it worse. Finally, she snapped.

“I know we agreed to do a lot of things. I know the money my parents left behind is supposed to be for the kids’ college funds, and I also know closing the store for a couple of days could mean we’d have to dip into savings to get by,” Felicity said.

“Good, then that means we can finally put this whole book nonsense behind us. I never—”

“No, we can’t. I know quite a few things about our relationship, Alan. You never seem to want to support me when it comes to my writing, and I’m taking a stand on that right now. When we got married, I remember our vows. You promised to support me in good times and in bad. This is a real opportunity for us to get out from under the poverty line.”

“We’re not that bad off. The bookstore provides us with everything we need. There’s no need to—”

“There’s absolutely a need for me to take this chance. It’s not every day that a publisher walks into my store and tells me I could be a real writer. I think you should take a long, hard look in the mirror and figure out what you see. I love you with all my heart, and I love my kids. If I can do this one thing to make all our lives better, then I’m going to. You decide what kind of husband you want to be, but I’m taking that meeting.”

With that, Felicity turned around and stormed out of the room. It was easily one of the biggest arguments she had ever had with her husband, but she was tired of feeling like the man didn’t support her dreams. She had dreamed of being a famous writer for as long as she could remember, but no matter how much she loved her husband, she wasn’t going to let him dash her dreams anymore.

It was nearly time for the children to head off to bed, and she had spent the better part of the evening bickering with Alan about something absurd in her mind. As she headed upstairs to help Fred and Avery with any schoolwork they had left and tuck them into bed, she tried to brush off the anger that had started to rise inside of her. She never wanted to push her feelings off on her children.
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Early the next morning, Felicity was sitting behind the counter at her bookstore, ready to push send on the email she was about to send to Liam at Harbor Publishing. She hated that she was even going to send it, but her family life was as important than her dreams of becoming a writer. It wasn’t the reply she wanted to send, but she didn’t want to fight with her husband. Alan had been right about the idea of losing money from the bookstore being closed.

Felicity was only hesitant because she knew it was something she really wanted. Being a published author would not only fulfill one of her lifelong dreams, but if everything went well, they would be set for a long time. The kids wouldn’t have to worry about paying for college, and they wouldn’t have to worry about making ends meet. Declining an offer like that was hard for her, and she couldn’t bring herself to click the button. Suddenly, snapping her out of the debate she was having in her mind, her phone started to ring. It was Beverly, her sister, calling. She quickly answered it.

“Hey, Bev. What’s going on?”

“I just thought I would give you a ring and see what you were getting yourself into. I had a few extra minutes to spare, and I missed you.”

Felicity chuckled softly. “I miss you, too. I’m doing the regular. I was just getting ready to open the store and thinking about sending this email to a publisher, declining their offer to meet with me.”

“Wait. Are you telling me that you finally got an offer on your book and you’re turning it down?” Bev asked.

“I wish I could take the offer to meet with them, but I talked to Alan last night, and he seems to think it’s bad timing. We can’t really afford for me to close the bookstore for a couple of days and pay for the trip to New York.”

“It’s been your dream to be a published author for as long as I can remember. You can’t let the idea of losing a little money stop you from achieving that goal.”

Felicity sighed. “I know, but what other choice do I have? I can’t really pull it out of savings knowing that money is supposed to go for the kids’ college tuition.”

“If the problem is money, I’ll pay for your entire trip there and back. I’m not about to let you give up on your dreams over money.”

“It’s not just about the money. Alan hasn’t ever really supported the idea of me publishing this book. I’m not exactly sure what about it bothers him, but I don’t want to fight with him.”

“To hell with that. If his only complaint is that you can’t afford it, then I have it covered,” she growled.

Felicity wasn’t sure what to say. Her sister had always been one of her biggest supporters and the president of any fan club she could have had. It didn’t matter if it was just the poetry she wrote growing up or the books she sold chapter by chapter online; Beverly had always been the first person to cheer her on. The idea that she could go to the meeting in New York and that her sister would foot the bill was almost more than she could take. If she could only get her husband to be as supportive as her sister, her life would be perfect.

Still, there was a small part of her that wasn’t sure how Alan would feel about it. After the conversation they’d had the night before, she knew he would still be upset with her for wanting to go. Her sister was right. If his biggest argument against her going was the idea of not being able to finance it, there was nothing to fight about anymore. Felicity started to get excited about the whole thing all over again. Maybe her dreams were finally going to become a reality, and she would be a famous author, just like she had always wanted.

“Are you sure you want to do something like that?”

“If it gets you even a little closer to fulfilling your dreams, then absolutely. Plus, I like the idea that I get to help stick it to Alan.”

Felicity chuckled. “You know Alan is actually a really great husband, right? He’s a wonderful father as well.”

“Maybe so, but the way he’s acting about this whole thing makes me sick to my stomach. He should have been the first one congratulating you, not taking out a gun and pulling the trigger to shut down your dream. Besides, you make the money in the family, not him.”

“You know, you always find a way to make me love you a little more.”

Beverly laughed. “You better love me, and while you’re at it, you better change that whole email to accepting the offer they have given you. I don’t want to hear any more about you declining it. You tell them you’re going to be there with bells on. Just let me know what you need.”

“I will. I’ll send them an email to let them know I’ll meet with them as soon as possible.”

“Good. Now, don’t let me stop you from taking care of that. I’ll talk to you later,” Bev said. “Oh, and I’m proud of you, sis.”

She thanked her sister for always being there for her and ended the call. It felt nice to have someone supporting her possible future as an author. Not that she wasn’t one before, but she had never been published by anyone other than a small site that she collected pennies on the dollar from. She shook her head and shrugged off the feelings she had left after her conversation with her husband. Quickly loading her laptop back up, she stared at the email she had been prepared to send. With a smile on her face, she selected the entire draft and deleted it all.

It only took a few minutes to rewrite the entire thing, but instead of declining to meet with Liam and his team, she told them she’d be happy to go to New York and sit down for a conversation. She could already feel the excitement inside of her starting to build. If it weren’t for her sister’s love and generosity, she knew she would have made one of the biggest mistakes of her life. As she came to the end of the email, she told Liam she would be there Friday afternoon. Just as she felt all writers did, Felicity read over the email, then reread it, making sure there were no errors in her typing. When she felt like everything was worded the best way possible, she pressed send and watched the email disappear from the screen.

For just a moment, she felt bad for making the decision against her husband’s wishes, but the thought quickly faded. Everything she had worked so hard for was coming to fruition. She had put her heart and soul into that book, and she was finally being recognized for her efforts. It was something they would have to talk about later, but in that moment, she felt like the world around her was finally right. She stepped back from the computer and grinned before opening the store for the day.

There wasn’t anything that could bring her down from the mood she found herself in, and all morning long, she was as happy as she had ever been. All she could think about was how the meeting would go and what would happen next. Even if she and the publisher could come to an agreement, there would be a lot of work that would need to be signed, but it was all going to be worth it. Felicity was never the type of person who would let her hopes get very high, but for the first time in a really long time, she was hoping that their lives would be changed for the better.

She took customer after customer without ever detailing what was going on in her personal life and smiled. While there was no doubt that she loved running the bookstore, she couldn’t wait to see her name and image on the back cover of a novel being sold around the world. Several times throughout the morning, she thought about how much her sister was willing to do for her. Felicity couldn’t believe the lengths Bev would go to when it came to her fulfilling her lifelong dream, and she was glad Beverly had called when she did. She finally knew that no matter how the conversation with Alan went later that day, she was making the right decision for them all.
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Felicity and the family had just finished dinner, and they were all doing their nightly activities. Fred and Avery were taking turns getting their baths and preparing for bed, and she was finishing up the nightly dishes. She hadn’t brought herself to tell Alan what she had decided to do because she wanted to wait until the kids were in bed before they argued. There was a large part of her that hoped by having her sister step up that they wouldn’t have anything left to fight about.

As soon as she finished the dishes and the kids were out of the bathroom, she made her way upstairs and tucked them in for the night. Felicity listened as her son told her all about the new excursions they were going on at school, and she just smiled, knowing that soon she would be able to help him with all his projects. She kissed Fred goodnight and went to her daughter’s room to help her get ready for bed.

After a quick story time, she kissed Avery on the cheek and tucked her in. She stood at the door of Avery’s room for a moment, watching as her daughter started to fall asleep. Everything they could ever want was going to be within reach soon, and she couldn’t have felt more excited about it. By the time she made her way back to the living room, her husband was already sitting in his recliner with the evening sports on the television.

It was something of a tradition for them. He would catch up on the day’s sporting news, and she would tinker with whatever writing she wanted to do. Though there were times she would pay attention if it were a team she actually knew something about. On this night, though, they had things to discuss, and when she took her place on the couch, he looked over at her and smiled, giving her a false sense of hope that the evening wouldn’t end in an argument.

“Did you let that publisher know you weren’t going to be able to make it?” Alan asked.

“I was going to, but then Beverly called. I told her about the offer Liam presented me with, and she offered to pay for the trip so we wouldn’t have to take anything out of savings. She knows how important this is to me.”

“How important it is to you? What about your family, Felicity? What about me?”

Felicity scoffed. “What in the world are you talking about? I am thinking about nothing more than our family and how well this book could do. If it sells the way he thinks it’s going to, we’ll be able to live off the royalties.”

“You made me sound like a fool to your sister. What exactly did you tell her?” Alan snapped.

“I didn’t make you look like anything. I told her I was given an offer to meet with Harbor Publishing and I wasn’t going to be able to go after you made the good point of not having the finances to do so.”

“So, you made me sound like a cheap husband who doesn’t allow you to do the things you want? That’s just great. I really appreciate that.”

She sighed. “You’re blowing the whole thing out of proportion. I told her we just didn’t have the money for me to make the trip, and she offered to pay the way for me to go to New York. That was the only thing that you were complaining about, and now we don’t have to worry about it.”

Alan sat in silence for several minutes while she tried to understand what he was so upset about. She knew he wasn’t happy with the idea of her going, but Felicity wasn’t sure why he was so against it now that they wouldn’t have to take the money out of savings for her to do so. As she watched his face writhing in some kind of mental agony, she waited for him to say something. Either way, she wasn’t going to go back on her word to meet with the guy at the publishing house. It was the first opportunity she’d had to make all their dreams come true, and she wasn’t about to let it slip by.

Suddenly, her husband looked over at her and glared. It was easy to see he was upset by the whole situation. Felicity still couldn’t figure out why. His only argument as to why she shouldn’t go had been covered by how gracious Beverly was being. Even as they sat quietly for a few more seconds, it felt like time was passing her by slowly.

“What about the shop? Let’s say that all of this goes exactly the right way and it isn’t some kind of scam. We’re still going to need the income the bookstore brings in to pay the bills. I’m glad your sister offered to handle the trip, but what about the shop? We can’t afford for it to close for even a few days right now.”

“Is it out of the question for you to keep an eye on things while I go to New York? I mean, you’ve been in there with me and know how to run everything. You could keep an eye on the store for a few hours a day while I’m gone.”

Alan scoffed. “That’s not my damn job.”

“I didn’t say it was, but it makes sense that you just take over for a few days, since you know how everything operates. It’s not like—”

“It’s not like what? You’re telling me that I need to run the shop and home while you’re gone? It’s not my job to run the store; it’s yours. My job is to take care of the house and kids, and I’m not about to abandon them like you’re going to.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?” Felicity asked. “I’m only doing what I think is best for all of us, but you can’t even help me for a couple of days?”

“You’re just going to run off to New York and make me look like some cheap son of a bitch to your sister. If you were just going to do the opposite of what I said, then why in the hell did you even ask me about it in the first place?”

“Because I wanted to know how you felt about it.”

“So, all of a sudden, you give a damn about my feelings? Give me a break.”

Before she could respond to her husband’s outburst, he shut off the television and left the room. It was the first time in their marriage she had felt as angry with the man as she did at that moment. He had never really supported her writing before they had children, but it seemed like something he had kept buried for the past several years, hoping she never succeeded. She couldn’t understand why he was acting the way he was, but she didn’t care. If anything, it only fueled her desire to prove him wrong. She had known for a long time that she was made for something greater than running the bookstore. Even though she had loved doing it, she now had the chance to make all their lives much better.

She sat on the couch for a few minutes after Alan had left the room. She couldn’t even bring herself to go to bed because of how furious she was with the man. If he couldn’t see what could come out of being published, then that was something he was going to have to deal with. She only hoped he would come to understand why she had to take the meeting before it pulled them apart. Taking a deep breath and exhaling, Felicity made her way to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of wine.

In all the years they had been together, Alan had never reacted the way he just had to anything she had done. Now she was trying to wrap her mind around the response he had given her. She couldn’t help but wonder if she had really made him out to be cheap to her sister. She didn’t feel as though she had. Her husband had brought up several good points about finances, and she had only relayed those points to her sister. Beverly was her best friend, and she always told her everything. Taking a sip of her freshly poured wine, she stepped out onto the front porch and looked out over the neighborhood. Even if she loved every inch of their home, she had always wanted to do better for her family. Whether or not Alan ever came to realize why she had to take the meeting, she knew it was best for everyone she did.

“Help him to understand, Lord,” she said softly as she looked up at the sky.
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The morning had gone by in a blur as Felicity continued to try to understand why her husband was so upset with the idea of her getting the book published. While it was easy to see that from a financial standpoint their lives would be better off, it was impossible to decipher the anger and backlash she continued to face from Alan. Felicity had gone through her morning routine, just as she normally would, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of confusion.

Even as she went through the process of opening the bookstore, the thoughts continued to run through her mind. Alan had been a huge part of her support system throughout most of her life, but when it came to her writing, he was the furthest thing from happy. It was something she just couldn’t ever wrap her head around. While they had always had no problem communicating with each other, it always seemed to fail when she brought it up. There were times she felt like he would be less upset about her being a stripper than a writer, but it wasn’t always like that. It wasn’t until she wrote the murder/mystery novel that he started to act differently. No matter how hard she tried to understand what his deal was, she just couldn’t figure it out.

Felicity was struggling through her thoughts while trying to run her store when a woman walked through her door that she didn’t recognize. While it was easy to see that fall was bringing in a lot of travelers, she almost always saw the same people every year. Still, it always made her happy to see new faces. The woman was slowly walking through the store when she decided to introduce herself. Making her way to the science fiction area, Felicity smiled.

“My name is Felicity. I’m the owner. You’re not from around here, are you?”

The woman grinned. “Is it that obvious?”

“Well, I’ve been here for quite some time. So, I know most of the locals. We get a lot of sightseers around here, but I don’t remember having seen you before.”

“I understand. I heard about this little bookstore in the middle of almost nowhere and thought to myself that I just needed to check it out. A friend of one of my friends told me about your little shop here. I figured since I would be passing through anyway, I might as well give it a look.”

Felicity smiled. “You’re more than welcome to have a look around, but if there is anything in particular you’re looking for, just let me know. I’m sure I can help you find it.”

The woman nodded as she continued to glance through the book selection. There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary about her other than the fact it was obvious she wasn’t from around their small town. Felicity had always loved working at the bookstore during tourist months. The number of people who would come through from all around the world never ceased to amaze her. As the young woman continued to peruse the store, she turned around to head back to the counter. Just as she spun around, though, the woman called out to her.

“Excuse me, but I was wondering a bit about how you got the idea to open a bookstore and how long you’ve been here.”

“Well, I’ve lived around here for as long as I can recall. I’ve had the bookstore for nearly ten years.”

She smiled. “That’s amazing. Do you really just love books that much?”

“I actually do. I’ve only self-published, but I do some writing on my own. Even as a kid, I always wanted a career in something like this. I probably would have been a librarian if there were any good libraries around these days.”

“Practically everything is available on the internet now. Still, it’s nice to meet someone as passionate about books as I am. Have any of your writings gotten close to publication?”

Felicity shrugged. “I’ve put some online and gotten good reviews from my beta readers, but nothing concrete. I might actually get something published soon. I have a meeting coming up that might change everything.”

She couldn’t believe she had just shared that information with anyone outside of her family, but she was excited about the prospect of finally becoming a published author. The woman grinned and made her feel like she could be on top of the world. There was a certain amount of shared happiness between the two for just a moment before the woman went back to rummaging through the mystery section of her store. Felicity took the opportunity to get back to the front counter and let the woman continue shopping.

Even as the joy of telling someone about her possible endeavors started to wear off, Felicity knew she was still making the right decision. If there was ever going to be a real chance of her book being published, it was going to be at that moment. It didn’t matter to her if she had the support of her husband or not; it was a chance she needed to take for the future of her family. Felicity shook the thoughts out of her mind and tried to focus on work. There wasn’t anything more she could do until she had another opportunity to speak to her husband. Just as she was starting to come back down from her thoughts, the woman walked up to the counter.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” Felicity asked.

“I think so. So, are you married?”

“I’ve been married for fifteen years and have two beautiful children.”

“Oh, wow. That’s incredible. Even through all of that, you still manage to find time to write and run the store here. How do you even have the energy?”

She chuckled. “We make it work. Is there anything else I can get you? You know, if there is something specific you are looking for, I can probably get my hands on it.”

“I think I’m all right for now,” the woman replied. “Do you live nearby?”

“It’s fairly close,” Felicity said, but she was starting to feel a little uncomfortable.

“I suppose your kids go to school around here as well?”

Suddenly, the line of questioning started to get too personal for her. She could understand a few questions while getting to know someone, but the woman almost seemed to be fishing for information that was absolutely none of her business. She didn’t even share certain things with her friends, let alone a stranger. Felicity quickly found herself trying to get the customer out of her store.

She rang up the lady’s books and relayed the total without answering her last question. While most people were more than happy sharing all the details of their personal lives on social media, Felicity was not. There was a level of panic starting to flood through her that she couldn’t explain. While the woman seemed as though she was kind and curious, Felicity was the one who felt like she was out of place in her own shop.

“You’re all set. The books do have a return policy, but you won’t get a full refund after you leave.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Anything else?”

“Nope. I think I got everything that came in for. I did have one more question.”

Felicity sighed. “I really need to get back to work. The tourist season is already starting to pick up more than it usually does, and I have to place some orders. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you.”

The woman thanked her again and headed for the front door. The entire situation had made her uncomfortable. Felicity couldn’t even be sure what had made her feel that way, but something wasn’t sitting right. As the morning started to grow closer to her lunch break, she found herself fascinated by everything that had happened. Between dealing with her husband’s anger and the stranger who had come into her shop, she was constantly in a state of confusion. Her phone chimed, pulling her from her thoughts and back to reality.

She was shocked to see the incoming text was from Alan and he was going to bring her a packed lunch. Felicity had thought that since the two were in a rough place, he wouldn’t want to have lunch with her. While she knew there would still be some awkwardness that they were going to have to push through, she was happy the man she loved still loved her enough to enjoy a meal with her. It was the little things like bringing her lunch that made her love him even more. It never mattered what was going on between the two of them; they never faced the days alone. She smiled and checked the time. He would be there soon, and she was thankful he was coming.
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Even though her professional life was starting to head in the right direction, her married life seemed to be falling behind. Alan had arrived with a packed lunch, and Felicity didn’t hesitate to flip the sign to closed and lock the door. The bookstore had a small room in the back that she used as her office, but that day, it had become their lunchroom. The leftovers Alan had packed were quickly reheated and set out on the small desk. The two had barely spoken for several minutes, and she could tell something was off. The tension in the air could have been cut with a knife, and she knew she was going to have to get him to open up to her.

“I know you don’t agree with me going, but I’m actually quite excited about going to New York City.”

Alan sighed. “How’s your lunch?”

Felicity scoffed. “Lunch is great, and you know that. You know, you’ve always had a problem with this book, but you haven’t ever told me why. I don’t understand what you are so upset about. You know, being a published author has always been one of my biggest dreams. Why can’t you just support me?”

“I have always supported everything you do. I love that you write, and it’s easy to see that you’re amazing at it.”

“I don’t see what the problem is. This could put us in a position to have everything we want. If the book sells as well as they think it’s going to, then we won’t ever hurt for money again.”

“We both know your book is going to be a bestseller. That’s part of the problem.”

She was shocked by the statement her husband had just made. It was true that he had always supported her in her writing endeavors, but Felicity had no idea why he was against the book she was trying to sell. She couldn’t understand why her book becoming a bestseller was a problem for him. They had never been in a position of financial stability that publishing the book could get them in, but he didn’t seem to want it to happen.

The couple sat quietly, continuing to eat their lunch. She was trying to wrap her head around what was going through Alan’s mind, and he didn’t look as though he wanted to give her any more details about his feelings. With every passing moment, she grew more frustrated with the situation. Felicity knew if they didn’t start working things out soon, they would only get worse by the time she came back from her trip to New York. In her mind, it was going to have to happen right then. She didn’t want her children to see them arguing.

“How is my book selling a problem for you?”

“I just don’t want people to think I’m a horrible person. Once your book starts to circulate the world, everyone is going to think I’m this psychotic person.”

Felicity cracked a smile. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“The main character and the killer in that book is based on a lot of my qualities and characteristics, right? Everyone is going to be able to connect those dots and think I’m just this huge asshole.”

“Honey, I know I based the killer’s characteristics on your personality, but that’s a huge reason I used them. You have a heart of gold, and no matter who reads that book, they’re not going to think of you like that.”

Alan sighed. “How can you be so sure? I noticed it right away.”

“You noticed it because you are well aware of the qualities you share with the character and nothing more. I promise no one will make that connection. Is that all you’re worried about?”

Alan was quiet for a moment. It looked like he was trying to debate whether he should tell her or not, but Felicity wasn’t going to push him any further than she already had. She was quite happy with the direction the conversation had taken. For years, he had never talked to her about how he felt about the book, and she was left feeling like she was doing something wrong. The more he told her, the more they could figure things out together. Now she understood why he had never liked the book, even if it was a silly thought.

While it was true that she had based some of the qualities of her main character off her husband, it was only because it made her killer that much more personable. The readers would relate to the good man he was and hopefully be taken by surprise when the truth came out. It was all a matter of making him feel relatable, and her husband was the perfect person to base the killer off of.

“I really feel like you’re going to become this big author. Your writing has always been truly amazing, and I don’t want to lose you when you make it big.”

Felicity chuckled. “Is that what your problem has been this whole time?”

“You’ve always been far too big for this town. The world deserves to read what you write, but I feel like you’re going to see how much better than me you are when you get published.”

“There is no me being better than you. You’re my everything. I love you and everything you are to our family. We wouldn’t be a family if it weren’t for you. You hold us all together.”

“Are you sure? I mean, you’re this awesome writer and about to have a bestseller out there.”

She smiled. “I promise that this book getting published isn’t going to change anything other than the amount of money we have at our disposal. You’re the center of our family and my world.”

She leaned over and kissed the man she loved. Felicity couldn’t believe the entire reason he hadn’t been supportive of her publishing the book had just come down to a lack of communication on her part. She hadn’t been clear enough to him about the fact that he was the whole reason she wanted to be successful. Making a better life for him and their kids was the center of her focus at all times. She didn’t want to become famous so she could find something better in a man. She already had everything she possibly wanted in a husband and the father of her kids.

After another half an hour of talking back and forth, Felicity felt closer to Alan than ever before. The two had finally pushed through their biggest issue, and she felt like things were going to be different moving forward. They had been able to work through all the issues he had with the book in one sitting. She couldn’t help but think how much easier things would have been if they had just discussed everything sooner, but she was still happy they had finally gotten through it.

She could even tell by the look on his face that Alan was much happier after their discussion. They finished their lunch together before Alan packed all the dishes and got ready to leave. While she knew she was still going to have to finish the workday, she wished she could spend the rest of the day with the man of her dreams. All their problems seemed to be fading away right in front of her. He quickly grabbed his bag, and she wrapped her arms around him, kissing his cheek in the process.

“You know how much I love you, right?” Felicity asked.

“Of course I do. I love you with all my heart. I’m sorry it’s taken so long to get everything off my chest. I just thought you would think I was being silly about this.”

“If I’m being honest, it was silly. I wouldn’t ever think about leaving you behind. You’re the heart and soul of our family, and I think you’re pretty amazing yourself.”

Alan grinned and pulled her close. She knew at that moment that everything was going to be all right again. There wasn’t any chance she would ever tell him how crazy his feelings were. She understood that the mind had a way of making people feel things they should never have to feel. Felicity kissed him on the lips and told him again how much she cherished him. He told her the same and made his way to the door. The fighting was finally going to be over now that she knew how the man felt. Somehow, in everything they had talked about over the years, he had just told her his darkest secret.

She was glad he somehow felt like she was going to leave him behind and it wasn’t some other secret he was trying to hide from her. However, she still wished he would have told her sooner. Felicity rushed up behind him and wrapped her arms around the man she loved once again.
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Alan started to walk out the front door, but before he could, his phone started to ring, and he answered it. Felicity could tell it was the school calling and instantly started to grow concerned that something had happened to one of her kids. He quickly motioned to her that everything was all right before she heard him tell whoever was on the other end of the line that he would be there as soon as possible. He thanked the caller and ended the call.

“Is everything okay?”

“The school called to let me know Fred is sick to his stomach. I’m going to pick him up. I’ll probably just take him home and make him some soup.”

“Check in with me later and let me know how he’s doing.”

Alan smiled. “You know I will. I love you.”

Felicity kissed him one more time before watching him walk out the front door and get into his car. While she was glad they were finally able to talk things through, she hated to know her little boy wasn’t feeling well. She quickly reopened the store and moved back behind the front desk. Opening her laptop, she started on the synopsis she had to prepare for the team in New York City.

There were times when she would write a novel and the words would flow right through her, but when it came to putting together a synopsis, she got stuck. Felicity hated trying to put together a summary of a book she had already written without giving away any of the major details within it. It was definitely something she struggled with from time to time, and knowing how important this synopsis would be, she stared at the screen for several minutes.

She knew she still had plenty of time to get the synopsis sent out to the team in New York, so in order to try to keep her mind busy and hoping the words would come to her, she started walking around the store and took care of other things that needed to be done. In the middle of making a list of new books she wanted to order, her phone started to ring. She assumed Alan was calling her to let her know how Fred was doing. When she checked the caller ID, she was surprised to see the incoming call was from her sister. Without hesitating, she answered the call.

“What are you doing?”

“I wanted to let you know I’ve been making some plans.”

“When aren’t you making plans?” Felicity chuckled. “You are one of the busiest people I have ever known.”

Bev laughed. “That’s fair, but these plans involve something I’m going to be doing for you. I thought you could use some backup while in New York. So, I’ve booked a flight to take me to Michigan. That way, I can go with you.”

“Really? That’s amazing, but you know you didn’t have to do all of that. I would have found a way to manage on my own.”

“I have all the faith in the world that you would have been all right by yourself, but that’s no reason I can’t tag along. This is an important moment in your life. You should have someone there to support you.”

Felicity sighed. “I don’t know how to thank you. You’re the best sister in the world.”

“Oh, I know. It’s not every day that I get the chance to see my sister become a bona fide author. You didn’t really think I was going to miss the opportunity to see all your hard work pay off, did you?”

She was blown away by her sister’s plans. The two of them had been best friends their whole lives, and there wasn’t any better feeling than having her come to back her up. The excitement of knowing she was going to have Beverly by her side made her forget everything else that had been going on in her life. Not only was her sister one of her biggest supporters, but she had been the foundation of her life before she had married Alan.

“Are you sure you’re going to be able to take the time off of work to come with me?”

Bev laughed. “It’s already been taken care of. I want to be there for you through this whole thing. They will survive without me for a couple of days. Besides, I have plenty of PTO to use.”

“I don’t know what to say. This is going to be amazing.”

“Damn right, it’s going to be.”

The two talked about plans for several minutes until Felicity let her sister know she was going to have to get back to work. There were still some things she needed to get done before she could take the trip to New York. They quickly said goodbye, and she ended the call. Knowing Beverly was going to be there with her felt surreal. Beverly had listened to her ramblings in the middle of the night when they were kids. She had always supported Felicity being whatever she wanted to be and even helped her through her studies until she picked up things on her own.

She could easily tell someone that the whole reason she had gotten as far as she had in the writing business was because of Beverly, and she would have been telling them the truth. Felicity suddenly felt even more excited about her upcoming trip. Not only was there a door opening for her to become what she had always dreamed of, but she was going to be able to share the experience with her sister. Things were finally looking up in all aspects of her life. The bookstore was doing well; her sister was coming to town, and she was about to open the next chapter in her own life, but this time, it wouldn’t be fiction.

The day was already flying by when a few customers came through the front door. She hadn’t even had time to message her husband to let him know Beverly was tagging along. The new customers had several questions and were looking for a particular book. Pulling up one of her distributors on the computer, she was happy to find them exactly what they were searching for. Another satisfied customer, she thought. It always made her feel good to know she was able to get another book enthusiast what they wanted, and it wasn’t long after that she had a full house. Person after person walked through her door. Felicity took her time with each one, helping them fill the needs of stories they wished to read.

At least an hour had passed since her husband had left to pick up their son from school. It was only after one of her regulars had asked about the kids that she remembered she still needed to let Alan know her sister would be coming. Though her sister never seemed to fully get along with her husband, she knew deep down in both their hearts that there was still a bond. Pulling out her phone, she messaged Alan about the plans Beverly had made. He might not tell her to her face, but he would still be happy for the two to get time together.

Felicity went back to working with the influx of customers who were moving through the shop. It was easily the busiest day she’d had in weeks, but it didn’t stop her from enjoying every minute of the day. She was close to seeing her dreams become a reality, had been able to work through the hesitation Alan had about her book being published, and was closer than she had ever been to getting her first book traditionally published. There wasn’t anything that could happen that would ruin the mood she had found herself in. Even her sister was coming to see her sail away on the clouds of her dreams.

There wasn’t a single part of her life that had a problem, and there was no greater feeling in the world. Even the synopsis she hadn’t been able to write up to that point started to fill her mind. She knew what she was going to write, but she just needed the free time to put it all together. What had started off as a confusing and worrisome day had quickly become one of the best days of her life. For the first time in days, she found herself looking forward to getting home and spending quality time with her husband and kids. She could only hope that whatever sickness Fred was feeling would go away as quickly as possible. Nothing was going to bring her down for the rest of the day.
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As Felicity watched the time on her phone move closer to closing time, she felt a rush of excitement flooding through her again. The day had passed by quickly, as though she had hit the fast-forward button on life’s remote. The busy day kept her from overthinking life in general and made the time fly by. She closed the shop as she normally did. Making sure all her paperwork was in order and that the order for new books had been placed, Felicity turned off the lights and locked the front door.

Aside from the excitement flooding through her veins, she got the feeling as though she were being watched. She looked around for a moment but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary until she spotted the woman from earlier that day. She recognized her and remembered she had been the one asking her so many personal questions. Instantly, her stomach turned. The woman watched her every move as she headed for her car. It took her a moment to realize that the customer from earlier that day was sitting with a man at the diner across the street.

She didn’t recognize the man, either, but the vibe she was getting wasn’t a good one. They were both staring at her as she made it to her car and got in. Moving one of the side mirrors in order to get a better angle on the diner behind her, she could tell the two were still watching her, and it was starting to creep her out. Not only did the woman ask entirely too many questions about her personal life, but she was now stalking her. Even as she sat in the car, the two were still glaring in her direction. She even thought for a moment that it was all just in her head. Maybe the two were staring at something else, but as she backed the car out of its parking place, they never looked away.

Knowing her sister was going to be in town soon, Felicity made herself a mental note to pull the name off the credit card the woman had used. It wasn’t common for her to get such bad vibes from someone, but her sister was a cop in California. If anyone would know how to move forward with what she was feeling, it would be Bev. All she had to do was figure out what the woman’s name was, and her sister would be able to get her background information. It made her feel even happier that Bev was going to be coming.

The already short drive home felt even faster as the thoughts swirled through her mind. As soon as she walked through the front door, the kids nearly attacked her. Fred still wasn’t feeling well, but he hugged her and told her he had missed her, nonetheless. Avery quickly did the same. She was happy to be home with her family, and the anxiety she’d had felt from the couple watching her slowly started to fade. It seemed as though her home was filled with joy, and she was happy to be in the middle of it all. When she went to the kitchen to check on Alan, she could tell her husband was the only one not in a happy mood.

“Is everything all right? I thought for sure you’d be in a much better mood after our talk earlier.”

Alan sighed. “I’m in a better mood, but I’m not looking forward to your sister coming here.”

“I know the two of you haven’t always seen eye to eye, but she’s only coming to support me while I’m in New York.”

“Still, we’ve never really gotten along, and I don’t even know for sure what the reason behind it is.”

“You’re two entirely different people. You don’t always have to be on the same page.”

“I only tolerate her because she’s your sister. I wish things were better than they are, but I don’t know what I did to piss her off in the first place.”

Felicity knew her sister’s coming was going to be an issue. She had always supported everything Felicity had done throughout her whole life, but Bev had always had an issue with Alan. Even as she thought about that, though, she knew Alan had always had an issue with her sister as well. She just wished everyone would figure out how to get along. They would be nice enough to each other for her sake, but she wanted them all to figure out how to coexist together for a couple of days.

Felicity sighed. “You know, Beverly has always supported my writing. She just wants to be there for me through this whole meeting.”

“I know, but it’s frustrating to know we’re going to have her here for a couple of days, and I don’t even know what I did to the woman.”

“Maybe you can use that newfound voice of yours to have a talk. I think if the two of you sit down and have a discussion like we did, you’d both be able to get over whatever is going on with the two of you.”

Alan just nodded and went back to working on their dinner. She knew things were going to get sticky for a couple of days, but she was used to it. Either way, she was happy her sister was going with her. After a little time had passed, Felicity was sitting at the table with her family. Listening to everyone’s stories from the day was by far the best part of family dinner time. Avery’d had a great day at school, and her daughter told her all about what her friends were planning on being when they grew up. It seemed as though writing was becoming a big topic in the house, but she didn’t mind.

Aside from Fred’s getting sick, he had also had a good day at school. There was a small part of her that felt as though he had only wanted to come home from school to get some one-on-one time with Alan, but she didn’t even mind that. As long as he kept his grades up, he deserved to have a sick day.

After dinner, she helped them each with their schoolwork and got them ready for bed. No matter how many times they went through the same routine, Felicity was happy for all the time she could get with her kids. She read to Fred as he lay in bed. Felicity checked his temperature to make sure he wasn’t getting the flu, but it wasn’t high enough for her to worry. She quickly kissed his forehead and tucked him in before shutting the light off and moving to his sister’s room. Normally, she would have tucked her daughter in first, but Fred had been exhausted and wanted to be tucked in first.

She read a story to Avery before her daughter started asking her a bunch of questions about writing. Her little girl was a smart one, and she was looking forward to seeing what Avery could do with her brainpower in the future. After reading her a quick story and tucking her in, she kissed her cheek. Turning the light off on the way out of the room, Felicity decided to take a quick shower before heading for bed.

As the water washed over her body, she suddenly remembered the woman from earlier in the day. She told herself she was going to have to get the woman’s name in order to have her sister check the woman out. The list of things she still needed to get done went through her mind as well. She was going to have to get her order placed and make a sign that the shop would be closed for a few days. It would be unusual that the bookstore wouldn’t be open, but she knew it would all be worth it in the end. Felicity couldn’t help but think about how much better their lives would be if the publisher offered her a contract.

Even though her husband had been upset with the idea of hosting her sister for a couple of days, the two joked around and laughed together before bed. He was doing a fine job of trying to cover up his true feelings about the situation, but she could see through the mask he had tried to wear. Alan wasn’t happy with the situation, but he was doing his best to support her and the idea of her sister’s coming over. She loved him all the more for it, even if she wished they would figure things out. She loved Beverly as much as she loved her husband, and she was going to need them both if she were successful.
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Felicity was lying in bed, watching her husband start to doze off. She knew her sister would be arriving any moment, but she wanted Alan to be all right. The emotions flooding his mind over the past several days must have exhausted him. It didn’t seem as though the man she loved was taking things very well, no matter what kind of face he tried to put on for her sake. Still, she hated that she’d be leaving him alone, even if it was for just a few days. A moment later, her phone chimed, and she knew it was Beverly letting her know she was about to pull up.

Before climbing out of bed, she rolled closer to her husband and kissed his cheek, telling him she would be downstairs. The slight grumbling from the man caught her off guard, worrying her even more about what was going through his mind. Still, she knew she had to just let him be before things had a chance to get any better. She rushed downstairs to the front door, waiting for Beverly to pull up in the taxi. It didn’t take long for her to see the headlights making their way down her street. She grinned when she spotted Beverly getting out and walking up to her door with her bags in her hands.

“Looks like one of those nineties movies where the teenagers are waiting for their lover to show up,” Beverly said with a grin.

“I have that upstairs, but I am glad to see you.”

“I’m glad to be here, too.”

She quickly helped her sister into the house before the pair made their way to the kitchen for a long-awaited nightcap. Neither of them was big on drinking, but they loved their fair share of wine. Pouring the first of two glasses, Felicity was just happy to have her sister there. Beverly was one of her favorite people in the world, and with everything going on around them, she just wanted some time to make memories with her. She handed her sister a glass before taking the chair across from her. They both took a sip and grinned.

“I hate that we have to go so long between seeing each other.”

“I know, but I like it here. I love the small-town feeling, and the bookstore gives me a chance to be close to everyone in the area. It’s quiet, and I love it.”

Bev smiled. “I understand that. You remember when we were kids and got in trouble for stealing all those books?”

“Of course. I’m pretty sure I talked you into it.”

“You did. Mom and Dad just about beat us black and blue, but you saved the day with your piggy bank.”

Felicity laughed. “It took every penny I had to pay it all back. You’ve always been my best friend.”

“I’ve always felt the same way about you. That’s why I’m so happy you’re finally getting the chance to live out your dreams. I always knew you’d make it big in every way, and now I finally get to see it with my own eyes. Did everyone else go to bed already?”

“I put the kids down a few hours ago, and Alan was falling asleep when you pulled up. You’ll be able to visit with them all tomorrow. The kids were happy to know you were coming. They love you.”

“I love those little boogers, too.”

Both shared stories back and forth as they made their way through half a bottle of wine. She loved catching up with her sister, even if the stories always turned toward their childhood. Growing up in their household, it was more traditional than most. They had their ups and downs, just like every other family, but it always seemed different for her. Their father worked hard but always made sure to take as much time with them as he could. Though he was the disciplinarian, neither of them felt as though they hadn’t been loved by their father.

It wasn’t until they were in their early teens that their mother went to work. She didn’t make much money, but she was happy to have something extra to do besides being a stay-at-home mother. Even with both of their parents’ incomes, both girls had to work. They had chores and other things to do in order to get their allowance, and she was pretty certain it had been the reason they both had the work ethic they did. The only part of living in Michigan that Felicity didn’t like was that the rest of her family lived in California. Her parents both had retired and decided to live on the West Coast, and it had a way of getting to her sometimes.

“How are Mom and Dad?” Felicity asked.

“Oh, you know how they are. Retirement is supposed to be for them to finally be able to relax, but I swear Dad still works just as hard. Mom stays busy with the homeless. They miss you quite a bit.”

“I miss them, too, but I really do love this place.”

“I’ve told them both that at least a hundred times, but they still would like for you to come out to visit. They would love it if you brought the kids to see them.”

Felicity sighed. “I really have been meaning to make the trip, but the timing hasn’t been right. I promise, as soon as I figure out some things, especially this whole ordeal with the publisher, I’ll make sure to find a way.”

“Good. I’ll be looking forward to seeing you out there soon, then. So will Mom and Dad.”

She nodded, and the two finished their drinks. There were a few days left until she had to head to New York, but she still had work in the morning, and it was getting late. Felicity went to the closet and pulled out an extra blanket and pillow for her sister. They had a guest room, but she hadn’t gotten the chance to pull them out of the closet earlier. Through the entire process of getting the spare bedroom ready, the two reminisced about their upbringing. The stories continued to fly, and there were even a few things she had barely remembered until Bev said them out loud. The type of childhood the sisters had growing up was the same thing she wanted for her children. She wanted her kids to be happy and have all the same opportunities she’d had.

“Do you think Fred and Avery are as happy as we were?”

“Hell, I think those kids are even happier. If I know one thing for sure, it’s that they are well-loved and well-taken care of.”

“That’s true,” Felicity said, throwing the pillow on the bed. “Well, I still have things to do tomorrow in order to get ready to leave. I’m beat and heading to bed, but I’m really glad you’re here.”

“I’m happy to be here,” Bev said. “I’m really looking forward to going to New York with you in a couple of days. I don’t know if you’re excited about the trip, but I know I have enough excitement for both of us.”

“Trust me, I’m anxious as hell. This is all happening so fast, I almost don’t even believe it is actually happening.”

“It’s definitely happening. I can assure you of that much. It’s all going to work out the way it’s supposed to. You deserve this as much as anyone else, and you’re going to go on to do great things from here.”

She didn’t always believe in herself the way others did, but she was excited about the trip and what it meant. Wishing her sister a goodnight, Felicity quickly made her way down the hallway and into her bedroom. Alan looked as though he was already well asleep, but when she climbed into bed next to him, he grumbled something and rolled away from her. She still wasn’t sure what was going through his mind or what could have been bothering him so much that he didn’t want to touch her, but she hoped it would work itself out soon.

The whole situation was starting to worry her. While her sister and husband hadn’t ever really gotten along, somehow, things felt worse this time. It almost seemed as though Alan felt like he was being attacked, but she didn’t understand how. Without having another conversation with him, she wasn’t sure how to figure it all out. Knowing she needed to get some sleep, she tried to close her eyes. It took forever for her to fall asleep, but eventually, she was out cold.
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The following day at the shop was going just as well as the previous day. There didn’t seem to be a minute of the morning she didn’t have a customer in the bookstore. It wasn’t something that bothered her, especially knowing that with every sale she was providing for her family. Felicity still worried throughout the day about the mental state of her husband, but she was sure it would all work itself out in the end.

It was nearing eleven in the morning before she had the opportunity to make a sign to let everyone know she would be closed for a couple of days. There had only been a few minutes that had passed after hanging it when she heard the front door open. As soon as she looked up, she saw the same strange woman from the day before. She still didn’t know anything about her, and she didn’t want to pass judgment until she had some solid information. So, she plastered on a smile.

“Did you finish those books already?” she asked.

“No, but I was curious what else you had here and figured it was worth another look. I noticed you’re going to be closed for a couple of days.”

“Yeah, but I will be back. I have a meeting with a publisher tomorrow and have to go to New York.”

The woman nodded. “That’s amazing. Finally going to get a novel published of your own?”

“That’s what I am hoping for,” Felicity said.

“How does your family feel about your taking off like that for a couple of days? Are the kids excited?”

“I think my son understands how important it is, but my daughter doesn’t really care either way.”

“What about your husband? Does he support your going all the way to New York for the chance to be published?”

Suddenly, Felicity realized why she had felt so uncomfortable the day before. The personal line of questions didn’t seem to stop, and all she could do was be as polite as she could to the woman. It didn’t seem to help much, as she didn’t stop asking. She tried to respond as kindly as she could muster and even started to try to focus on work, but the woman didn’t take the hint. She kept asking about Felicity’s family and shop until Felicity had enough. The entire thing made her way too uncomfortable, and she cleared her throat.

“I’m sorry, but I really need to get back to work, and all these questions are making me feel uncomfortable. My personal life is none of your business.”

“I don’t think that’s any way to talk to a customer. I’m just curious about your life and wondered why you would be closed for the next couple of days, nothing more.”

“I just don’t feel comfortable answering questions about my life. If you have a certain book you’re looking for, then I would be more than happy to help you find it. Other than that, I’m not answering anything else.”

The woman seemed to turn ice cold after that. She slammed down the book she had in her hand and turned to head toward the front door. Felicity was just thankful the conversation had come to an end. It didn’t seem to matter how kind she had been to the stranger; the woman just continued to ask question after question. Knowing the woman had been sitting, staring with a man at the diner across the street when she had left the day before, made everything a little worse as she watched her head to the front door. Her heart stopped when she opened the door and turned around.

“I think you need to learn how to be a little more grateful for the things you have in life.”

“I am very grateful for what I have. What gives you the right to judge me and the things I do? I’m married and have two wonderful children. There isn’t really much else I want in this life.”

“If you were truly happy with everything you already have, then you wouldn’t be out running around the country, trying to find fame and fortune. All I’ve heard you talk about is how wonderful your family is, and then you turn around and talk about getting your book published. Just be grateful for what you have. Someday, it might not be there anymore.”

Before Felicity could say anything back, the woman walked out the front door and headed down the street. She was floored by the comments from the stranger. It was only the second time she had seen her, and the woman was acting like she had every right in the world to tell her how to live. The only chance she had to figure out anything about the stranger was to look up the credit card information from the previous day and collect her name. If Felicity gave the information to Beverly, maybe she could use her police contacts to find out more about her.

She had never been worried about any of her customers before, but if the woman was going to be a constant staple in the area, then she was going to need to take every precaution she could for her own sake. There was no telling if the lady was making a threat when she made the comment about being grateful, but Felicity didn’t feel the need to take any chances. She wasn’t sure what the stranger would be capable of, and the idea of being threatened didn’t sit well with her. She instantly went to work on pulling up the information from the previous day, but another customer entering the bookstore kept her from proceeding with what she needed to do.

Mike had been an avid reader for most of his life and was easily one of her favorite customers. It always seemed as though every time he stopped by, he had another unique book for her to look up. Of all the times he had been in and asked her for something hard to find, Felicity had never let him down. After spending about thirty minutes looking for the title he wanted, she found it in a shop a few states over and placed the order.

“I don’t know how you always manage to find what I’m looking for, but I’m certainly grateful for everything you do.”

“Well, I do what I can to make sure you get what you’re trying to find, but where in the world do you find the titles of these books?”

“Movies mostly, but every once in a while, I find one in some old magazine article that has been lying around. Just knowing I can come in here and you’ll find me exactly what I’m looking for is a great help. I probably read about five books a week.”

Felicity chuckled and thanked Mike for his business before returning to her search. She had always kept a great record of her sales, and even though it took her a few minutes to find the information she was looking for, it was easy enough to locate. As she read the name on the receipt from the previous day, nothing about it stood out to her. Felicity found herself more curious than before about what the woman was doing in her store in the first place.

Knowing it was going to be a few days before she would be back, Felicity tried to shake the thought of the woman from her mind. She typed out an e-mail to the company that had the book Mike had requested, ensuring it would be sent in the next few days and ready to be delivered to her customer by the time she returned. Keeping her word to her customers was one of her top priorities. She never made a killing off the sales of books she had to order, but she was always more than happy to go out of her way for a repeat customer.

Though she was focused on preparing for her trip and making sure the bookstore was in peak shape for her to be closed, she knew she was going to have to talk to her sister about the lady who’d come by again. No matter what she was doing throughout the rest of her time at work, the woman wasn’t far from her mind, and thoughts of what the woman really wanted kept creeping into the back of her mind. The entire situation had been creepy, and there was only one way to figure anything out. Until she got the chance to speak to Beverly and put things into motion, she knew she needed to push the intruding thoughts from her brain.
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Because of how busy the day had been, Felicity had pushed her lunch with her sister back until after noon. Even after promising to meet Beverly at the diner across the street, the number of customers who came into her shop dwindled. Since she had a few extra minutes to spare, she quickly typed Candace Beaufort into the search engine on her laptop. The internet did what the internet does and quickly responded with hundreds of matches. Unfortunately, not a single one of the pictures that popped up was of the woman who had been in her store twice.

The entire situation was starting to concern her more and more as the day continued to creep by. She still hadn’t lost hope of finding information on the woman online. Felicity clicked on several links, hoping the woman’s image would pop up, but it never did. There was even a website that offered to run a free background check, which she signed up for. Even then, no one matched the description of the lady she was looking for.

The rest of the morning and early afternoon continued to be slow for her, and she found herself not giving up on the search. Felicity had already messaged her sister with the name of the strange customer and asked that she run her own search as well. Between the searches and the few customers coming into the shop, she was still trying to finish the synopsis for the publisher. With everything that had been going on and the incident with the woman leaving her shaken, she hadn’t gotten as much done on it as she had hoped.

Finally, it was time to close and head over to the diner where Beverly was going to meet her. It wasn’t long before the two of them were sitting across from each other, eating lunch, though Felicity was still trying to finish the synopsis and was distracted by the entire process.

“What are you doing?” Bev asked.

“The man who came into the shop a couple of days ago from the publisher—his name’s Liam—said I needed to complete a synopsis for the book. I’ve been busting my ass for the last couple of hours trying to finish it. With everything else going on, I’ve gotten way behind.”

“Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Felicity sighed. “No, not really. I’m the only one who knows the story well enough to write a synopsis, but if you can be of any help in trying to figure out who in the hell that woman is, that would certainly take a lot off my mind.”

“I sent a message to a coworker of mine, and she’s supposed to be getting back to me. Do you really think she means to do some kind of harm to you? If that’s the case, she’s about to find out what family is all about.”

“I honestly have no idea what she meant by the things she said, but the one thing I know for sure is she gives me a creepy feeling. Something in my gut just keeps telling me the whole situation is wrong.”

“Well, I’ll send my friend another message and see if she can get back to me any sooner. In the meantime, I wouldn’t give it too much thought. Every town has a couple of crazies come through now and again.”

Without hesitating, Felicity went back to work on the synopsis while her sister pulled out her phone and started to send messages. She hoped Bev was right and that the woman was just a little out of her mind but not in a way that would come back to bite her or her family in the butt. At the end of the day, she was more worried the lady would do something to her family than what she could do to her. Felicity would do anything to protect the people she loved, but she couldn’t protect them from what she didn’t know. There was a lot riding on whether her sister could gather any information.

They each ordered their meals when the waitress came to their table. Beverly ordered the club sandwich with a side order of fries, and Felicity ordered the BLT and a side order of cottage cheese. Even though the two continued their conversation, she was still typing away at her computer, trying to finish the synopsis before the end of the day. Knowing she was going to have to leave the next day for New York, Felicity didn’t want to bring any work home. She wanted to be able to have a good conversation with her husband before she left.

She had always been able to write and work with people talking around her. Though Beverly continued to carry most of the conversation, Felicity would nod or respond with one-word replies. By the time they had finished eating, she was nearly done with the synopsis. As long as she could knock one thing off of her plate before she got home, she felt as though it would make her time with her family a lot better. Felicity wanted to focus on her husband and kids before taking off for New York for a couple of days. She had no concern that Alan would be available to handle the kids for a few days while she was out of town, but she wanted to get as much quality time in as she could before she left.

The waitress came back to the table with the check, and before Felicity had a chance to take it, her sister snatched it off the table and headed up to the cashier to check out. Felicity chuckled and finished working on the sentence she was completing and then closed the laptop. The diner was always a perfect place for her to get some writing done, especially when she was in the early stages of a novel and needed to build new characters. It was easy for her to look around at the people coming in and out of the restaurant and then turn their personas into characters.

Felicity quickly stuffed her laptop back into the carrying bag before looking back up at her approaching sister. At first, Beverly was smiling, and she knew it was because she was able to pay the check that time around, but just before she made it all the way back to the booth, her sister looked out the window and had an odd look on her face. She wasn’t sure what Bev was staring at, but before she got the chance to ask, Beverly quickly made her way back to the table.

“You’ve got an awfully strange expression on your face right now. What in the world did you see?”

“I haven’t been in this town nearly as long as you have. So, I don’t really know who is a regular at your store and who is new.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

Beverly glanced up and nodded in the direction of Felicity’s store. “There’s a woman over at your door across the street who has been staring in the window for several minutes. Is that one of your regulars waiting for you to come back?”

Several times, she had gone to lunch and then glanced across the street to see one of her regulars looking through her window, waiting for her to get back from lunch, but as soon as she turned her head to look through the glass, Felicity spotted the same woman from earlier in the day. Rage instantly filled her entire body, and she could feel the heat building inside. It didn’t matter whether the woman was some nut who happened to be making their way through town or if she was just someone trying to cause a problem. She couldn’t believe the nerve of the looney toon to come back into her store after the comments she had made that morning.

Without giving it a second thought, Felicity jumped up, grabbed her bag, and headed toward the diner exit. No matter what the lady was doing in front of her shop, Felicity was about to give her a piece of her mind. It wasn’t just her own safety she was concerned with as she stormed out the door.
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Felicity was furious by the time she made the short walk from the diner to her bookstore. The woman had already asked her too many private questions to count, and the comments she had made earlier that day still resonated in Felicity’s mind. Now that the woman was standing at the front of her shop once again, she wanted to know what she really wanted from her.

“What in the world do you want from me?” Felicity seethed.

“I’m really not trying to upset anyone, but I’m just such a big fan of yours. I have read every single one of your books and writing that you’ve posted online. I have to say you are a brilliant writer.”

“So, you’re just a fan of my work?”

“I’d venture to say I am your biggest fan. That’s why I’ve been coming into your shop so often. I just want to get to know my favorite author in person.”

Felicity scoffed. “You know that sounds a little crazy, right? I mean, you’re really bordering on stalking at this point.”

The woman chuckled. “Not at all. I have been following you online for several years. I did a little research on you and found out that you actually owned a bookstore. That’s the whole reason I even came to this town. I want to know all about you.”

“I honestly don’t know what to say. I think it would be for the best if you just left my store and never came back. I don’t want you around here, and I certainly don’t want to answer any more of your questions.”

The woman’s demeanor changed almost immediately. When Felicity had first approached her, she seemed carefree, if not a little deranged, but the moment she challenged her presence at her shop again, her facial expression changed. Nothing would change her mind. She didn’t want the woman there, and that was final. For a moment, it looked as if the stranger was going to cry, but her expression morphed again, and Felicity could see the anger starting to show.

“I am simply trying to get to know the best author I have ever read,” Candace said.

“Fans don’t act like you. They don’t come to my business and use it as a front to get to know me. Whatever it is that you really want, I don’t care. Stay away from me, my family, and my store. The next time I see you around here, I’ll be calling the cops.”

She scoffed and turned to walk away before turning back to Felicity. If it wasn’t for how angry she was with the woman, she might have been frightened by the look Candace had in her eye. Pure rage crossed over her face when she turned around, and Felicity took a step back when Candace approached her.

“You’re going to regret every word you just spoke to me. If this is the way you treat your fans, then the world will know what kind of person you really are.”

“Just go before I call the police.”

Candace stormed off. Felicity was left with a pit in her stomach. The whole scene had unfolded like a movie. It was the strangest feeling she had ever felt, not knowing what the lady had planned next. Regardless of what she really wanted, Felicity knew the store needed to be reopened. She quickly looked back toward her sister, who was stunned by the whole situation. Felicity shrugged and opened the shop.

Beverly stayed at the store for the rest of the day. They talked about the idea of Candace having some mental disorder, but it was hard to believe that the whole thing had even happened. Felicity never believed for a moment that the woman was just some big fan of hers. At most, she had a couple of hundred people who had even read anything she had posted online. After talking out the many possibilities of what could have been wrong with the woman, Felicity went back to work. There were still plenty of things to get done before she could shut down for a couple of days, and she needed to finish it all.

The hours seemed to fly by as she continued to work and enjoy her sister’s company. Beverly kept herself busy by trying to figure out what she could on Candace, and Felicity was able to finish her work with mostly no distractions. The slower afternoon made it all possible. By the time they flipped the sign, it was an hour later than when she would normally leave. It wasn’t all that unusual for her to get home late, but since she would be gone for a couple of days, she rushed home to spend some quality time with her family.

Felicity was thankful the day was nearly over when she pulled into the driveway. Beverly had driven her rental car and would be right behind her, but Felicity was happy to have a few moments with her kids before their aunt walked in and took their attention. She didn’t mind it. The kids absolutely loved Bev.

As soon as Felicity walked in the door, Fred ran up to her and wrapped his little arms around her. Even though he was ten, he would always be her little boy. She could hear Alan moving around in the other room, but she hadn’t spotted Avery yet. It was kind of since both her children usually bombarded her as soon as she walked in, but she thought that maybe Alan had let her go to a friend’s house. She quickly kissed Fred on the forehead and walked toward the kitchen. The smell of whatever Italian dish her husband was making filled the air. Felicity loved that Alan was such a great cook. It was another thing on the list of things the man did that made her heart melt.

“Where is Avery?” she asked, walking into the kitchen. “Is she over at a friend’s house or something?”

Alan looked at her, confused. “You messaged me earlier today and said you were going to pick her up for some one-on-one time.”

“I never messaged you anything like that, and I certainly haven’t seen Avery since this morning.”

When she saw the look in her husband’s eyes, she knew he believed everything he was saying. There wasn’t a chance in hell she had messaged her husband something like that. Her entire day had been filled with all the last-minute things she had needed to get done for the trip to New York.

Alan quickly dried off his hands, and he picked up his phone off the counter. He made his way around the island while pulling up something on the screen. When he got to where she was standing, he flipped the phone around so she could see. Instantly, her heart dropped. Plain as day on the screen was a message from her that said she’d be picking up Avery. Everything around her started to spin, slowly becoming a blur.

Felicity knew she hadn’t sent the message, but the proof was on the screen. A thousand thoughts rushed through her mind. Who had really sent the text? She suddenly felt as though she was going to get sick. It didn’t matter where the message had come from at that point, but she was filled with fear over where her daughter could be.

“I don’t understand how you got that text.”

“What in the hell are you talking about? It says right here that you planned on picking her up. If you didn’t get her from school, then where in the hell is she?”

Felicity shrugged. “Alan, I don’t know what is going on right now, but I swear to you that I never sent a message saying I would pick her up. Where’s our daughter?”

“I…I don’t know. I honestly thought she was going to be with you, and I believed you wanted to spend some time with her before you headed to New York. If you didn’t send this message, then who in the hell has Avery?”

She shrugged, and she wasn’t even sure how to respond. Everything around her suddenly became a haze as she tried to go through every possible location where her daughter could be. Even though the proof that someone had sent the message was right in front of her, she still wanted to believe that her daughter was at some friend’s house down the road. Anywhere but where her head was going with the entire situation. The sudden realization that her daughter was really missing started to enter the back of her mind. Felicity couldn’t believe that something had happened to her little girl.
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The next thirty minutes or so flew by. Felicity couldn’t have even been sure she could recall it all. It seemed like their family had been thrust into chaos, trying to figure out where Avery could have gone. Alan had immediately called the police, and she had called Beverly. The original plan had been for her sister to follow her to the house, but Beverly had stopped at the hotel where she was staying before coming over for dinner. Her sister had gotten a hotel room that morning, knowing Alan wasn’t very happy with the idea of her sister staying with them. Though she was family, she knew it would be better if she didn’t stay in the same house with the man she couldn’t get along with.

The whole situation had thrown her thoughts into turmoil. Even as she had spoken to her sister on the phone, she couldn’t find the words to explain what had happened. Everything around her was falling apart, and there wasn’t anything she could do to control it. It didn’t take long for the police to arrive and start asking a laundry list of questions, but Felicity was just glad to have Beverly by her side. She had made it to their house before the officers, and she was glad to have proof that she had never picked up her daughter. Right away, the police seemed to think she had something to do with it. Or, at the very least, they were asking her questions in a way that made her feel that way.

“Your husband said you sent him a message saying you were going to pick Avery up from school so you could spend some time with her. Is that correct?” the officer asked.

“No, that’s not correct. I never sent him any kind of message saying that.”

“We already took a look at his phone, and the message came from your number. Do you mind if we take a look at your phone?”

Felicity nodded and handed it over to the officer in charge. She couldn’t believe that any of it was happening, let alone that there was a message from her on Alan’s phone that she had never sent. Even as the officer pulled up the messages on Felicity’s phone, she could see he didn’t believe her. It was obvious the message hadn’t been sent from her phone, but it was impossible for her to wrap her head around how it was possible.

“See, there’s nothing on there,” Felicity snapped. “Whoever sent that message, it wasn’t me.”

“It’s hard to tell if you deleted the message or not, but for now, we’re going to take your word for it. There’s a process the department has in place for missing children. We normally wouldn’t be able to take any action for at least forty-eight hours.”

“So, you’re telling me there isn’t anything you can do?”

“Normally, no, but the circumstances are different. We have a situation here that we’re not used to. Someone sent your husband a message from your number, but it wasn’t you. We’re going to start a search of the area and put out a missing child report.”

Felicity was thankful they were actually going to start looking for her daughter, but she wasn’t even sure where they would start. While the officer was continuing to ask questions and talk to Alan, Bev came over to her and offered to take Fred to Alan’s parents’ house. She hated the idea of not having either of her children with her, but she knew it was what was best for Fred. He didn’t need to see how hectic things were starting to get for the family, and she knew he’d be better off with his grandparents. Beverly told her she would drop their son off and come back as soon as possible. She was glad her sister was there and had experience with things like that. Shortly after her sister left, the officers had Alan and her together in the kitchen, questioning them both.

“I know we’ve been over this, but I have to ask again. Are you sure you never sent Alan that text?” the second officer asked.

“I wouldn’t have done something like that and then not gone and picked up my daughter. I don’t know how it’s possible, but that message didn’t come from me.”

“Well, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it’s not all that hard for someone to spoof your number. I think it’s as easy as paying for an app and typing in the number. It could easily explain why it looked like you were the one who sent that message.”

Alan sighed. “So, anyone could just pretend to be someone else?”

“Basically. The government has been trying to pull all those off the market, but they are sold as a joke. A lot of social media creators use them. If you really didn’t send that message, then it means your daughter has been kidnapped.”

Just hearing the words come out of the officer’s mouth was almost too much for her to handle. Felicity nearly fell to the floor, and tears started to stream down her face. She had watched the news when other children had gone missing, but she never thought in a million years it could happen to her own family. Now, they were sitting in the kitchen of her own home, listening to officers explain what would happen next. A file would be reported at the station, and there would be a bulletin sent across the state to all the other precincts. There wasn’t any way of knowing where her little girl was, but they were going to move forward like the case was a kidnapping.

“Is there anything we should be doing to help find Avery?” Alan asked.

“There isn’t much you can do; I would suggest you call everyone you know and see if they have heard from her. It could be just a simple mistake, but we think there is a lot more going on here. We’ll get the detectives involved, and I’m sure they’ll be in touch soon.”

“Shouldn’t we be out there looking for her?” Felicity mumbled through her tears.

“No. I think it would be best if you let us handle everything from here on out. It’s likely the kidnapper will contact you. If that happens, make sure you get in touch with us and let us know immediately.”

The main officer reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a business card. Felicity took it but barely even looked at it. The only thing she noticed was that the officer’s name was Clint Bowers. Even in the middle of wondering what was going on with her daughter, she couldn’t help but notice the officer was slightly younger than her. He told her husband a few other things, but she was lost in her own thoughts and concerned for the safety of her child. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would ever want to hurt a little kid.

Some of the words that stood out from the conversation were things like an AMBER Alert and something about a search. Felicity couldn’t understand where they were going to start looking since no one had any clue when she had disappeared, but she was glad they would be taking things seriously and moving forward with the investigation. A few minutes later, the officers were getting into their cruisers and pulling away, leaving her alone with her husband for the first time since they’d realized Avery was missing.

“If you didn’t send the message saying those things, then who the hell did?” Alan demanded.

“I honestly don’t know. I never sent it; I know that.”

“The only reason I didn’t think anything about it was because it was sent while you were at lunch. I figured you and Beverly were going to take her out for a girl’s day or something.”

Felicity sighed. “I didn’t send it. I had so much going on at the store today that I wouldn’t have been able to do something like that, even if I wanted to.”

The two of them sat in silence for several moments, neither one knowing what to say. Suddenly, a thought crossed her mind as she stared into her husband’s eyes. He had just mentioned the text had come through while she was at lunch, but she remembered she had left her phone at the shop while she ate lunch with her sister. The thought only popped into her mind because she remembered asking her sister to look something up while they were at the diner. It didn’t make any sense. The bookstore was locked up when they left.

“If you didn’t send it, then who else could it have been? I doubt someone would go out of their way to buy an app for this.”

“I don’t know, but I just remembered that I left my phone at the store when we went to lunch. I didn’t even have it on me.”
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It wasn’t long after the police left until Beverly came back to their house. Immediately after her return, the cop side of her sister came out. She started asking them questions just as quickly as the police. It felt as though the line of questioning was more out of concern for finding Avery than what the police had done. Felicity was happy to have her sister there and never felt like Beverly was questioning what they had done.

“I was with you for the majority of the afternoon, but didn’t you leave your phone at the shop when we went to lunch?”

“I literally just remembered that right before you came back. The shop was locked when I got into it with that woman on the sidewalk,” Felicity said.

“It wouldn’t have been that hard to jimmy the lock and get in if somebody really wanted to. We see things like that all the time back in California. Now, I’m sure there are some security cameras set up down Main Street. I think it might be a good idea to talk to the other shop owners and see if we can look at the video footage.”

“Because I’ve had my bookstore there as long as I have, I’ve become pretty friendly with the rest of the shop owners. I don’t think they would have a problem with my looking at their video footage to see if someone broke into the shop.”

Even though Felicity was happy to have her sister there and knew her background as a police officer would come into play, she was just then realizing how good her sister really was at her job. It didn’t take long after Beverly’s arrival at her precinct for her to start getting promoted. She could easily see how her hard work would have pushed her promotions through. Realizing there were cameras in the area wasn’t something that would have immediately come to Felicity’s mind.

Knowing they had some semblance of a plan and were going to be able to push forward with some kind of investigation on their own gave Felicity a little hope that they would find her daughter soon. As she glanced over at her husband sitting across from her at the table, she could see a look of discontent on the man’s face. There were many things they had disagreed on during their lives together, but it looked like he had something to say and was biting his tongue.

“Do you want to add anything to the conversation?” Felicity asked.

“I think Avery would be better off if we just let the police do their jobs and handle the situation.”

Beverly scoffed. “It’s not like we’re not letting them do their jobs; we’re just taking a little off their plate to see if we can figure out something on our own. There’s nothing wrong with us talking to a few of the shop owners to see if their cameras picked up anything.”

“You might be a cop, but you’re not from around here. Your badge means absolutely nothing in this town, and I think you should just leave it be. There’s no reason you should be butting in and trying to start your own investigation when the police already have it well handled. We need to do what the officers told us to do and just stay here,” Alan said.

“Do you really think it’s going to be all that bad if we just talk to a few of the shop owners? Are you telling me that you really just want to sit around and do nothing?”

“I’m not going to sit around and do nothing. I’m going to go down to the police station and make sure they have a recent picture of Avery on file for the AMBER Alert. I expect you to sit here and do nothing while I’m gone. For the love of God, please just do what the officers said to do.”

With that, Alan got up from the table and made his way to the front door. While it was starting to become a normal thing for her husband to surprise her, he had still been able to shock her somehow with his statements. It was nearly unbelievable that he didn’t want to move forward with what she thought was a good idea from her sister. Even as she watched him pull out of the driveway and head to the police station, Felicity had no plans of actually listening to what he had said. Her daughter was out there somewhere with a stranger, and she was going to do anything she could to help find her.

As soon as her husband’s car disappeared down the street, Felicity looked at Beverly, and the two instantly knew what the other was thinking. She quickly grabbed her jacket and purse, and Beverly led them to her rental car. Even if the police were willing to forgo the forty-eight-hour wait they normally had on missing children, she knew Avery’s best chance of being found was going to rest on her and her sister’s shoulders. Shortly after pulling out of the driveway and turning in the direction of town, Felicity couldn’t help but think about who might be responsible for the disappearance of her daughter.

It wasn’t like she had a lot of enemies in town, and no matter how many times she ran through the list in her mind of people who could have done something like that, Felicity couldn’t think of anyone. Suddenly, who had been in her shop several times in the last couple of days came to mind. The woman’s entire line of questioning had made her uncomfortable from the start. Felicity didn’t know if Candace would have been capable of kidnapping, but the thought was at the forefront of her mind.

“Do you think it might be possible that the woman from earlier had something to do with this?” Felicity asked.

“I really wouldn’t doubt it at this point. I think we’re going to have to look at just about anyone as a possible suspect. Just the way she was asking all those personal questions makes me think she could be behind this.”

Felicity was already freaking out about the entire situation. It was impossible to try not to think about every word the woman had said. Candace’s name continued to run through her mind. Who was the woman, and what did she want from her in the first place? Felicity had no idea, but the more she kept thinking about how everything had played out, the more the woman’s threat seemed to resonate in her mind. She wasn’t sure if some crazed fan of hers would be willing to go as far as kidnapping her daughter, but it was all she could think about as the pair drove toward town.

Knowing that her husband was leaning on the power of the police department and not on the brainpower of her or her sister only fueled her confusion. Avery was missing, and he didn’t seem to want to believe she hadn’t sent the text message in the first place. She would never do anything to hurt her own daughter, and she knew, somewhere deep inside, that the man she loved would come back to her. She couldn’t blame Alan for being as anxious as she was about the entire thing, but the closer they got to downtown, Felicity knew she had to put all her focus on finding her daughter. The relationship with her husband would have to wait.

Her thoughts drifted back to the woman from her store. Candace had presented herself as someone who was a fan of her work and just passing through, but Felicity knew there had to be more to the woman than what met the eye. She had seen Candace snap at her before making threats that seemed to be coming to fruition. The thoughts of the last thing the woman said continued to cloud her thoughts. Whatever Candace was trying to prove, she had succeeded. If Candace had something to do with her daughter’s kidnapping, Felicity would never forgive herself. All she wanted was to find her little girl safe and sound. Nothing was going to keep her from doing whatever it took to make that happen. Even if she had to make everyone around her angry, Avery was the only thing that mattered right now.

As Beverly made the last turn onto Main Street, Felicity’s focus turned to locating her daughter. She knew of at least two shops next to hers that had cameras out front, and her only hope was that one of them had caught something that would tell them who was involved. One way or another, she was going to find her daughter and bring her home.
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Even as the pair drove into town, she knew most of the stores would be closed at that time of night. Felicity wasn’t sure which shops had cameras out front—other than the two right next to hers—since it was something she had never really paid attention to before. So Beverly drove slowly down Main Street, and she made a short list of which shops appeared to have some kind of security system in place. While a large part of her was hoping they all had something, the list was short. Only a few places had cameras that seemed to be angled in the right direction to see her own shop.

“It looks like most of these places are closed,” Beverly said.

“This town shuts down earlier than they do in the cities, but I know where a lot of these people live. It might startle them to see us pull into their driveways, but I think they will be happy to help, considering the situation.”

“Just tell me where to go, and I’ll drive us there.”

Felicity had lived in the area long enough to know most of the shop owners by first name. As soon as she had gone through the short list of names in her mind, she told her sister where their first stop would be. George was the owner of the corner store that sat slightly across the street. He had been in business before she ever opened her bookstore, and she knew he’d be more than willing to let them see whatever was filmed throughout the day. Even though the town was small, it was still a fifteen-minute drive to where George lived.

It didn’t take that long for Beverly to make the trip, and they were pulling into the shop owner’s driveway in less than ten minutes. Felicity made her way up to the front door and knocked since she had already seen the man’s car in the garage. A few minutes later, he answered the door and smiled.

“I’d say you’re the last person I expected to see at my door,” George said. “What can I do for the two of you?”

“Well, this is my sister, Beverly. We were wondering if we could get a look at your security cameras from earlier today.”

“Is everything all right?”

“My daughter has been kidnapped, and we think whoever took her also broke into my shop this afternoon. We just need to see what your cameras might have caught.”

Instantly, the man’s demeanor changed. He didn’t hesitate to ask them both to come into his home. A few minutes later, they were standing in the man’s kitchen. George used a system called Blink, which allowed him to record and view everything from his security cameras, no matter where he was. They quickly went through the recordings, looking for the time they had been across the street at the diner. She couldn’t believe how clear the cameras were for the small system they had seen.

They quickly spotted a woman walking around the area, but it wasn’t anything that would help them figure out what she had done after that. Even though the front camera had picked her up, she had disappeared down the side alley, and they lost her. Unfortunately, the man didn’t have a camera covering the alley, and they were left with no more answers than they had come with. It was just the first stop they had made, but Felicity was already starting to feel as though they had been defeated.

“Do you know if there is anyone else around the area who might have a camera in that alley?” Beverly asked.

“I’m not really sure. Not many of us have security equipment. I actually only use mine in hopes of picking up something funny to post online. We’ve never really had any issues since we’re in such a small town, but sometimes the tourists can get a little rowdy.”

“So, nothing that might stand out to you that could help us figure out where she went?”

George shrugged. “I suppose you could try the bar owner around the corner. I bet he might have some cameras pointed in that direction for insurance purposes. Actually, I’m pretty sure I remember seeing one or two in that area before. The back of his bar is in that alley.”

“That might be what we have to do, then. I can’t thank you enough for your help.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Felicity is one of our own, and if something has happened to Avery, then I’m sure you won’t have any problems with the locals. They are going to come out of the woodwork to help you find her. Now, give me a moment, and I’ll write down Tom’s home address. He’s the guy who owns the bar.”

Felicity was thankful the man was willing to lend such a helping hand. While she had hoped they would see everything they needed to see off George’s cameras, she hadn’t been optimistic to begin with. They had a small lead on the woman but nothing that would point them in the right direction. It was starting to seem as though they would be chasing their own tails, but she knew having her sister by her side would make things simpler. Even if they had to go door to door and talk to everyone in town, she wasn’t going to stop looking.

George left the room for a moment and returned with a piece of paper and a pen. She watched as the man wrote down the address for the bar owner and handed it to them. She quickly glanced at the information and was happy to see it was just down the road from where they already were. If anything good came from being in a small town, it was that nothing was that far from everything else. Everyone in town knew everyone else, and it felt as though the townspeople were going to be more helpful than the police. She suddenly felt happy that her sister was a city cop. She knew exactly how to talk to people without making them feel like suspects.

“Thank you for the information.”

“I just wish there was something more I could do for you both. I hate to think something like this could have happened in our town, but I’m sure you’re going to find your daughter.”

Felicity nodded. “I hope you’re right, but I still can’t thank you enough.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for Avery. If I see anything out of the ordinary or hear anything from anyone else, I’ll be sure to let you or the authorities know about it. I just hope you have better luck with Tom.”

Beverly shook the man’s hand and thanked him again. Before Felicity knew what was going on, they were sitting in the rental car, pulling back out of the driveway. Her mind was racing with all the different possibilities, but only one thing stuck out in her thoughts. The idea that the crazed woman who had come into her shop could be behind the disappearance of her daughter stunned her. Even as her sister punched the address into her GPS, Felicity could feel the anxiety starting to build inside of herself.

There wasn’t any way she could have prepared herself for the flood of emotions running through her. She was sad and concerned for the safety of her little girl. She wanted nothing more than to find Avery and bring her home, but there was more than that going through her mind. A small part of her knew she was going to be willing to do whatever it took. Even if she had to get physical with the woman who had taken her daughter, she knew she wouldn’t hesitate. Her family had always come first in her life, but the thought of her daughter’s life being in the hands of that crazy woman was almost more than she could take. Tears started to fall from the corner of her eyes, and her sister stopped the car at the end of the driveway.

“I know it probably doesn’t feel like it right now, but everything is going to be just fine. We’re going to find Avery. This is just the beginning of the investigation. It’s not all going to lead to a bigger clue.”

Felicity sighed. “She’s only eight. What would anyone want with a little girl? I don’t understand why people would even do something like this.”

“I don’t think anyone can really understand what makes people do the things they do, but this isn’t over. We’ll track down every lead we find. All we have to do is find something that tells us where that woman went and what she did after that. It’s going to take time.”

“We don’t even know what kind of time Avery has.”

“As long as we keep looking, she has all the time we need.”
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Beverly was heading in the direction of the bar owner’s home, and Felicity was still lost in her thoughts. As Avery’s mother, she couldn’t help but worry about every aspect of what was happening to them. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to do something like that to anyone else, but she still hoped they would find something soon. Something that would bust everything wide open. As the car continued to move forward, she thought about what would go through someone’s mind to cause them to resort to kidnapping.

Her thoughts continued down the same path until she heard her sister say something. She had been so lost in her own mind that she didn’t even realize her phone was ringing. Looking down, she noticed the number was a local one, and she quickly answered it, hoping that there was news on her daughter.

“Hello,” she said.

“This is Clint Bowers with the police department. Is this Felicity?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I wanted to touch base with you about some information we came across in the investigation. We contacted the district’s superintendent, and we were able to get ahold of the surveillance footage from the school.”

“Do you know where Avery is?”

“No, but we have footage of her leaving the school on foot. We’d like you to come down to the station and answer a few more questions. Actually, we’d like for you and Alan both to come in.”

She didn’t hesitate to agree and told the officer she would be there as soon as possible. It wasn’t the call she had been hoping for, but Felicity was glad there had been progress in the investigation. The local police weren’t known for cracking big cases, but just knowing they were looking for her daughter made her hopeful. Even though she knew her husband was going to be upset, the officer had asked for them both to come in. Drawing a ragged breath, she dialed Alan’s number and waited for him to answer.

“Where are you?” he asked, answering the call on the first ring.

“I’m doing some digging with Beverly. I still think we’re going to find something on one of the cameras the local shops have. I’m only calling because the police would like to see us both at the station. They have some more questions.”

“About what? Did they find something?”

“The only thing the guy told me was that they have footage of Avery leaving school on foot. I have no idea what they want to talk to us about, but they asked that we both come in.”

Alan scoffed. “If you were here at home where you should be, then we could go down there together. What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m keeping myself busy instead of sitting at home, waiting for the police to find something. We could be doing this together if—”

“I’m doing what the police told us to do. Someone has to be here in case the kidnapper tries to contact us. That’s what you should be doing, too. I’m already freaking out about what is going on with Avery, but now I have to worry about you, too.”

Felicity sighed. “I can’t sit around doing nothing. It’s not good for me. I honestly don’t see what’s wrong with trying to find her on our own. Avery has a better chance with us all doing something.”

The couple argued for a few more minutes before Alan told her he would meet her at the station. Trying to smooth over the conversation, Beverly offered to drop her off and head back to the house in case a call came from the kidnapper. To her disbelief, Alan agreed it was a good idea and ended the call. She was shocked the two had finally agreed on anything, and even though she was looking forward to talking to Tom, the bar owner, she knew she had to make sure she kept a good report with the local police.

She didn’t know what the police wanted to talk to them about, but she could only hope that something good was coming soon. Knowing her daughter was out in the world with some stranger made her wish it was over already. Avery was too young to understand what was happening to her, but she had everyone out looking. Even as Beverly made the turn to go to the station, Felicity couldn’t help but wonder what was going through Avery’s mind.

The only thing Felicity knew for sure was that the woman from the shop had to be involved. It was the only logical explanation for anything that was happening. Candace had come to her store more than once and even threatened in her own way that Felicity was going to regret treating her the way she had. Felicity still didn’t feel as though she had done anything wrong. The woman had a strange aura about her, and it had frightened her. She couldn’t even be sure what the woman had meant when she’d made the statement, but she wanted to find out.

A few minutes later, Beverly was pulling the rental car into the department parking lot. It was the first time she would be going into the station over something criminal, and she hated that it was because her daughter was missing. She sat in the car for a moment, even after her sister had pulled up to the door. Panic was just starting to set in. The realization that her daughter could be in real danger was just starting to hit her.

“Are we really going to find her?” Felicity asked.

“No matter what it takes, I promise we are going to find her. Besides, that little girl is as tough as nails. I wouldn’t be surprised if the kidnapper drops her off soon.”

She chuckled softly. “She is pretty tough, isn’t she?”

“You raised her right, sis. Avery has grit, and she’s going to make it through this. Now, you have to be as tough as she is and go in there. Figure out what the police have and maybe get another clue.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re not asking you to come in because they saw her leaving on foot. They know more than they’re letting you know. Maybe they will let something slip and we’ll be able to use it to find Avery.”

Felicity nodded. Her sister was right. She wasn’t sure why it hadn’t dawned on her before then. Why else would the police want to talk to them? They had to have found something they needed her and Alan to elaborate on. The more time she spent with Beverly, looking for her daughter, the more grateful she became that the woman was there with her. They would never stop looking for Avery, no matter how long it took. Slowly getting out of the car, she thanked her sister for being there.

“I’m always going to be here for my family. Now, go in there and see what they have to say. I’ll head back to the house just in case the kidnapper tries to reach out.”

“I don’t know what I would do without you here,” Felicity said.

Bev smiled. “We’ll figure this all out and bring Avery home soon. You just keep your head up. I promise we’re going to get through this together.”

“I just want her back home where she belongs.”

“She will be and soon.”

She nodded and closed the car door. Even as she watched her sister drive away, she knew things wouldn’t be the same if Beverly weren’t there with her. It was too farfetched to think she wouldn’t have been able to move without her persistent sister there to push her along. Still, she knew whatever the officers wanted to talk to her and Alan about was important enough for them to call the two in. She quickly took a deep breath and turned toward the main entrance.

Alan should have been inside already, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready to face him. The police should have been who she was more anxious to face, but that wasn’t the case. Things hadn’t been that great between the two since her sister had arrived, but they were only getting worse since she was running around with Beverly, trying to figure out what had happened to Avery. Pulling herself together and telling herself it was in the best interest of her daughter, Felicity marched up the steps of the station, stopping at the front door before she opened it. Finding her daughter was the only thing that mattered at that moment, and everything else would just have to be put on the back burner until she did.
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Just as she reached for the door of the building, she heard Alan call out her name from behind her. It startled her since she thought her husband was already inside waiting for her, but she spun around and walked back to the steps to where he was standing. The expression on his face told her he was still angry, but she didn’t care. He could talk until he was blue in the face, but she wasn’t going to stop looking for her daughter. She only wished he could see things the way she did.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” he snapped. “You’re out there running around with your sister, making it harder for the police to do their job.”

“How am I the one making their job harder? Our daughter has been kidnapped, Alan. I’m doing whatever I can to track down the person responsible, and Bev is helping me do that.”

“You’re not cooperating with the police. Do you really think your sister is a better cop than the ones we have here?”

Felicity sighed. “I’d like to think so, yes, but that doesn’t change anything. The police are handling things on their end. It makes me feel like I’m accomplishing something by looking on my own. I’m here now, aren’t I? I’m cooperating whenever they ask to talk to me.”

“That’s beside the point. They told us we needed to stay put and wait for the kidnapper to make contact.”

“What if that never happens, Alan? What if someone took Avery because they wanted her for themselves? People are crazy, and we have no idea if they will ever call. I can’t sit around and wait for nothing.”

Alan shrugged. “What am I supposed to do, then?”

“I never said you were the one doing anything wrong, but we have to do whatever we can to find our little girl. I don’t want to think about what she must be going through right now.” Felicity took a deep breath, knowing she needed to tell Alan about Candace and dreading his reaction. “There’s been this woman coming to the bookstore for the past few days. I think she has something to do with it.”

“Is that what the two of you have been doing? Trying to track down this woman?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what we’ve been doing. She came in as a customer the first day, but she kept asking very personal questions. Earlier today, she came in again and did the same thing, but when I told her I didn’t feel comfortable answering her, she freaked out and started to make threats. I even saw her outside on the sidewalk again after lunch. The whole thing is just freaking me out, and I have to find our daughter.”

Alan dropped his head before lifting his eyes to meet Felicity’s. “If you had told me more about what the two of you were up to, then I would have been more supportive. I’m really sorry, sweetheart.”

Hearing the words sent a shiver down her spine. The whole time they had been running around town, she thought Alan was angry with her. It was the second time that a lack of communication had been interfering with their relationship, and she knew things were going to have to change if they were going to get back to being a happily married couple. Still, they had to find their daughter before they could do anything about themselves. She was out there somewhere, and finding her was the most important thing they needed to do.

“I’m sorry we haven’t been telling each other everything we feel, but we can’t worry about that right now. Finding Avery is what we need to focus on.”

Alan nodded. “I couldn’t agree more with you. I just wish I knew what the two of you had been really doing. I had no idea you had taken it so far, but if that woman has anything to do with this, the police should know.”

“I’ll be sure to tell them about her. I didn’t think it was possible, but that’s why we were trying to get the camera footage from the other shop owners.”

“I really do support everything you’ve been doing to find our daughter. I never meant to make you feel as though I didn’t, but the whole thing has me freaked out. I don’t know what to do.”

“Beverly and I will keep working on things from that angle, but I need you to be there for me.”

“I will be. Whatever the police have to say to you, I will have your back.”

She quickly wrapped her arms around the man she loved. It would have been impossible to describe the feelings rushing through her in that moment, but she was happy that she and her husband were finally on the same page. The two made their way back up the front steps of the station and walked through the door together. As soon as they made it into the station’s lobby, Clint was waiting for them. Alan took her hand, and she instantly felt more at ease. The officer guided them to his office and closed the door behind them.

“I know it doesn’t seem like much, but I wanted to show you the video we received from the school,” Clint said.

“Is there any evidence that she left with anyone?” Alan asked.

“Not really, though you can tell she walked off the screen and was heading toward someone, but that person never shows up on the footage. Are you ready?”

Felicity nodded, and the officer started to play the video on his laptop. She and her husband both watched intently as the screen came to life. At first, the area the camera pointed at was empty, aside from a few bushes and trees. A few seconds passed before students started to fill the screen. She continued to watch intently, waiting for the moment she would see Avery. It didn’t take long for her to recognize her daughter. The pink backpack and curly hair popping out from the sides of her hoodie gave her away.

It was nearly impossible to believe she was watching the last moments her daughter had been seen before being kidnapped, and it made her emotional. She immediately started to cry as she watched Avery walk by the monitor before disappearing out the other side. The kidnapper never appeared on the screen, leaving her desperate for answers. Was the woman from her shop waiting for her little girl somewhere out of view? She was sure someone had been there, but the recording never picked up anyone other than Avery.

“Is there any chance that your daughter would have met someone you both know?”

Alan shook his head. “I’ve called everyone I could think of, but no one has seen her. Do you think someone grabbed her out of the camera’s view?”

“That’s the direction we’re leaning. I have to tell you that most of these cases end up with the kidnapper being someone the child knows or is comfortable with. Now, it’s likely that it could have been a stranger, and we’re not giving up on that possible scenario. Can you think of anyone who would want to take her or hurt either of you?”

“There’s no one I can think of.”

As much as Felicity wanted to tell the officer about the woman from her shop, she couldn’t bring herself to speak. The idea of her daughter being in the hands of some animal they didn’t know made her freeze. The conversation between her husband and Clint continued beside her, but it was all a haze for Felicity. Her mind was already wandering to thoughts she couldn’t control. Candace’s name floated through her mind but didn’t come out of her mouth. She wasn’t even sure what to say to the officer, let alone how to bring it up.

The screen in front of them was still playing the security video, but nothing was on it. No one else came through the camera’s view. Felicity sat in the tiny room, stunned. The video of her daughter walking by a camera had told them absolutely nothing. She couldn’t even be sure why the officer had them come in. The few questions she did actually hear Clint ask had already been answered at the beginning of the investigation. Still, she managed to shake her head and nod in response to some of the easier questions, but she could see her husband looking at her from the corner of her eye. The entire world around her started to close in on her. The panic of not knowing how to help her daughter set in, and she wanted to scream.

Felicity looked over at her husband, who continued talking to the officer. When he looked back and their eyes met, she could only nod. Felicity wanted it all to be over with. She wanted her family to be whole again, but that couldn’t happen until Avery was found. A single tear dropped down the side of her face, and Alan wiped it off.
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The ride back to the house was a quiet one. Felicity was still trying to process what was happening to her family and the fact that even though they had talked, Alan was obviously upset with the idea that she continued to look for the kidnapper with her sister. Still, she knew she had to do anything in her power to try to make her family whole again. If that meant her husband was going to have to be angry with her for a short time, then she was willing to make that sacrifice.

After arriving home, the trio was in the kitchen. The silence continued for several minutes, and it was becoming increasingly clear that Alan was upset with the fact that Bev was still there. She didn’t fully understand the disdain the two had for one another, but she tried to pull her focus back to find Avery. Their daughter was out there somewhere, but they weren’t any closer to finding her than they were before their visit to the station. Finally, she was pulled from her thoughts when she heard her sister start to speak.

“With everything that’s going on, maybe I should stay here with you until Avery is back home,” Bev said.

Felicity nodded. “It would be nice to have the extra support, and if the kidnapper does finally make contact, you’ll already be here so we can figure things out.”

“You have all the support you need with me here,” Alan snapped. “Now, I know she’s your sister and that you want her here because of what’s going on with our daughter, but this is still my house, too, and I don’t want her staying here.”

Felicity scoffed. “Why are you acting like this? I know you don’t get along with her, but that’s no reason to treat her like that.”

“I’m not treating her like anything. The police are doing their job, and I still think the best thing we can do is wait for the kidnapper to call. Beverly doesn’t need to be here overnight, and the hotel isn’t that far. She’ll be just fine waiting there for you to call her.”

Felicity was appalled by the way her husband was acting, and no matter how hard she tried to get him to open up about why he felt the way he did about Bev, he would never give her a solid answer. She looked at her husband and could see the anger in his eyes. When she glanced at her sister, Bev just shrugged. She knew she was going to be on the losing end of the argument, but she was still willing to fight for what she felt was right. With Avery still missing and no clues as to who had taken her, Felicity wanted everyone as close to her as possible, doing everything they could to find her.

“You’re right, Alan. This is your home as much as it is mine. So, I think if I want my sister to stay with us, then we should talk about it and not argue like children.”

Alan scoffed. “I don’t want her here. We have enough going on with Avery missing, and all her presence is going to do is make things worse than they already are.”

Beverly sighed. “It’s okay, sis. I just thought I could be more useful here, but I can just head back to the hotel and come back in the morning. I’ll make some phone calls there and let you know if I find out anything.”

She wanted to argue with her sister over where she was going to stay the night, but she knew Bev was trying to diffuse the situation the only way she knew how. Felicity loved how her sister had always had the ability to stay calm and make the best out of things. Following her only sibling to the front door, she hugged her tightly. Though her sister would be back in the morning, she hated whatever rift was between Alan and Beverly. After promising to call with anything new that came around, she watched as her sister got into her rental and pulled away.

By the time Felicity made it back to the kitchen, her husband was already gone. She knew he was more than aware of how upset she was. Whatever had gotten into the man, she needed to figure it out, but there were more important things to worry about at that moment. Suddenly, her phone rang. She rushed over to where it sat on the kitchen table. As soon as she looked at the caller ID and saw the call was coming from a blocked number, her heart stopped. Without wasting a moment of time, she answered the phone. The male voice on the other end of the line startled her.

“Is this Avery’s mother?”

“It is,” Felicity stammered. “Who is this, and what do you want?”

“I have your daughter. I assume you would like her back, but I’m going to need something in return if I’m going to give your daughter in one piece.”

“Please, don’t do anything to hurt my little girl. We’ll do anything to get her back home. Just tell me what you want from us.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Now, I expect you to follow these instructions and any that follow without missing anything. I would like one hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars in cash and unmarked bills.”

Just hearing that her daughter’s abduction was about money sent a chill down her spine. She found herself wishing her sister or husband were in the room with her, but she was all alone, listening to the man’s deep and fearful-sounding voice. Felicity tried to wrap her head around the situation, and she knew from the things her sister had told her that she had to have proof of life before they would hand over any amount of cash.

“How do I know you’re really the one who has my daughter? There are a lot of people who know she’s missing. I’m going to need proof of life if you’re going to get any money.”

The man chuckled. “You’ll get a proof of life as soon as we’re off the phone, but I need you to understand that I’m not the kind of man to be trifled with. I’m going to give you twenty-four hours to comply with my demand. What happens to your daughter after that is on you.”

Before she could say another word, the caller hung up. Her heart was still racing from hearing the man’s voice, but she stood frozen in the kitchen, waiting for whatever the man planned to send to her. After a few minutes passed, Felicity was still waiting for her proof of life. She was scared to see whatever the man had in mind, but she had to know her daughter was okay. Whatever reason he had for taking her daughter, she still wasn’t sure, but the idea that the caller wanted nothing more than cash made her sick to her stomach.

After what felt like more than half an hour had passed, her phone chimed, and she held her breath as she opened the attachment from the blocked number. Felicity nearly threw up when the image on the screen came to life and the video the caller had sent started to play. Avery was tied to a chair in a blacked-out room. Seeing her daughter in such a great amount of fear was disheartening, but she tried to focus on the screen as best as she could. Tears started to stream down her face when she heard Avery’s voice.

“Mommy, they said you have twenty-four hours to give them what they want,” Avery stammered. “I don’t know what they asked for, but I miss you, and I want to come home. Can we—”

The video cut off after that, and she stood in stunned silence. She had never thought she would ever have to see her children as scared as Avery was right then. She tried to move but nearly collapsed, catching herself on the counter as she made her way to the bottom of the stairs. Whoever had taken her daughter had gone to great lengths, not only to cover their tracks but to scare them as well. She wasn’t sure what to do next, but she continued to try to call out to Alan, who was still upstairs. Every time she opened her mouth, though, nothing came out.

Felicity finally pushed herself to start walking up the stairs. Each step felt as though she was going to fall down the previous one. As she reached the fourth step, she was able to say her husband’s name. It took a couple of tries before fear overtook her and she screamed out his name. He came running to her instantly.
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After showing her husband the video from the kidnappers, they both had tears in their eyes and sat in silence, waiting for the police to get there. It took less than thirty minutes for the officers to show up. They had another line of questions for the couple before watching the video for themselves and promising to send it in to get analyzed by their specialist. Felicity had no idea what they were going to do with her daughter if they didn’t comply, but the kidnapper seemed adamant and carefree about hurting Avery if they didn’t.

The thought of something happening to their daughter sent a chill down her spine. For the next several hours, everything was a blur. Officers filled their home and started to bark out orders to both of them. While she knew they were doing the best they could to find her daughter, the entire situation sent her into a panic attack. Felicity couldn’t breathe, and Alan had to calm her down before they could do anything else.

By the time they were settled, the police had set up a call center with a tip line. The news was already breaking that Avery was missing, and television stations were asking if anyone had any information about the abduction to call the tip line. The first time she heard the bulletin, Felicity felt like she was going to be sick. While they had been dealing with her disappearance, it somehow felt more real hearing it come from the local news station. A shudder went down her spine.

Even as the couple prepared for the news conference the police had set up with the news channels, Felicity felt afraid for her daughter. The entire situation was more real than anything she had ever felt in her life. She never thought she would have to go through something like the kidnapping of her child. Before she even knew it was happening, their yard was filled with news vans, and she and her husband were standing in front of several cameras in their front yard. Even though the shock was still flowing through her, anger was taking hold of her as well. Who in their right mind would kidnap a little girl? The question resonated in her mind as they prepared to speak to the public about the abduction of their daughter.

“Hello, world,” Alan said. “Our little girl, Avery Louise, has been kidnapped. We’re asking anyone who has information to call the tip line at the bottom of your screen. She’s eight years old, and as you can see from the picture in my hand, she’s a happy little girl. We just want her back home.”

“If there is any information that you think is relevant to her abduction, we ask that you please don’t hesitate to call that number,” Felicity added. “I would also like to speak to the kidnapper. If you have any love in your heart at all, please don’t hurt our daughter. She has her whole life ahead of her.”

“Is there anything you would like to add?” one of the reporters said, looking at Detective Harrison.

Harrison stepped forward. “We’ve dealt with kidnappings in the past, and we know things can get out of hand fast. We ask the kidnapper to please just return this little girl. These parents are worried sick, and we’re working on your demands as we speak.”

“What demands have been made?”

“That’s for us and the kidnapper to know. We just want a peaceful resolution to this situation, but we also want to cover all our bases. So, if the kidnapper is listening to this now, we ask that you don’t do anything rash.”

The press conference only took a few minutes to complete, but Felicity felt like it was dragging on. She knew they weren’t going to get anywhere with the broadcast. She had seen it too many times before and listened to her sister’s stories of kidnapped children in her own city. The only way they even had a chance of getting her daughter back alive was to follow the demands and hand over the money. Even then, the chances they would ever see Avery alive again were low.

After the news conference, all the broadcasters left, leaving an empty feeling in her heart. It almost seemed like they were more concerned about the news than the actual return of her daughter, and it just served to anger her even more. Alan spoke to the detective as she watched the video on her phone over and over. She hoped she would catch a glimpse of something that would tell her where her daughter was, but it felt hopeless. As everything started to die down and the world around them grew quiet again, Alan left to try to collect the money they needed for their daughter’s ransom.

They had a little in savings from what had been left to her when her parents had died, but if it wasn’t enough, they would take out a second mortgage on their home. None of the financial parts of their lives mattered in the moment they spoke about it. If it somehow managed to bring their daughter back home to them, then everything was going to be worth it.

Felicity was sitting alone once again. Her husband was out collecting the money, and her sister was still making phone calls of her own at the hotel. Felicity had messaged Bev as soon as they had finished calling the police, and Beverly promised to use every contact and favor she had in her own department to get the family answers they desperately needed. As she sat in the living room, staring at pictures of her family that hung on every wall, Felicity prayed. She asked that God watch over her family and her daughter most of all. It had been years since she had sat in a church or even talked to the man upstairs, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and she didn’t know what else to do.

“God, I know it’s been a while since we’ve talked, but I’m a good person. My daughter doesn’t deserve something like this happening to her. I ask that you just look over her and let her know we’re coming for her. Tell her about your love for all people and that this is all going to be over soon. I pray that this doesn’t drag out and that our family will remain whole. I say all of this in Jesus’s name. Amen.”

There was no way of knowing if the god she was speaking to even heard her, but saying those things out loud brought her a small amount of relief. She jumped when her phone started to ring. There was a certain level of expectation that she wouldn’t hear anything from anyone until the following day, but when she saw another blocked call coming in, she answered it. If it was the kidnapper calling again, she didn’t want to miss it.

“Hello,” she said.

“You’re never going to see your daughter again,” a woman’s voice said on the other end.

Instantly, Felicity could feel her heart start to race. She had expected to hear the man’s voice again but was stunned when there was a woman on the other side of the call. Her voice seemed sweet, but her tone was angry. It was a stark contrast to the way the man had spoken to her. She suddenly found herself wondering how many people could be involved in the kidnapping of her child. Though she knew she needed to keep her cool, she snapped.

“What in the hell do you want from us?”

“Just to see you suffer, but you’re never going to see your daughter again. All the tears in the world aren’t going to be enough to bring her back to you, and now I get to enjoy watching you suffer.”

“Just give me back my daughter, you stupid—”

The phone chimed in her ear, and she knew whoever the woman was had hung up. She berated herself for losing her temper, but she wanted her daughter back. The games they were playing with her were more than she could take. Her daughter would never hurt a soul, and she hated that they had taken her away from her family. Avery was going to be found, and her resilient mindset would keep her safe. Felicity told herself that her daughter was tough as nails, but it didn’t seem to calm her any.

She could feel the onslaught of another panic attack. Why had there been another call, and what did they really want? It hadn’t been twenty-four hours at that point, so why did they call again? There were things that didn’t add up in her mind, but her focus was soon shaken by a sudden knock at the door. Felicity nearly jumped out of her shoes when she heard the loud banging, but she had no idea who it could be. Startled, she slowly crept toward the door, afraid of what could be coming next.
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Even though she was home alone and concerned about who could be knocking at her door, the day’s situation took her fear to another level. She cautiously made her way to the front door and looked through the peephole. She only let out her breath after she realized the person on the other side was her sister. Felicity quickly opened the door and let her in. Beverly looked as though she was ready to kill someone, but Felicity was still shaken from the second phone call.

“What’s going on?” Bev asked.

“I just got another call from some woman claiming I would never see Avery again.”

“I thought the kidnapper was a man. Why would a woman call you?”

“I don’t know, but I’m not sure if the second call had anything to do with the actual abduction. It didn’t seem like she was calling for any reason other than to taunt me about the whole thing, but I can’t get over what she said.”

“Well, I promise we’re going to get your daughter back home where she belongs. The tip line is a good idea for the most part, but it does open the door to a bunch of wackos to call over some crazy things.”

“Do you think we made the right decision by pleading for her safe return?”

“In my experience, it never hurts to try it. We’ve dealt with several kidnappings since I started in my department, and every so often, it helps to have everyone looking for the missing child. Kidnappers make mistakes, but that doesn’t mean we give up looking.”

Felicity knew her sister was right, and there wasn’t any chance she was going to give up looking for her daughter. The two talked for several more minutes while Bev continued to try to keep her spirits up. While Alan was still out collecting money for the ransom, she had nothing that told her that paying the man off would guarantee the safe return of her daughter. She had heard stories about kidnapping victims never being heard from again, even when the ransoms had been paid. The whole thing made her sick to her stomach, but she held out hope that her daughter would be returned.

As the two continued to talk about what to do next, Bev’s phone rang, and her sister answered it. Felicity didn’t hear anything she was saying on the phone as she was too busy mulling over the thoughts of her daughter being with a stranger. She tried to fight off the negative images that were trying to force their way into her mind, but it seemed hopeless. After a few minutes, her sister ended the call and turned her attention back to Felicity.

“We might have a lead,” Bev said.

“What do you mean? Do you have information about where they are keeping her?”

“I wish it was that good of a lead, but I have new information on the woman who’s been to your shop. I had a contact in the Bureau look into the photos from the cameras. She went ahead and ran some facial recognition and other searches.”

“So, what am I dealing with here?” Felicity asked.

“Take a look at this with me,” Bev said, pulling something up on her phone.

They watched the video together for the first time, though Felicity knew whoever her sister’s contact was had certainly told her what it contained. She was stunned when she saw the same woman as before walking into a thrift shop. Could she have been a part of her daughter’s disappearance? It was too early to tell, and she knew it, but she continued to watch the video, hoping for some key piece of evidence that would tell them where Avery was being held. Several minutes of the video played, and the woman hadn’t left the shop.

“I don’t understand what we’re looking at here,” Felicity said. “I can see she entered the store, but I haven’t seen her come back out.”

“That’s exactly the point. I think the woman is wearing a disguise. She went into the store looking like that, but what if she came out dressed completely differently?”

“What do we do now?”

Bev sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s just a waiting game at this point. My contact is doing everything she can to run the image. She said she would get back to me if they got a hit. It shouldn’t take long to get her name and information. We just have to hold out for her to get back with me.”

While the news gave her more hope than she’d had since her daughter’s, she couldn’t help but think about how it was taking so long to process. Felicity thought back to all the television shows she had watched and how they always made it seem like those kinds of things were instant, but she knew better. Avery’s return rested on the contact her sister had. She couldn’t imagine what Avery must be going through, and the thought was beginning to haunt her. Still, she wasn’t about to give up.

There were still a lot of things she could do in the short amount of time they had to gather the money they needed for her ransom, and Felicity planned on using every minute of it if she could. While she had no problem handing over any amount of money for the return of her daughter, she was already planning on finding her little girl before then. Why should someone be rewarded for such a heinous act against a child? No, she wasn’t about to go down without a fight. Someone was going to pay dearly for what they were doing to her family.

Beverly continued to explain the process the Bureau would use to find the information for the woman in the picture. The facial recognition would run through any image they had on file and try to match it up with a name in their database. It was a long process, but her sister’s contact had told Bev it was their highest priority. Felicity was once again thankful for her sister’s being there. Without her, they wouldn’t know half of what was going on or what to do next.

“What do we do in the meantime?” Felicity asked.

“I know you want to get out there and look for her, but there’s not much we can do until we get more information. I promise I have everyone I can think of looking into this, but it’s just a process right now. The first time I get some real information, then we’ll go back out and see what we can find.”

“I don’t like that this is how it has to be. You’d think we’d have a way as a nation to stop this from happening.”

Bev sighed. “I wish that was the case. As it is, we deal with missing children at least a few times a month, and each one seems to be more heartbreaking than the one before. Having it happen to my own family is horrible.”

She had seen it on the news too many times to count. It seemed like every day, there was another child who had gone missing, but she never thought it would happen to her. Even as the two sat in silence for several seconds, Felicity hoped the quiet air around them would ring out with news of her daughter. Suddenly, her phone rang, and she jumped. Before she even looked down at her phone, she hoped it was someone calling them with a real lead. She felt helpless, waiting for everyone else to do what she should have been doing. Still, she was somewhat happy to see Jane’s—her mother-in-law—name on the screen law. The woman was a godsend, and she knew she would have the chance to talk to her son.

With everything going on around her, she had forgotten that Fred was with Alan’s parents. While she was sure Jane was only trying to check in and see how things were going, it felt nice to have support around her. Needing something to take her mind off the situation with Avery, she answered the incoming call without hesitation.

“Hey, Jane,” Felicity said.

“Hey, sweetheart. I can’t imagine what you must be feeling right now, but I thought I would call and see how the two of you were doing. Plus, Fred wanted to talk to you and say goodnight. I know you have a bunch going on, but if you have a minute to talk, we’d—”

“I’d love to talk to my little man and tell you everything that has been happening. It’s been hectic, but I have been meaning to check in.”
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“Idon’t know what we’re going to do if we don’t somehow get Avery back.”

“Alan said the police are doing everything in their power to find her. Isn’t that why he is going to get the ransom money right now?”

“Yes, but even then, we aren’t guaranteed that the kidnapper is going to give her back. I have seen several reports on the news where ransoms have been paid and the child is never returned home.”

Jane sighed. “I can’t imagine how hard it is for you to be going through all of this. I want you to know the church is doing everything it can to help in any way. We’ve already set up prayer groups and search parties. One way or another, I can assure you, we are going to find her.”

“I don’t know how to thank you for everything you and Bill are doing. Just knowing Fred is there with you and safe makes this a lot easier,” Felicity said.

“You should know that Bill is the one leading the search party. They plan to go out around the school and nearby areas to see if there has been any sign of her. There are even a few groups breaking out and planning on talking to all the business owners in the immediate area. Just know God is watching over all of you right now, and he will not allow evil to take over your life. I know you’re struggling through the entire situation, but Fred is really having a hard time with everything. I think it would be a good idea to have a talk with him.”

“Put the little guy on the phone.”

Jane agreed, and the other end of the line went silent for several minutes while she went to get Fred. With everything going on with Avery and the emotions she was feeling herself, she hadn’t even thought of what Fred might be going through. She knew her daughter was a quiet and kindhearted little girl, but the same could be said for her son. Fred wore his heart on his sleeve, and if there was anything ever bothering him, everyone around knew it. When she heard a slight rustling on the other end of the line, she was delighted, knowing she was going to speak to her son.

“Hey, Mom. Did they find Avery yet?”

“Not yet, sweetheart. We’re working very hard with the police to try to find out where she went, but we still haven’t found her.”

“I want to come home.”

Felicity sighed. “We have a lot going on here, and the police are in and out. I think it would be best if you just stay with Grandma and Grandpa for a little while longer until we know for sure what is going on with your sister. Aren’t you having fun over there?”

“I guess so, but I miss you and Dad.”

“I promise it’s not going to be much longer, and you’ll be back home before you know it.”

“Okay,” Fred said, sounding defeated.

It broke her heart that her son sounded like he was having such a hard time with everything. She couldn’t blame him. Aside from school and the couple of years he was alive before Avery had been born, the two had never been apart. Even though they had normal brother and sister arguments, they were basically best friends. Over the next couple of minutes, Felicity tried to reassure her son that everything would be over soon. Though, deep down in her heart, she wasn’t even sure if she was telling the truth. She had no idea when they were going to see Avery again, but she couldn’t give up hope that things would go back to normal soon.

Throughout the entire conversation with Fred, he sounded more distant than he ever had before. Felicity could tell he was struggling with the idea that his sister was gone, but no matter how hard she tried to get him to talk to her, it only seemed to make him shut down more. The entire time she was talking with her son, she was trying to hold herself together. It was hard to fight back the tears trying to fall and keep her son in high spirits at the same time. As soon as she ended the call, she fell apart and started to sob uncontrollably. Beverly instantly came to her side and put her arm around her.

“I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but this isn’t the end. We’re going to find Avery and bring her home.”

“That’s exactly what I was trying to tell Fred, but I’m not even sure if I believe that myself. It’s hard to believe that she’s only been missing a short amount of time, and they already feel like something is really wrong with the entire situation.”

“You feel like that because you are a good mother. All I’m saying is that with the number of people who care about you and your family, there’s no way that this can end any other way than with her coming home where she belongs.”

Felicity wanted to believe everything her sister was saying, but she didn’t feel remotely close to what a good mother was supposed to be. What kind of mother was she if she couldn’t even protect her own children? Though it was impossible to put the blame entirely on herself, she still felt as though she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. She was still crying, and Beverly was still trying to comfort her when she heard a car pull up in the driveway. Felicity wasn’t sure who else would be showing up at her house at that time of day, but she was expecting Alan back at any moment.

Tears continued to fall as Beverly kept a hold of her tightly. She couldn’t even control the emotions she was feeling, knowing she was letting both of her children down. Avery had been taken by a stranger and was missing while her son was at his grandparents’ house and wondering when he could come home. The only thing that would make this situation any better in her mind was if they found Avery or she was returned once they handed over the ransom.

Suddenly, she heard the front door to her house open and watched out of the corner of her eye as Alan walked in with the ransom money. Even though she felt as if she was having a panic attack all over again, she still spotted him looking in her direction with a concerned glance. She was grieving over the loss of her child, and he instantly closed the distance between them and took her into his arms. Knowing he was there to comfort her when she was most vulnerable took some of the weight off her shoulders. Felicity hugged the man she loved back. The embrace made her feel as though she was going to be able to push through the entire situation and cemented the idea that they were going to find their daughter and get her back.

While Alan took over the duties of comforting her, Beverly’s phone started to ring. Bev quietly stood up and answered it, and she walked into the other room. Her life and everything going on around her started to come into focus. Felicity knew she couldn’t give up on finding her daughter, and the thought of what everyone around her was doing came to mind. Jane had the entire church praying for the safety of her daughter, and she knew the power of God would pull them through. Bill had already put together a group of people willing to go out and search for Avery, and that was just another thing that could lead to her possible location. If it came down to the ransom money, Alan had already taken care of that as well.

All in all, everything that could be done was being worked on, and it was enough to start pulling her from the emotional turmoil going through her mind. If no one else was going to give up on her daughter, she wasn’t about to, either. As she started coming back from her panicked state of mind, Felicity realized that her sister was still on the phone and looked at her husband. Alan gazed back at her with loving eyes.

“We’re going to get through this together,” he said. “I love you more than anything, and I know how hard this is on you because I know how hard it is on me. We can’t lose focus. I emptied the accounts, and everything we need for the ransom is in that bag over there. I promise you; we’re going to find Avery and get her back.”
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After several minutes of being consoled by her husband, Felicity finally felt like she was able to speak again. The uncontrollable rush of emotions that had almost pushed her over the edge was finally starting to settle. Her tears were beginning to dry, and as she looked into the eyes of her husband, who was still holding her, she broke free from the embrace. Not knowing exactly what to say next, she decided to tell Alan about the second phone call she had received.

“I got another phone call right after you left,” Felicity said.

“Was it from the kidnapper? Why didn’t you call and tell me that you had gotten another call? We have to communicate with one another if we’re going to pull through this.”

She sighed. “I don’t think it was a call from the kidnapper because this time, it was from a woman. I’m hoping there isn’t more than one person involved in this, and the woman seemed to want nothing more than to taunt me about the situation.”

“What did she say on the call?” Alan asked.

“The only thing she really said was that I was never going to see Avery again. It almost seemed as though she wanted to anger me by telling me she was gone forever.”

“That doesn’t even really make any sense. Why would anyone want to call you while all of this is going on just to throw it in your face?”

“I’m beginning to think it was the same woman who came into my shop a couple of times in the last few days. I don’t know why, but I’m hoping she’s not involved in some way.”

“Is that why you were so upset when I walked in? I know this whole thing has us both emotional, but taking a call like that couldn’t have helped in the least.”

“That was a big part of it, but I also got a call from your mom and got to talk with Fred for a few minutes. He’s really struggling to understand what is happening, and I feel like everything is my fault. I feel like, in some way, I managed to let down the entire family.”

Alan sighed. “That’s as far from the truth as you can get. One way or another, everything is going to be all right. That ransom money is going to bring our little girl back home, and we’re going to be able to make our family whole again. Fred is every bit as tough as we are. He’s going to be all right as soon as everything goes back to normal. You can’t give up on the idea of finding our baby girl.”

Again, Felicity wished she could feel the same way about the situation. She wanted to feel as though everything that had happened wasn’t her fault, but there was still a huge part of her that knew she was somehow the one to blame for everything happening. There wasn’t any way of getting rid of the feeling of being lost, no matter what anyone around her tried to tell her. Without having any new information that would allow them to track her daughter, she was beginning to feel as though the entire situation was nothing more than a lost cause. It didn’t matter how she felt, though; she wasn’t going to give up hope.

Even as she vaguely listened to the words coming out of her husband’s mouth, she expected to fall apart again. As it was, Felicity felt as though she was barely holding it together. Suddenly, she heard her sister ending the call she had taken and rushing back into the living room. She could only hope that Beverly had gotten good news from whoever had reached out, and she looked up from the couch when her sister walked back into the room.

“What is it?”

“I just got a call back from one of my friends at the NSA. My source over there gave me a tip about some of the information we were looking for.”

“What did they have to—”

“How in the hell did the NSA get involved in the first place? What do they have to do with this?” Alan asked angrily. “The police here are already doing all they can to figure this out, but we have the ransom ready to go for tomorrow.”

“Because of my job in California and how often we deal with the government agencies, I’ve been able to make a lot of contacts. One of them over at the Bureau put in a phone call to someone over at the NSA. They have satellites all over the world, and instead of calling my contact back, they decided to get ahold of me directly and let me know what they found. If we can get her back before that twenty-four-hour mark, isn’t that better for everyone?”

“Well, are you going to tell us what they found or just make us sit here until you find the time to get to the point?”

Bev scoffed. “I have called in every favor I have to try to get something on Avery. The only thing I’m going to tell you is that I’m going to look into the lead given to me. I don’t give a shit what you think. I’m trying to find my niece.”

“What did they find out?” Felicity asked. “Were they able to get the woman’s identity?”

“They did get the identity of the woman, but they think she is changing her appearance. I’m going to follow the trail the NSA has been following.”

“If you’re going after her, I’m going with you.”

Alan scoffed. “You know we’re supposed to drop this ransom in less than eighteen hours. Now you want to run off and do God knows what?”

“I know you think we should just stick around here and wait for the police to take care of everything, but I can’t do that. Beverly is good at what she does, and if she has connections in the government telling us what we should be looking for, then I’m going to go with her and try to find our daughter. I’ll be back with plenty of time to spare for the drop.”

Felicity could understand why her husband would be hesitant to follow leads the police should be following, but she didn’t understand why he was always so upset that she and her sister were doing all they could to find Avery. Even as she got ready to leave with Bev, she tried to kiss Alan, but he pulled away. The entire situation made her feel cold, and the way he was acting didn’t help her emotions. Still, she wasn’t about to sit around and wait for everyone else to find her kid when the opportunity to figure out what was going on was right in front of them.

She quickly grabbed her jacket and purse and followed her sister out the front door. If he wasn’t willing to follow every possible lead, that was his decision, but she wasn’t going to wait for everyone else to do something they could do for themselves, especially with how she felt after the phone call from the woman. She had no idea who would try to taunt her over the fact that her daughter had been abducted, but she was going to find out if she was involved with her daughter’s abduction. Even if the woman had nothing to do with it, tracking her down would give Felicity something to keep her mind preoccupied until the ransom drop.

Even as she and her sister got into the rental car, she had no idea where they were going. Felicity didn’t care at that point. She wanted to track down the woman they were looking for and get her daughter back. If the little psycho was willing to make threats to her face and taunt her over the phone, maybe she had something to do with Avery’s disappearance after all.

Felicity felt bad that Alan wanted no part of the trail they were headed down, but he had made his decision. He wanted to wait for the drop, and she would support him, but the idea that he couldn’t support her was infuriating. It wasn’t like she was going out to party while Avery was missing. She merely wanted to know she was doing everything in her power to find their little girl. As they started to back out of the driveway, she spotted Alan in the window, and he waved. It was only a small amount of reassurance, but it was enough to tell her she was making the right choice. Anything to get her back was the right decision, and she knew it.
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There was very little conversation between Felicity and her sister over the next few hours. Bev told her a bit about the area they were heading to. However, she was focused on the fact that her daughter was missing, her son seemed to be distancing himself from reality, and her husband was angry about everything. The thrift store in the video was several hours away, and she wasn’t sure what they were going to find when they got there.

It felt as though the world she had built was starting to fall apart. Still, with all of that going through her mind, she was exhausted. Before long, she started to fall asleep in the passenger seat. Even as the buildings and houses flew by, Felicity tried to keep herself awake. There was a lingering thought in the back of her mind that if she went to sleep, it meant she didn’t care about her family, no matter how untrue the thought was. After ten to fifteen minutes of fighting it, she passed out.

The sleep she was getting along the way was far from restful. Her dreams turned into nightmares as she dreamed about the things happening in her life. Fear of losing her child flooded her. There was one point when she dreamed about going to her daughter’s funeral, only to find that Avery was alive in the casket, screaming to be let out. It was the worst of the nightmares she had, and she jolted awake to find they were nearing their destination. A few minutes later, Beverly was pulling up in front of the thrift store, with the store owner just opening up for the day.

Felicity couldn’t believe that the entire night had passed already, but she was hopeful the trip wasn’t going to be for nothing. Even as they made their approach toward the woman opening up the store, she wasn’t sure what they were about to learn. She was holding out hope that they would find some lead to help them figure out who was behind it all.

Whatever answers they would find had to be more useful than what they knew up to that point. They hadn’t gotten very far in the investigation, but they had more information than the police. Still, she could only hope the shop owner would point them in the right direction. If the woman was a regular, maybe they could get some new clues as to where she had gone after entering the store. There was still a chance that even the shopkeeper was involved, if she had been the one to help her sneak away.

She knew the possibility of so many people being involved in the kidnapping was hard to believe, but she didn’t know what to think anymore. At one point, Felicity believed her children would never be kidnapped, but that had changed dramatically over the past day. Still, as they entered the store and approached the owner, she had a gut feeling that the lady had nothing to do with the disappearance of her daughter. The woman turned and greeted them both.

“What can I do for you this morning?” she asked, smiling. “I just got a shipment of new dresses in, and if you have the time to take a peek, we also have new shoes on the rack.”

“We’re not here to buy anything, but we’re hoping you can answer some questions for us,” Felicity said.

Beverly took the lead and explained the entire situation in a matter of moments. Felicity was fully aware of how good her sister was at being a cop, but it was the first chance she’d had to see it up close. Just listening to her sister talk was gratifying, and she found herself thankful to have the woman on her side. The more she told the shop owner about what they wanted to know, the more the woman’s smile faded, and she could see the concern etched into her expression.

“Look, I’ll help you in any way I can. I hate the idea of seeing a child go missing, and if there is anything I can do to help, I’ll do what I can.”

“Thank you,” Beverly said. “Now, we already mentioned that we have a video of the suspect coming into your shop, but I was wondering if you have any cameras inside that could help us figure out where she went or who she is.”

The woman sighed. “I wish I could do more for you there, but unfortunately, we don’t have any cameras inside the store. I have been meaning to get some setup but just haven’t gotten the time yet.”

“Well, would you be able to look at a picture and tell us if she looks familiar at all? Keep in mind we think she is wearing a disguise of some sort.”

“I could give it a shot. We get a lot of customers that come through here, but most of them are local to the area. I might recognize the woman.”

Beverly quickly pulled out her phone and showed the shopkeeper a photo of the woman in question. As soon as she took a look at the picture, Felicity could tell there was a hint of familiarity in the woman’s eyes. She obviously couldn’t tell what the lady was thinking, but it was obvious she recognized her from somewhere. Finally, the woman looked up from the picture.

“I recognize her. She was in here talking dirty to some guy on her phone. It got so bad that I had to ask her to stay off the phone until she left because she was making some of my other customers uncomfortable.”

“What do you mean by the customers being uncomfortable? What kinds of things was she saying during the call?”

“She was talking on the phone like she was having phone sex, but she was doing it in front of everyone. It was some pretty nasty stuff that I’d rather not repeat, but I’m sure she’s the same person I remember because of everything she described on the phone, and she took off with some things without making a purchase.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us about her?”

“Not really. Normally, I would be able to run through the receipts and give you something, but the fact of the matter is that, after that, she slipped out the back with some items and didn’t even pay. I couldn’t tell you anything more about the woman than you know already.”

Beverly sighed. “You wouldn’t happen to know what she took, would you?”

“No. Unfortunately, I was busy ringing up another customer and didn’t even realize she had taken anything until a short while later. I know she didn’t leave out the main door, and when I went to look for her, I found the back door was unlocked and opened. I never leave it unlocked.”

Felicity had been hoping that the woman would have been able to tell them more, but at least they knew how the woman had been able to slip away unnoticed. Not only could she have been involved with her daughter’s kidnapping, but the woman was a thief and good at concealing what she was doing on top of it. The entire situation was growing more puzzling with every clue they found. She tried to wrap her head around why people acted the way they did, but she found herself just as lost as she had been when they had left the house.

Knowing her sister had things under control with the shop owner, Felicity made her way through the thrift store. She wasn’t looking for any answers, but she was curious about what the woman sold. There were sunglasses and cheap clothes that lined the aisles, along with a bunch of hats and wigs she found as well. If the woman had stolen any number of those items, she would be hard to find in a crowd, let alone on camera. Still, she continued down the aisles until she found herself where the owner and Bev were still talking.

From the way it looked, her sister wasn’t getting any new answers, but they were figuring out more about the woman than they had expected. Felicity approached the two just as the conversation turned back to the phone call that the suspicious woman had been on. Felicity nearly blushed at the idea of talking dirty to her husband while on the phone, let alone with a number of strangers around her. She couldn’t believe that was something people did.
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“Iknow you said you didn’t want to repeat the things she said, but is there anything the lady said on the phone that might be helpful?” Bev asked. “I mean, any little thing could help us figure out where she went.”

The thrift store owner shrugged. “Most of what she was saying was so dirty it had the other customers blushing. I almost called the police.”

“It makes sense that you didn’t want to hear what she was saying, but is there anything at all that stood out as something we might be able to use? Please, this is about a missing little girl.”

“I guess I recall something she said, but it was only in passing.”

“Anything could be useful.”

“Well, whoever she was talking to on the phone, she told them she would pick up some Chinese on the way home. There’s only one place in town that does takeout.”

Felicity suddenly was filled with hope. If there was a way to track down where the woman had gone after she had left the thrift store, maybe they could figure out where she went from there. The woman pulled out a notepad and jotted down the address. She was thankful the shopkeeper had remembered that the woman had mentioned Chinese and that there was only one place she could have gone to get it. They both thanked the owner several times before heading back out to the rental car.

Even as the two rushed to the address of the restaurant, Felicity couldn’t help but think about where her daughter was. She had never been away from home for as long as she’d been gone, and she just hoped they would find her in time. Even if the ransom was dropped and everything was all right afterward, she wasn’t going to give up on the idea of finding her daughter before then.

As they pulled up in front of the Chinese takeout, she quickly realized it was too early in the day for the restaurant to be open. It would still be several hours before the place unlocked its doors for lunch, but they were running out of time. Felicity quickly pulled out her phone and looked up the name of the business while her sister started making calls. The restaurant wouldn’t be open until ten thirty, and it was just before eight in the morning. Panic started to set in when she realized they would have to head back before they’d get a chance to talk to the restaurant owner.

The realization that they were running out of time before the ransom drop started to set in, she heard some excitement in her sister’s voice and looked over at her. She was still thanking the person on the other end of the call, but as soon as the conversation ended, her sister glanced back at her and smiled.

“I was able to have one of my contacts track down the owner and his home address. He lives just outside of town here, so we can head right over and talk to him.”

Felicity sighed. “We’re going to run out of time if something doesn’t happen soon.”

“We’ll be back in plenty of time for you to make the drop, I promise. This could be the opening we have been searching for. Don’t start giving up on me now.”

“I’m not, but it’s hard to imagine that Avery has been gone this long. She’s never been away from home like this. Even if we find her, is it going to be too late?” Felicity said, starting to break down. “I can’t imagine the thought of losing my daughter forever.”

“You’re not going to lose anything. We’re going to track this bitch down and get her to talk to us. Once we figure out where she is, I’m telling you this whole thing is going to turn around for us. Avery is just as strong as you are; don’t forget that. She’s just as hard-headed as you are, and she’s probably giving her kidnapper all kinds of shit as we speak.”

The thought did bring a smile to Felicity’s face, but it quickly went away. It seemed as though every clue they found only led them to a more difficult riddle to solve. Candace had been able to escape cameras, steal clothes, and disappear out of the back of a thrift store. How could they expect to find anything about a woman like that? Still, she wasn’t about to give up. Her daughter was worth the fight it would take to find her.

Beverly set her phone down and put the car into drive. A moment later, they were flying down the road in the direction of the restaurant owners’ home. Even though she wanted to believe they were getting closer to the answers they needed, she found it hard to focus on anything other than what her daughter was going through. The entire situation was tearing them all apart, but she had to be the glue that held it all together. She wasn’t going to let what was happening tear down what she had worked so hard to build.

“Do you really think we’re going to be able to find her this way?” Felicity asked.

“I have worked on a bunch of cases back in California, and I’ve always found that the more clues we’re able to come across, the better my chances are of finding the criminal. This woman thinks that she’s smarter than everyone around her, and that’s going to be her downfall. I know she’s made a mistake, and I think we’re going to find it.”

“What makes you say that?”

Bev smiled. “She’s trying hard to cover her tracks. It’s obvious she stole a disguise from the thrift shop and snuck out the back to try to lose anyone who might be following her, but she didn’t expect anyone to overhear her conversation about Chinese food. Now, we’re hot on the trail that she doesn’t even know she left behind.”

Felicity hadn’t thought of things the way her sister had. A sudden thought crossed her mind, and she realized they might be closer to finding the woman than they could even imagine. While she had always thought cold Chinese food wasn’t all that bad, most people would want to eat it while it was warm, at the very least. That could mean that Candace lived or had a place nearby. Suddenly, she found herself filled with hope and determination. If the restaurant owners could tell them anything about the woman, then they’d be able to find her and see what her involvement with the abduction of her child was.

While she had already sent up prayers for God to protect Avery, she decided it was worth sending up one to thank the Lord for how far they had come in their own investigation. She quietly praised him for leading them down the right path and causing the woman they were looking for to make mistakes. All they needed was a big one and they’d have the answers they were trying to find. She asked God again to look after her daughter and protect her as they searched desperately.

Though she had a renewed sense of hope, she still felt desperate and distraught. There was a lingering feeling of loss running through her, and she could only hope they wouldn’t be too late. While Beverly and Felicity were still doing everything they could to find Avery, there was still a slight chance that they were too late. Emotions flooded her as she thought about what would happen if her daughter was lost for good. They wouldn’t survive. Fred was already showing signs of pulling away from her, and her husband was angry at the world, which included her.

She quickly sent another prayer up to God and asked him to save her family. Knowing that things were getting dark for all of them, she asked God to light up their life and show them the way. Avery wasn’t the only one she was worried about. She was worried about her entire family, and she asked that he watch over them all as they moved forward.

“While you’re praying for Avery, I hope you’re praying for me, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s been a while since I’ve spoken to God, but I think now is just as good a time as any to let him know I’m still alive.”

Felicity smiled. “I think he would be the one to know, but how’d you know I was praying?”

“Oh, come on. I’ve known you my whole life. I know the face you make when you’re asking God to do something. I’m just saying that I hope you’re praying for all of us right now. I know we could all use the prayers.”
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The Chinese restaurant owner’s home address wasn’t as far away as Felicity had first thought. Within a few minutes, they were pulling up in their driveway. She was anxious to find out if the owner had any recollection of the woman coming into the restaurant, but she was also nervous they weren’t going to get any new leads. The sisters approached the porch slowly, and Beverly knocked on the door. A few seconds later, an older Chinese man opened the door and smiled at the pair.

“Hello, we were wondering if you would be able to answer a couple of questions about one of your patrons?” Beverly asked.

“No English,” he replied.

It was obvious by the heavy accent that the man wasn’t going to be easy to understand, and instantly, Felicity was disappointed with the situation. He held up a finger and disappeared back into the house. The sisters looked at each other, wondering what he was planning to do. A few minutes later, a younger woman appeared at the door with the man, and she looked as though she could easily pass as the man’s daughter. There was a renewed hope within her that they might actually get the answers they were looking for.

“I’m sorry, but even with how long my father has been in the country, he’s never really been able to pick up the English language. I’d be more than happy to translate for you if you could just tell me what you need.”

Beverly smiled. “That would be great. We have a couple of questions about a patron who might have come into his establishment, and we were wondering if he remembered her.”

Her sister showed the man a picture of the woman they were looking for, and his daughter translated in Chinese. He smiled and took a closer look at the picture, taking his time to make sure he understood. After a few moments, the man began to nod and spoke his language to his daughter. Even if Felicity didn’t understand what the man was saying, she knew he recognized her from the picture they had shown him.

“He says he remembered her coming into the restaurant, and she used cash. He also said he would be more than happy to meet you back at the restaurant and give you any information he has about the woman.”

“If she paid in cash, how would he be able to give us any answers?” Bev asked.

The young lady smiled. “My father is very old school when it comes to collecting from the people who come into his restaurant. He keeps records of every purchase made and also collects the cash along with the bill. He says he still has the bills she used to purchase the food she ordered. You should also know he has cameras in the building as well. He’s more than happy to give you any information you need, but he’s curious why you’re looking for her.”

“We think she might have something to do with the kidnapping of my daughter,” Felicity said. “We’re just trying to find any information that could help us locate her and possibly find my little girl as well.”

The young woman immediately translated the conversation back to her father. He nodded several times, acknowledging he was more than happy to help them in their search. Felicity was excited at the prospect of possibly finding out who the woman was with fingerprints or a different camera angle. Even though the woman was probably still wearing a disguise and could be difficult to recognize, she suddenly felt like they were closer to finding out where the woman went with her daughter. Beverly quickly agreed to meet them at the restaurant, and the two got back into the rental car and headed back to town.

Felicity was nervous about what they might find. Knowing the woman was already willing to steal in order to change her appearance, there was no telling what she was capable of doing to stay off the radar. It was obvious the lady felt like she was being followed, and because Felicity and her sister were hot on the woman’s trail, it was true. They backed out of the driveway and waited on the street for the man and his daughter to leave. Just as they started to follow the man back to town, Felicity’s phone started to ring. Her heart dropped when Alan’s number flashed on the screen. She answered it quickly.

“I know you didn’t agree with us looking into the kidnapping the way we are, but we are making some headway, and we could get some answers soon,” Felicity said as soon as she answered the phone.

“Honestly, I don’t even care about that right now. I’m just calling to let you know the kidnappers called again, and they have moved up the time of the drop.”

Instantly, Felicity’s heart dropped. Her husband hadn’t even told her the new time of the ransom drop, but she knew they were starting to run out of time. She had been hoping to have longer to look into where the woman had gone off to, but with the new information that the time was earlier, she wasn’t sure if they were going to have enough time to keep digging into the lady they were looking for.

“I don’t understand why they would do something like that.”

Alan sighed. “I don’t really know, but you’re going to have to get back here as soon as possible. I know you feel like you were doing the right thing by trying to track down this mystery woman, but now we only have about six hours until the drop.”

She still didn’t understand why the drop had been moved, but it didn’t really matter. The kidnapper was the one in charge since he had control of their daughter. There wasn’t any chance they could persuade the kidnapper to change his mind, and she was going to have to hurry to make it back in time for the drop. She quickly thanked her husband for letting her know and promised she would be back in time for the ransom drop. She was stunned after she ended the call.

“What’s going on? I heard part of the conversation. It sounded to me like the kidnapper changed the timing of the ransom drop.”

Felicity nodded. “They just called again and changed it. We only have about six hours until we have to be there with the money.”

“I guess we’re just going to have to get as much information as we can and try to head back in time to be there.”

There wasn’t much else to say as they continued to follow the Chinese man and his daughter back to the restaurant. Even when she thought they were starting to make some headway in their own investigation, something seemed to happen to knock them back. Felicity was frustrated with the entire situation, but there wasn’t anything she could do to change what was happening in their life. After several minutes of following the father and daughter duo in the car ahead of them, they finally made it back to the restaurant.

The only thing that kept going through Felicity’s mind was the idea that whether or not they got any new information, there was a chance she would have her daughter back in a couple of hours after they exchanged the ransom. Even as they got out of their car and waited for the man to unlock the store, she was filled with renewed hope that something good was about to happen. After everything seemed to be going the wrong way for them, they finally seemed as though they were going to get the answers they were looking for.

“Do you think this woman could really have something to do with Avery’s disappearance?” Felicity asked.

“There’s not going to be any way of knowing until we figure out what the hell is going on in the first place. I think it’s highly likely they have figured out we are tracking her and that’s the reason they moved up the time of the drop.”

“It’s still hard to believe that all of this is even happening.”

Bev sighed. “I know exactly what you’re going through, and I wish I could tell you it’s going to get easier before we actually get Avery back. The truth of the matter is that there is nothing set in stone saying they are going to return her daughter after getting the ransom money. Our best hope is to find something on the video or the bill that gives us some sort of clue as to where the woman was headed next.”
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They had been waiting inside the restaurant for several minutes while the man and his daughter went into his office and looked for the information he was willing to share with them. The entire time, Felicity was still panicking. It almost felt as though she could feel the hands of time passing by. Each ticking minute brought with it more anxiety, and all she wanted was for her daughter to be back home and in her arms again. Finally, after what felt like the longest time she had ever waited in her life, the man came out with some paperwork and some folded-up bills.

The thin sheet of paper had her order written on it, and the money was from the paper bill she had paid with. Even as they looked at everything the man was handing them, she couldn’t be sure it would help them locate her at all. After a short conversation between the woman and her father, Felicity and her sister were ushered into the backroom where the office was. As soon as they walked through the door, she could see they had a decent security system in place. After fast-forwarding through most of the events on the day in question, they finally spotted her on the screen.

Instantly, she was shocked by how much the woman had been able to change her appearance. In the recording, the woman had somehow managed to add at least twenty pounds to her frame, along with the fact she had worn a wig, hat, and appeared to be wearing fake glasses. Even as she was seeing it with her own eyes, she couldn’t believe it was actually the same lady. She was even walking with a limp they hadn’t noticed before and was slouched over as though she had severe back issues. If it weren’t for the fact that the woman could have something to do with the disappearance of her daughter, Felicity would have been impressed with her acting skills.

“Is there any chance we can get a copy of this?” Bev asked.

“My father already put a copy on a USB drive for you. As we’ve mentioned, we are willing to do whatever it takes to help you find your daughter.”

“I can’t thank you enough for how much help you’ve been. I just have one more question I’m hoping he can answer. Does he remember if she mentioned anything at all during their conversation that might indicate where she lived or where she was going?”

Felicity was grateful the man and his daughter were willing to go out of their way to help her, but as she listened to the woman translate the question to her father, she couldn’t help but wish the man spoke English. The entire process would have been a lot quicker had he known the language. Still, she had no right to be upset with the amount of information they were getting. As she watched their body language, she was able to understand that the woman had, in fact, said something he remembered, and she waited patiently for his daughter to translate what he was saying back to them.

“My father said he remembers her talking about something, but he isn’t sure what it really means,” she said. “The woman kept saying something about how loud the planes were at night, and it kind of sounded as though she was talking about where she lived.”

“Are there any airports around here?”

“Now that you mentioned it, there is an airport about thirty miles north of here. As far as I know, there are at least three hotels near it as well.”

Felicity was astonished by the amount of information they had been able to collect from the restaurant owner and his daughter. She and her sister thanked both of them several times before they made their way back out to the rental car. Even though she knew they were running out of time to make it back for the drop, there was something in her gut that told her they needed to check the hotels. She knew if they were to take the time out to investigate all three of the hotels, they wouldn’t make it back in time for the ransom drop. Looking over at her sister, Beverly was already staring at her, too.

“What are you thinking?”

“I think our best chance of getting Avery back is to investigate the hotels. I know that means Alan is going to have to handle the drop on his own, but I think he can manage it.”

“You’re going to have to make the call and let him know you’re not going to be back in time.”

She quickly nodded in agreement and pulled out her phone. Before she placed the call, Felicity tried to prepare herself for what was going to happen next. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that the two of them were going to argue about the choice she was making to stay and look into trying to find the woman. Still, she knew they were running out of time on everything. Pressing the call button on her phone, she patiently waited for her husband to answer the call.

“Are you on your way back now?” Alan asked.

“No, we’re going to look into a possible lead on this woman’s location. You’re going to have to make the drop on your own.”

“What in the hell are you doing, Felicity? All we have to do is give this man the money he asked for, and we’re going to get Avery back.”

“I don’t think the man is going to give us our daughter back, even after we pay the ransom. Our only hope of getting our daughter back is if we can track her down. I’m telling you; we are getting closer with every new piece of information we get.”

“Do you even care about our daughter at all? The man gave you proof of life and told you what he wanted in return before giving Avery back.”

Felicity scoffed. “The only thing I’m thinking about is getting our daughter back. I’m out here looking for her as we speak.”

“It certainly doesn’t seem that way. As soon as you got the first chance to leave, you took it. You haven’t been here since that first call the kidnapper made.”

“That’s because I’ve been searching for the woman I think had something to do with it in the first place. I don’t know if she was the one who took Avery, but something in my gut is saying that I’m doing the right thing by staying here and trying to find out more about this woman.”

“I just don’t understand why you feel like this is the right thing to do when being here for the ransom drop is more important. If you think you’re doing the right thing, then you just keep driving around aimlessly while I get our daughter back.”

Felicity tried to respond, but her husband had already ended the call. She had known before she had even placed the call that her husband was going to be upset with the decision she had made, but she knew she had made the right choice. There was something more going on with the woman they were looking for than what met the eye. All they had to do was figure out where she had gone, and she was sure it was going to lead them to Avery’s recovery.

The fact that her husband continued to feel as though she didn’t care what happened to Avery was something that angered her. Alan continued to fight with her at every turn about what she was doing to help find their little girl, but she didn’t feel like he understood everything they were finding out along the way. He wouldn’t even give her a chance to explain the information they were getting at every stop they made. Even with the idea that her marriage could be falling apart because of what was going on, Felicity knew the best chance they had of getting her daughter back was to look into the three hotels the restaurant owner’s daughter had told them about.

“It’s pretty obvious the two of you were arguing about what you are doing, but are you sure you want to head out to the hotels instead of being there for the ransom drop?” Bev asked.

“I honestly don’t believe we’re going to get her back with the money exchange. Something tells me Candace is behind everything.”
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After the call with Alan, Beverly looked up the address for the airport and started in that direction. Felicity was still at a loss for words, and the two hardly spoke during the thirty-minute drive. She kept thinking about how important it was for her to locate the woman and try to get her daughter back. The chances that they would get Avery back from the ransom drop were low in her mind. There was no evidence telling her that, but she had a gut feeling that they were going to have to find her on their own.

When they pulled up to the area around the airport, Felicity pulled out her phone and searched for the hotels to scout. The first one was literally across the street, and her sister drove into the parking lot a moment later. It wasn’t one of the nicest hotels she had ever seen, but it was a little nicer than most. As soon as they walked into the reception area, the woman behind the counter grinned and greeted them both.

“Can I get the two of you a room for the night?”

Beverly pulled out her badge, covering the city name, and smiled. “No, but we’re hoping you’d be able to look at a couple of pictures and tell us if you’ve seen a woman and a child getting a room here.”

“Normally, I wouldn’t be able to answer any questions about our customers, but since you’re a police officer, I think the owner will be okay with it.”

Her sister quickly went over the information they had on the woman, including the fact that she had been changing her appearance using disguises. She showed the woman both pictures before and after wearing a disguise, along with showing her a picture of Avery. Felicity could tell by the look on her face that the woman hadn’t seen either of them, and it was disheartening to know they had struck out at the first hotel.

The woman shook her head. “I don’t recall either of them. There are two more hotels down the street they might have gone to. Is there any way you’d be able to tell me what this is regarding?”

“Right now, it’s just an ongoing investigation into trying to locate the woman. We believe she kidnapped the girl in the photo.”

“That’s awful. I really wish I could give you more information, but I haven’t seen either one of them around here. I hope you find the little girl.”

They quickly thanked the woman for her time and made their way back to the rental car. Felicity was starting to feel as though she had made the wrong decision on staying around and checking out the hotels, but she quickly shook it off when she thought about the other two locations they still needed to investigate. There was a good chance they would find the woman at one of the other locations. Still, it was hard not to feel like they were failing her daughter on every level.

Within a few minutes, the pair was pulling into the parking lot of the second hotel. It wasn’t as nice as the first one, but she could tell they had some amenities that wouldn’t be found at most hotels. The old sign out front stated they had a working hot tub in every room and an indoor pool as well. It wasn’t hard to see when they walked in the front door that the man was going to be less helpful than the woman before. Felicity could only hope he would answer their questions, but one look at the guy behind the counter told her he wasn’t interested in doing anything more than his job required.

“You two looking to get a room?”

Pulling her phone out and loading the pictures for the second time, Bev shook her head and showed the man the pictures. At first, the guy appeared agitated and swore he couldn’t give them any information about anyone renting rooms. Her sister quickly pulled out her badge, flashing it for him, before asking the same question over again.

“We just want to know if you’ve seen this woman or this child. The little girl has been kidnapped, and we have reason to believe the woman is involved. Unfortunately, she’s known to change her appearance by wearing a disguise.”

“I haven’t seen either one of them. I hope you find the little girl, but if you’ll excuse me, I still have a job to do.”

The sisters were sitting in their car a few minutes later, but Felicity felt like they weren’t getting anywhere. It seemed like no matter how hard they tried, they were continually shut down by the people they would talk to. It was starting to feel hopeless, like she would ever get her daughter back. Even knowing they had one more hotel to check out, she was starting to feel as though she should have gone home and made the ransom drop with her husband. About ten minutes later, Beverly was pulling the car into the parking lot of the third hotel.

She would have put it somewhere between the first two in the aspect of how nice it was. It didn’t necessarily look like it was run down by any means, but a couple of coats of paint would have made it a lot nicer. Still, Felicity was glad they weren’t checking into a room. Not that she would have been against staying at the hotel in the first place, but it just wouldn’t have been high up on her list of places she would want to spend the night. They both took a deep breath before opening the front door and stepping into the reception area. It took a few minutes before they spotted anyone who worked there, but an older woman suddenly came around the corner and spotted them.

“The two of you look like you have been run through the ringer. If you’re looking to get a room for tonight, I’d be happy to set you up in one of the rooms we have available,” she said with a smile.

Her sister quickly flashed her badge to the employee. “We’re actually looking for any information you might be able to give us about this woman or this child who might have been seen with her.”

Felicity once again pulled out her phone and showed the woman the pictures of her daughter and Candace. The entire time the older woman stared at the photographs, she prayed there would be some sort of recognition on the woman’s face. After a few moments, the lady sighed and shook her head. A feeling of defeat instantly rushed through her.

“I haven’t seen either of them. Are you saying that little girl has been kidnapped? I thought I remembered seeing something on the news earlier.”

“Yes. Her name is Avery, and she’s my daughter. She’s been missing since yesterday.”

“It’s such a shame we have to live in a world where things like this can even happen. I certainly hope you find her, but no one who looks like either one of them has checked in while I’ve been on the clock.”

Taking a deep breath and trying not to forget they were still in the process of investigating the information they had, Felicity exhaled and thanked the hotel clerk for her time. She could feel the tears starting to build and was about to cry. Her daughter was a huge part of her life, and the thought of losing her forever was more than she could stand. Even as she reached out to open the front door to the hotel, there was a part of her that felt like breaking down right there in the lobby. She couldn’t believe they had struck out at every hotel close to the airport, but before they could make their way out the door, the woman cleared her throat and called out to them.

“You know, come to think of it, even though I haven’t seen that woman or anyone fitting that description with the little girl, I have to say she looks like a little boy.”

“Has there been anyone who has come in here with a little boy recently?” Beverly asked.

“There was a man who came in yesterday afternoon who had a boy with him who resembled her. I’m not saying it’s the same person, especially knowing the little boy was with a man and not the woman you just showed me in the picture, but I don’t think it’s necessarily out of the realm of possibility.”
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Felicity suddenly found herself wondering if it was possible that the guy and the boy were actually the same people. It was definitely a possibility that the woman had found another disguise and was trying to hide her daughter in plain sight. If the woman was willing to mask her identity in order to move around undetected, it was likely she had put a disguise on Avery as well. There was a renewed hope within her that told her they were close. Even though the woman hadn’t said anything in particular about the situation, there was something in her gut that told her they were finally making progress.

“Is there any chance you’d be able to give us the room number to where the man and the boy are staying?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” the woman said. “Honestly, without a warrant, I shouldn’t have told you as much as I already have. I’d hate to lose my job over this.”

Bev sighed. “I understand we’re supposed to have a warrant, but it’s not like we’re asking to get a name or search through the room. We just would like to have a conversation with the man who paid for the hotel room.”

“Well, I might be able to give you the information you’re asking about if I can speak to your supervisor and he can confirm everything you’re saying.”

“I could give you the number for my supervisor, but he’s going to be out of the office for the rest of the week. Can you just let us have the information, and I will leave you with the number so you can call him later?”

“As much as I want to give you the room number, I just can’t. I understand you’re trying to find this woman and the child she may or may not have abducted, but there’s only so much I can do without a warrant or the permission of your supervisor, at the very least.”

Even though she was trying to let her sister take control of the situation, it seemed like the hotel clerk was more concerned about losing her job than anything else. Felicity needed to know if her daughter was in the hotel, and she was trying not to snap at the older lady standing in front of them. It was hard enough to believe that the information they were looking for couldn’t simply be handed over with the knowledge that there was a little girl missing, but she wasn’t about to leave without knowing for sure that Avery wasn’t there.

“Look, my little girl has been kidnapped, and it’s likely she might be right here in this hotel as we speak. We have no idea what the kidnapper is willing to do, and I believe that my daughter’s life is in danger,” Felicity said.

“I understand, and I wish I could just hand out this information without there being any fallback on me. I really like working here, and I don’t think my boss is going to like the fact that I gave any information out on the people staying at the hotel.”

Felicity and the woman behind the counter went back and forth for several minutes. She pleaded with the woman to give them the information they needed to locate Avery. She even went as far as showing her other pictures she had on her phone of Avery growing up. Even though she was begging the woman to give her the information they needed, it took several minutes of coercion to get anything else out of her. Begging the woman was the only chance they had since Bev didn’t actually have a supervisor she could put the woman through to. Her badge from another state entirely only got them so far.

“I could get in a lot of trouble for even talking to you and even lose my job, but I hate the idea that there could be an abducted child right here in our hotel,” the clerk said.

“Are you saying you’re going to give us the information?” Felicity asked.

“Do you really think it’s possible that the one I’m thinking of could be your daughter in disguise?”

“We have been looking all over the area for this woman and have come to the conclusion that she is willing to do whatever it takes to hide her true identity from everyone. It is highly possible she is disguising my daughter as well.”

The woman sighed. “I guess the fact that there is a missing girl involved makes things a little different. Let me just look up the information for you, and I’ll be right back.”

Felicity thanked her and watched as she went into a small office behind the counter. There was a glimmer of hope starting to race through her mind that they would actually find her daughter. Even though she was trying to prepare herself for the worst, there was still a chance of their finding Avery right there in the hotel. She suddenly found herself staring out both front windows at every car parked in the lot. One of the vehicles she was looking at could be the one that the kidnapper drove. Still, they had no idea what the woman was going to tell them when she came back to the counter, and a moment later, she returned.

“I have to tell you that the man only paid through the day and might already be gone. I thought for sure they had booked the hotel room for a couple of days, but according to the paperwork, it was just for one night.”

She instantly glanced at her sister and could tell Bev was just as shocked as she was. She vaguely heard her sister ask the woman for the room number, and within a few moments, the two of them were rushing down the hallway. As she watched her sister start to pick the lock on the hotel room door, she could feel the panic starting to set in once again. Her heart was racing, and it pounded through her chest.

“Do you even know how to pick a lock?”

Bev shrugged. “It’s been a little while, but it certainly would have been easier if the woman behind the counter had just given us the card to get in. You just have to give me a minute. I will be able to get this lock open.”

“I can’t believe we are this close to finding Avery and bringing her home. She could be standing behind this door right now.”

“As much as I would like to find Avery in this room when we open it, I don’t want you to get your hopes up. It’s highly likely that the kidnapper is already gone.”

Knowing her sister was probably right, Felicity took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. It almost seemed like time was standing still as she continued to watch her sister struggle with the lock on the door. More than anything in the world, she wanted to open the door and scoop her daughter into her arms. Though the possibility of the kidnapper having already vanished was most likely what they would find, she held out hope that they would find her daughter in the room they were trying to get into.

She was constantly looking up and down the hallway, wondering if she would catch a glimpse of the kidnapper and Avery walking by. After several minutes of trying to pick the lock on the hotel room door, they finally heard a click and the door pushed open several inches. The sisters glanced at each other before pushing against the door and opening it all the way. As they both rushed into the room, Felicity was stunned to find it empty. She had tried to prepare herself for the possibility, but it wasn’t enough to stifle the feeling she felt as they realized no one was there.

The first thought that went through her mind was that everything they had done to find her daughter was for nothing. Panic set in, followed by a heavy load of sadness. She was starting to fall apart, and Felicity was starting to fear the worst. She found herself wondering if the kidnapper had already done something horrible to Avery. The woman was always one step ahead of them, and Felicity fell to the floor in tears.
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“Just because the room is empty doesn’t mean they didn’t leave something behind.”

“What do you mean?” Felicity asked.

“There’s a good chance that we’re still going to find something we can use to find Avery and the woman. I know it feels like we are failing consistently, but I need you to pick yourself up off the floor and help me search the place.”

Felicity slowly wiped the tears from her face and stood up. The rooms in the hotel weren’t very big, but they still split up and started to search all over. Bev tore the blankets off the beds and flipped the mattresses, trying to find any sign that Avery had been there. It hadn’t even dawned on her that the possibility of it actually being a man and a boy could be the truth, but as soon as she went into the bathroom and spotted Avery’s clothes, she understood how close they had been to finding her daughter.

There was already a great deal of fear running through her mind, but when she found her daughter’s clothes and hair dye in the bathroom trash, she knew the woman had been one step ahead of them once again. Felicity was shocked that she had gone to such great lengths to protect her identity along with the identity of her daughter, whom she had kidnapped. She quickly hollered out for her sister.

“What did you find?” Bev asked, coming through the bathroom doorway.

“These are Avery’s clothes, and there is a used bottle of hair dye in the trash can as well. They could literally be anywhere at this point, and we have no idea where they are going.”

“It’s going to be okay.”

Felicity scoffed. “How can you even say that? They could be anywhere in the country at this point, and we have no idea where they were going. I mean, hell, the airport is right down the road from here. They could have already gotten on a flight to anywhere.”

“I highly doubt she would attempt to take Avery on a flight. It would be far too easy for your daughter to throw a fit and bring a lot of attention to the pair of them.”

“I understand that, but she could have threatened her in any way to keep her quiet and then taken her wherever she wanted to go.”

“Do you really think your daughter would just go along with something like that, no matter what the threat was?” Bev asked.

Felicity started to understand that her sister was probably right. The fear flowing through her over where her daughter could have been going next was the only thing she could think about. Still, it did make a lot more sense that the two would be traveling by car and not through the airport like she had originally feared. That meant they still had a fighting chance to locate the woman and Avery. The roller coaster of emotions she had been through in the past several minutes was starting to make it impossible to think clearly.

“I guess you’re right. I feel like Avery would have made a scene big enough to get them both busted. I just wish we had a better idea of what direction they were going.”

Bev sighed. “That makes two of us, but we still have a really decent chance of figuring it out before it’s too late.”

“It just seems like the closer we get to finding this woman, the farther away she gets.”

“I’m not giving up on looking for Avery until we’ve found her. I don’t think you’re ready to give up, either. We know there is no chance she would let this woman take her anywhere in public without making a big scene. So, they have to be driving. I know a lot of these places make you register the vehicle you’ll be parking in the lot. I’m going to go see if we can get the information off the woman at the desk, and I’ll meet you back in the car.”

Felicity managed to nod in response and made her way back to the rental. As she was sitting there, waiting for her sister to return with the information on the vehicle they would be tracking, she started to cry. There was a large part of her that was glad she’d stayed with Beverly, but the idea that she was going to miss the ransom exchange started to flood her thoughts. A few minutes later, her sister got into the car and saw how upset she was.

“I know this isn’t the ideal situation you wanted to find yourself in, but there is still a chance that you can make it back to the ransom drop in time. I’m going to contact the police and let them know there is a possible crime scene they need to look into at the hotel.”

“I think I should call Alan and let him know we’re going to try to make it back in time.”

“You make your call, and I’ll call the police.”

She shook her head and pulled out her phone. While she was still upset that Alan hadn’t been supportive of her search for their daughter, she knew the right thing to do was to let her husband know she was on her way back. Stepping out of the car to make the phone call, Felicity was hoping that the discussion would go better than the previous one had. As the phone rang, she waited for Alan to answer.

“Were you able to figure anything out at the hotels you were heading to?”

“Avery has definitely been at the last one we checked. We found her clothes and hair dye in the bathroom. It seems like we have been on the right path the entire time, but we just got there too late to do anything.”

Alan sighed. “I know I was wrong about the way I spoke to you earlier. You’re doing everything you can to find our daughter, and I should support that.”

“I know you have your reasons for feeling the way you do, but I just couldn’t stand the fact that we were sitting around, waiting for the kidnapper to make all the decisions. I had to be out here doing something.”

“Believe it or not, you’ve made a lot more headway than the local police have. I’m proud of you and everything you’ve been doing to get Avery back home to us.”

“Do you really mean that?”

Alan chuckled. “Of course I do. Are you going to be able to make it back in time for the ransom drop? I know you don’t think we’re going to get her back by exchanging the money, but it’s pretty much all we have left right now.”

“There’s still a possible lead on where the woman is heading next, but I should be back in time to make it to the exchange.”

“I can’t wait to see you. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she replied.

Felicity ended the call, glad it had gone well. While there was still a chance they would miss the window for the drop, it was still possible they would make it on time. Just as she got back into the car, her sister was finishing her call with the police as well. She quickly told her sister about the apology her husband had made, and the two started making their way back to Felicity’s house. The emotional roller coaster she had been on over the past day was starting to weigh heavily on her. Exhaustion had begun to set in, and before long, she was dozing off in the car once again.

Even though she hadn’t passed out just yet, she could feel sleep coming on faster than she had expected. As she stared out of the passenger side window, she couldn’t help but be grateful that her husband had been as apologetic as he was when she had called. It made her feel as though there was still hope for their relationship and their family to stay whole. All they had to do was find their daughter and bring her back home safely. It was the only missing piece in the puzzle of their life. The dream she felt in her mind and body slowly took control, and within a few minutes, she was fast asleep while her sister continued the drive back to Felicity’s house.
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Felicity woke up several hours later, just as they were pulling back into her hometown. Even though she had lived there for as long as she could remember, it didn’t quite feel like home without Avery there by her side. She quickly glanced at her phone to check the time, only then realizing she was going to make it back for the handoff. As soon as they pulled into the driveway, she knew the police chief was there by the cruiser parked on the side of the road. Alan was making his way down the driveway to get into the car when they pulled up.

“Looks like you made it in time to go with me,” Alan said.

“I’m pretty sure we only made it back as fast as we did because of Beverly’s. Still, I’m happy we made it in time for me to go with you.”

The police chief scoffed. “Neither one of you is going to go anywhere until I’ve had the chance to question both of you. I need to know exactly where you guys have been and what you found.”

She couldn’t believe the amount of flack she was getting from the police chief. Jameson had always been one of the most appreciated members of the force for as long as she could remember, but it seemed as though he was trying to make a name for himself. The only thing she wanted to do was go to the handoff and hopefully get her daughter back, but he was going out of his way to make that an impossibility. Before she had the chance to say anything, she heard her sister get out of the car and walk up beside her.

“Listen, she is the mother of a little girl who is missing, and you are trying to keep her from possibly getting Avery back,” Bev said.

“That’s not at all what I’m trying to do. The two of you have taken it upon yourselves to investigate something that needs to be handled by the police, and the only thing I’m trying to do is figure out what you have been up to and if you found anything.”

“If you really can’t wait for her to get back from the drop-off, then I’ll stay behind and answer any questions you have about what we’ve been up to.”

“Fine, but you better not leave anything out. I want you to fill me in on every detail of everything you have done.”

Felicity was thankful that her sister had quickly agreed. She had been grateful for everything Beverly had done for them up to that point, and she knew it was far from over. Even as she got into the car with her husband, she looked back at her sister and mouthed the words “thank you.” If it hadn’t been for everything Beverly had done, they wouldn’t have had half of the information they were able to pass on to her sister’s government contacts. She could only hope the information they had been able to gather would be enough for them to locate the woman and her daughter. A few minutes later, she and Alan were driving down the road toward the drop-off point.

“I’ve been wondering if the kidnappers had changed the drop time because they knew you and your sister were looking into them and maybe they thought you were getting close. Do you think that’s possible?”

Felicity sighed. “Unfortunately, I think that’s exactly what happened. I just don’t understand why the kidnappers said it had to be just me and you and no one else.”

“Well, I just think they were covering their own asses. If we had anyone else in the car, they might have believed we would have swapped them out with a police officer, and that would have been a mess for them.”

“I’m assuming the police have already scouted the area.”

Alan nodded. “They already took the liberty of checking it out this morning and have officers in place, hiding around the drop location.”

She already knew what the police had planned to do before her husband told her they had undercover officers scattered throughout the area. Even the television shows she watched from time to time would go out of their way to do research to make sure they got that bit of information correct. It was something she struggled with, even when she thought about it on her own. If the kidnappers who were going to the location to pick up the money caught on to the fact that there were undercover officers in the area, it could put her child’s life in danger. That was the last thing she wanted.

“Do you remember when we first found out I was pregnant with Avery?”

Alan smiled. “I remember that like it was yesterday. Fred was only a couple of years old when you told me the news, but it was still one of the happiest moments in my life.”

“We’ve done right by our children, haven’t we?”

“I think so. I believe we have always done what we could to give them everything they need and a lot of what they want. They have a good life with loving parents. The day you told me you were pregnant with Avery, I remember how much I started to panic.”

Felicity chuckled. “You panicked when you found out I was pregnant?”

“Not in a bad way, but yeah. We already had Fred, and I thought that was all we needed at the time, but as soon as we found out you were having a little girl, everything changed. I knew we were going to have a special family. Just the four of us, living the life we were meant to live.”

The two went back and forth, telling stories and reliving memories of better days. Things hadn’t always been as rough as they had in recent days. Even as she remembered all the things they were talking about, she knew they had a lot of good days ahead of them. All they had to do was get Avery back home where she belonged, and they could work on fixing anything that might be wrong in their relationship. It made her feel better to know her husband also felt like they were doing the right thing for their children. Suddenly, Alan mentioned something she wasn’t even sure she had heard correctly.

“What did you say?”

“I said, I think as soon as we get Avery back home, we should go on vacation together as a family. I know you missed your opportunity to speak to that publisher, but I think it would be a good idea for us all to go together. Maybe they’ll give you another chance once they know everything that has happened.”

Felicity smiled. “You’d really be willing to go to New York City with me?”

“If it means we can be together and that you get to do the one thing you always want to do, then absolutely. I can’t tell you how sorry I am for acting the way I’ve been acting recently. I just want us to be happy together and happy with our children.”

“That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Well, and to become a famous author so we never have to worry about money again.”

Alan chuckled. “Let’s face it. You’re looking forward to being a well-known author as well. I think there’s something inside of everyone that makes us want to be famous in our own way.”

“What do you want to be famous for?”

“I just want to be the best father and husband I can be. If I’m a supportive husband to a famous author, maybe she’ll put me in one of her books as the best man in the world.”

Felicity laughed and told her husband she loved him. Alan responded with the same amount of love she was giving to him, but the mood quickly shifted when they pulled up to the location for the drop-off. Even though she had been to the spot before, the entire area seemed creepy in its own way. As they sat in the car for a moment, she couldn’t help but wonder what the reason behind the kidnapper’s location choice had been. She found herself questioning whether the kidnapper could have been in the area beforehand. Whatever reason they had for picking the drop spot they had chosen didn’t matter anymore. She just wanted to get it over with and have her daughter back in her arms again.
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Even though the two seemed to be on the same page about everything that needed to be done to get their daughter back, neither of them said a word as they waited for the kidnapper to show up. Felicity checked her phone; they were only a few minutes early. She was still thinking about the conversation that she and her husband had had on the way to the drop point when she realized that more than a few minutes had passed. Continuing to check her phone every couple of minutes, Felicity was starting to get nervous when almost half an hour had passed and no one had shown up.

She instantly started to panic. A quick thought crossed her mind that the entire situation had been planned as a diversion to get their daughter farther away. Just as she started thinking of a million possibilities as to why the kidnapper hadn’t shown up, she spotted a van pulling into the parking lot they were parked in. The old beat-up vehicle looked like it fit right in with the rest of the dilapidated buildings in the area, but the only thing she could think of was the fact that they were that much closer to getting Avery back.

The van came to a quick stop next to their car, and a man got out. After opening the side door to the van, the man reached out and pulled out a duffel bag. Inside the bag, there seemed to be a lot of movement, and Felicity and Alan both jumped out of the car immediately.

“Hand over the money,” the masked man said.

Alan quickly did as he was told and gave the guy the bag of ransom money.

“Good. Now, the duffel bag is filled with explosives, and it will go off if you touch the bag before I’m at least five miles away. There is a signal that will go off and shut off the bomb when I reach that distance. I suggest that you don’t touch it until you hear the sound that tells you I’m far enough away to do so. If you want to see your kid in one piece again, you should do exactly what I told you.”

It was easily one of the hardest things Felicity had ever had to do. Watching the man get back into the van and pull away was already torture in itself, but when she kept hearing noises and seeing movement from within the bag, all she wanted to do was rip it open and pull her daughter to safety. Even as they waited for the sound that the kidnapper told them the bag would make when he was far enough away, she wasn’t sure if she could wait that long. Every passing moment seemed to only fill her with more dread. When she suddenly heard what sounded like a muffled cry for help, she took a step toward the bag.

“I want to open that bag as much as you do, but we have to wait for the bomb to shut off before we do anything. Avery’s life depends on it,” Alan said.

“I understand that, but the bag is moving. She’s right here in front of us. I need to know she’s all right.”

“We can’t touch the bag until we hear the noise. The man said it would beep when he was far enough away. We have to wait.”

Felicity sighed. “I just want to know our daughter is all right in there. How can they expect us to wait to have our daughter back?”

“I don’t know. Whoever would do something like this is someone who is really sick in the head.”

She hated every moment of having to sit by and do nothing. Every time the duffel bag started to move or she heard the muffled whines of her daughter from inside, she wanted to scream. Even though she was still a few feet away from the bag, she still cried out to her daughter and begged God for her to be all right. In all her years of parenting, she had never once felt as worried as she was in that moment. There was fear and anger rising inside of her. She hated the idea that someone had been so sick as to strap a bomb to her tied-up daughter and stuff them together in a bag.

The entire thing made her sick to her stomach, and her head was spinning. She wanted to dive right into the bag and bring her daughter back home, but she kept thinking about what the man had said. She knew if they opened the bag before they heard the noise, they would all be dead. Felicity suddenly started to think about their son. Fred would be left all alone if they moved too fast, and she knew they needed to survive as a family.

“Is this thing ever going to make a noise?” Felicity asked.

“It will, but we’re going to have to be patient. It’s only been around six minutes since the van pulled away.”

“It doesn’t take that long to get five miles. What if the whole thing is just some ruse to get the money and run?”

“I’m sure the kidnapper just wanted to make sure he was able to get away. I don’t understand why anyone would do something like this to a child, but we don’t have any choice other than to wait.”

It was still impossible for her to believe they were really going to get their daughter back that way. In all the years she had been seeing stories about kidnappings, there had never been a victim returned the way they were having to wait. Even when they were returned in the news, the children would simply be dropped off at a new location. Never in her mind did she expect they would have to deal with a bomb.

The duffel bag rolled a few inches before coming to a stop again. Felicity’s heart dropped, and she knew they needed to get Avery out of there. Whatever sicko had come up with the plan to use a bomb had to be caught, but she was more concerned with her daughter’s safety. Suddenly, there was a sound that appeared to come from inside the bag. It was muffled, but it made her heart start to beat faster.

After what seemed like forever, there finally was a chiming sound from within the bag. Instantly, Felicity and her husband rushed over to the bag and opened the zipper. She was stunned by what she saw. Instead of finding her daughter tied up in the bag, there was a dog with its feet tied together and a duct-taped muzzle over his snout. She wasn’t a professional, but as far as she could tell, there wasn’t a bomb inside, either. Lying next to the scared dog was a beeper. She quickly figured out that the man probably had paged the number, and that was what had made the sound they heard.

Avery was still missing, and it didn’t matter how many times she had told herself that the exchange wasn’t going to end with them getting their daughter back; it shocked her to the core. She looked in every direction, hoping to spot Avery running up to them from some other location, but there was nothing. No one was moving in their direction, and there was absolutely no sign of her little girl anywhere. She felt as though she was going to get sick, but she screamed into the sky instead. What kind of God would allow something like this to happen to her family?

“What kind of sick joke are these bastards playing?” Alan asked. “We did everything we were told to do, and this is what they do to us? Where is our daughter?”

Felicity couldn’t answer him. She was too busy struggling to figure everything out. There was absolutely no sign of Avery anywhere, and the bag had nothing left inside of it by the time they were finished searching it. The dog was lying next to her, still whining and afraid of what would happen to it next, and she was left feeling like her daughter was gone forever. Even the fact that there hadn’t been a bomb at all was confusing. She felt defeated by the fact that she hadn’t been able to bring Avery home. Something that should have never happened in the first place had become a nightmare for them all.

Confused and lost, she looked at the sky one more time. Felicity didn’t hesitate to offer a prayer to God, begging him to end their suffering and bring back their daughter. She asked God to keep watching over them all and to give her the strength to do what needed to be done next.
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Felicity was completely heartbroken by the time the police had moved onto the scene and surrounded them. The entire situation felt hopeless to her as she watched the officers who had been planted in the area do whatever they had to do to secure the crime scene. She couldn’t believe they had lost her daughter again, though she was sure she had never even been in the area. The officer who had been placed in charge approached her, but she wasn’t in the mood to answer any questions. All she could do was stand and watch while her husband spoke to the man.

“Is there anything you can tell me about the man in the van?” he asked.

Alan shrugged. “Not really. He had on a mask and made his orders clear. He told us we couldn’t touch the bag until the bomb was deactivated.”

“He really said there was a bomb in the bag?”

“Yes, and he said it would go off if we tried to open it before he got five miles away from here. He said it was connected to something that would deactivate it at that point.”

“That explains why it took so long for you to approach the bag, but I don’t understand why he would tell you that and then your daughter not be here. The only thing I can think of is that this guy never had your daughter from the start.”

The stunned silence that followed the officer’s statement said more than any other words being spoken. Felicity knew her husband was just as shocked as she was, though she had already come to the same conclusion before the police mentioned a thing. Still, there were too many emotions running through her to make a sound, and even as they were escorted back to their home by another officer, she couldn’t bring herself to talk to her husband.

They drove the same way back they had come from, but she barely noticed anything around her during the trip. Her mind was flooded with memories of Avery and the happy family they had once been, though it was all starting to fade away. In her mind, she felt like everything they had built over their marriage was starting to fall apart. Felicity had no idea how they were going to come back from their daughter being taken, but she was still trying to figure out what was happening. As they pulled into the driveway, she spotted her sister waiting for them on the porch.

“I take it that you didn’t get Avery back,” Bev said, approaching the car. “Did the kidnapper even show up at the drop?”

Alan sighed. “Someone showed up, but even the police don’t think it was the actual kidnapper.”

“What do you mean?”

“The guy pulled up and took out a duffle bag before demanding we hand over the money. He said she was in the bag and that there was a bomb that would go off if we didn’t wait to open it until he was five miles away. After about ten minutes, we heard a beep go off and opened the bag, only to find a dog tied up inside with a pager. The whole thing was a scam, and we still have no idea where our daughter is.”

“What in the fuck?” Bev snapped. “I can’t believe something like that happened. I have some people I can still reach out to, and I’m going to make some calls to see what we can do about this. Maybe they can figure out where the van went.”

Without another word, her sister headed into the house and off to the kitchen. While she was making calls to her government friends, Felicity and Alan made their way to the living room. She was exhausted, but she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to sleep. There was just too much going on in her mind. If the woman they had been tracking was really the kidnapper, they had already lost her trail. Now, with everything that had just happened at the drop, she doubted everything.

Felicity and her husband continued to sit in silence, hoping for some kind of news from anyone. She didn’t care if the police found something or if her sister came back into the room with news. She just wanted to know where her daughter was. Through her own emotions and turmoil circling in her mind, Felicity could vaguely hear her sister talking on the phone in the other room. She couldn’t make out anything Bev said, but it sounded as though they had made some headway on the van’s location. She could only hope that was the case and that something good would come from it. Avery needed something positive as much as she did.

Several moments passed, and she had no idea what was happening around her. Alan said something, but she wasn’t paying attention. All her thoughts and attention were on what her daughter must be going through. Her little girl wasn’t old enough to understand all that was happening to her, and Felicity knew it was only a matter of time before it would be too much for her to handle. Felicity could already feel the weight of exhaustion starting to overcome her, but she wanted to push forward for the sake of her daughter. Beverly appeared at the door, snapping her out of the daze she had been lost in.

“My contacts were able to use the satellites to track the direction the van left in. Turns out he didn’t get too far in, but I’m sure they had another vehicle to swap into,” Bev said.

“Is there any chance Avery is going to be there?” Alan asked.

“Honestly, I doubt it. The whole situation sounds like a ploy to get money, but I’m still going to head over to the place where they spotted the van. It’s about fifteen miles from where the exchange was supposed to take place. That’s why I think they just dropped the van and left in something else. It doesn’t mean we’re not going to find something we can use to track where they went.”

“I want to go with you. I’m no good to anyone just sitting here,” Felicity said.

Alan sighed. “You can’t go out there in this condition. I know you’ve barely slept, and you’re starting to run on fumes. It’s just not—”

“I don’t care. If there is any chance we can find out where our daughter is, then I’m going, too.”

“I don’t want to argue with you, but I don’t think you even know how tired you are. You can barely keep your eyes open while you stand there, defending why you should go back out. I want to find Avery just as much as you do, but you’re not doing anyone any good if you can’t even stay awake to focus on anything.”

The two bickered for several more minutes before she had just had enough. She was physically drained from the lack of sleep, and the emotional overload was just as bad. She made her sister promise to let her know anything she found before heading upstairs to bed. While there was still a part of her that wanted to tag along with Bev to see what they could find, she knew her husband was right. As much as she hated to admit it, a few hours of some kind of rest would be the best thing for her.

Even as she changed her clothes and climbed into bed, she couldn’t stand the fact that she couldn’t be out looking for her little girl. Avery must have been scared, and she struggled to comprehend why anyone would do something to the girl everyone loved. Her eyes started to feel heavy while she continued to fight sleep. Before long, though, it became too difficult to stay awake, and she slowly started drifting off. The worry she felt for her daughter was at the forefront of her mind, and she knew before they came that the dreams wouldn’t be peaceful.

Felicity fell asleep, but even her thoughts had turned to possible outcomes she dreaded. Each dream led her down a path of negativity, and although she was supposed to be resting, her dreams were made of the worst things imaginable. She woke up several times when they had become too difficult to manage, and every time she did, she was drenched in sweat. She’d fall back asleep for a few minutes, only to dream that Avery had been found dead or never found at all. Then, without warning, she’d bolt upright in bed and have to talk herself back down. It happened several times until she was finally able to pass out with her mind empty.
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Felicity jolted awake, startled to hear voices in the house. It took her several moments to realize that the people in her home were her in-laws. She could make out the voice of her father-in-law, even though the group sounded as if they were trying to keep their voices down. She was just glad to be awake, hoping never to have the nightmares she had survived throughout the night. Suddenly, realizing Fred was probably there as well, she jumped out of bed and changed her clothes.

After using the bathroom and freshening up the best she could, Felicity made her way downstairs. With every step she took, she was able to get a better idea of what they were discussing. Alan was telling his parents everything that had happened up to that point, and she could tell how emotional everyone was. Jane and Bill were trying to keep a strong hold on their feelings, and just as she rounded the corner into the living room, Fred spotted her. He ran into her arms immediately, and she was filled with love for her son.

“Have you been good for your grandparents?”

“Yeah, but I want to come home and stay with you guys. I want Avery to be home again.”

“I know you do. I promise we are doing everything we can to get her back.”

Fred, regardless of his young age, could read through her words and heard the deeper truth within. She had always tried to shield him from the darkness in the world, but the truth of the matter was it was impossible to protect her children from everything. Taking her son into her arms, she pulled him close to her. Even though she knew she couldn’t keep him safe from all the dangers around them, she still wanted to try. Suddenly, she could tell the conversation her husband was having with his parents was starting to turn angry.

Felicity quickly ushered her son into the kitchen and poured him a bowl of cereal. Though she couldn’t protect him from everything going on, she wasn’t about to let him be a part of whatever was happening in the other room. Sitting at the table and putting the bowl of cereal in front of him, she kissed his forehead and promised everything would be all right. She then made her way to the living room to find out what was going on with Alan and his parents. Even though she knew the emotions of everyone involved were going to be high, nothing could have prepared her for what happened next.

“If the two of you did a better job of keeping an eye on your children, this would have never happened,” Bill snapped.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Felicity said.

“It means the two of you are the reason Avery was abducted in the first place. They are just kids, and it’s your job to make sure they’re safe at all times.”

“I would do anything in the world to protect my children from all of this. It’s impossible to keep them safe from everything, but for you to come in here and say we’re the reason this is happening in the first place is out of line.”

Bill scoffed. “You’re the one who sent Alan a message and told him you would be picking her up from school in the first place.”

“I never sent that message. I never had any intention of picking her up from school and doing anything with her.”

After that, they all started to argue and yell over the top of each other. The entire situation had become a living nightmare for her and her family. Bill was blaming the two of them for what was happening to Avery, and Jane was trying to calm the situation in her own way, but she was also blaming them. A few more minutes into the argument, Felicity heard the front door open and turned to see who had walked into her house. She was thankful to see her sister, and Bev instantly asked her what was going on.

She quickly explained the situation, and without hesitation, Bev was quick to anger. The entire thing had gotten out of hand a lot quicker than she had expected, and there was nothing she could do to stop her sister from inserting herself into the conversation.

“Are you seriously going to sit here and tell everyone that Felicity is the reason her daughter was kidnapped?” Bev asked.

“Well, the fact of the matter is if they had been keeping a better eye on their children and doing the things they said they were going to do, this wouldn’t have happened. I’m just saying what everyone in town is thinking.”

“I don’t give a damn what anybody in this town says or thinks. My sister is a good mother, and she works hard to provide for her family.”

“I guess our definition of a good mother is entirely different. There’s proof right there in the message she sent Alan saying she would be picking up her daughter and then didn’t even show up. If she would have been there—”

Bev scoffed. “If that’s what you’re basing your entire judgment on, then you’re wrong. Maybe you should get the entire story before you pass judgment on someone else.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that we’ve been tracking down a woman who broke into the shop while we were at lunch together and sent that message. Felicity had nothing to do with the text being sent, but you can go ahead and think whatever you want.”

Felicity was glad her sister had shown up to back her position with her in-laws. She knew the stress from Avery having been abducted was starting to get to everyone, but she never had expected it to get to the point where they would blame her and her husband for the disappearance of her daughter. Even as the argument moved forward, no one was backing down from their idea of what had happened. It only served to frustrate her more. There was already a large part of her trying to take the blame for Avery’s abduction, but she didn’t need someone else to tell her it was her fault. Just as Bill started to make another comment, Beverly cut him off.

“I don’t really care what your opinion is at this point,” she snapped. “I know more about what’s going on than you do, but I feel like the idea of you coming into this house and blaming her is wrong.”

Bill scoffed. “You’re just as bad as your sister. Alan told us all about how you are trying to investigate this on your own, but I think Avery would be better off if you just let the police handle things. Maybe then she would be back already.”

“If that’s how you really feel about it and you’re not willing to do anything to help find Avery, then maybe you should just get the hell out of here. If I were you, I’d take a good, hard look in the mirror and ask yourself if this is how Jesus would act.”

Felicity could tell the comment had struck a nerve with Bill and Jane. The anger they must have felt was written all over their faces. Bill took his wife by the hand, and they quickly brushed past Felicity and Beverly. A moment later, the front door slammed, and she turned and glared at her husband. His facial expression told her everything she needed to know about the way he felt.

“I can’t believe you would talk to my parents that way. They’re just upset like we all are. You know they don’t really believe you had anything to do with this.”

“No?” Felicity asked. “I think you’re completely wrong about that. Everything they were saying puts the blame solely on me and you.”

“You’re wrong. They were right about one thing, though, and that’s how you should be leaving this in the hands of the police instead of taking it on yourself to look for our daughter. Beverly, you should probably just fuck off. You had no right to talk to my parents that way.”

She was blown away by the amount of anger coming out through Alan’s words, but she didn’t try to stop him when he grabbed his jacket and then followed his parents out the front door. If he didn’t want to put any effort into finding Avery and was choosing to pick sides with his parents, then maybe it was better that he left anyway.
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Felicity was still stunned by the way her husband had acted, and she was sure Fred had heard every word the group had spoken. Her little boy was still sitting in the kitchen, eating his cereal, when she went to him. He had such a sad look on his face it nearly broke her heart when she saw him. She quickly took a seat across from him and reached her hands out to his.

“You know we’re going to find your sister, right?”

Fred sighed. “I hope so. I just can’t help but think that part of this is my fault.”

“Not a single thing that has happened to your sister is because of anything you did. I know you heard what your grandparents said in there, but I need you to understand that it’s neither of our faults this happened.”

“I should have waited for her. I shouldn’t have gotten on the bus until I knew she was getting on, too.”

“Honey, there’s no way you could have possibly known this was going to happen. If anything, whoever took your sister probably would have taken you as well. I know you’re worried about her, and it’s easy to think we are the reason she’s not here right now, but I promise you that nothing you could have done would have changed the outcome.”

“I guess so, but I still can’t help. Do you think that if I had told someone what I saw, then maybe she would still be here?”

She was confused by the comment her son had just made. There was a part of her that wanted to push him to say more, but for some reason, Fred looked like he was afraid to say anything else. Not knowing what to do, she quickly got up and went to her son. She kneeled next to him and wrapped her arms around him, hoping he would feel safe enough to tell her what he had seen. She kissed him on the forehead and then pulled back, taking his hands into her own.

“Do you remember a couple of years ago when you were having those nightmares and you were afraid to tell anyone?” Felicity asked.

“Yeah, but that was different. Those were just dreams, and everything that’s happening now is real.”

“I know it feels like there is nothing you can do to help your sister, but if you saw something, you need to tell me what you saw so we can figure out if it had anything to do with what happened to Avery.”

Fred sighed. “I don’t know if I saw anything that will actually help bring her back, but I did notice a man on the sidewalk that day. He was acting really strange.”

“Okay. That’s good. Is there anything you can tell me about the guy?”

“Not really. I just know he was watching both of us, but I didn’t want to tell anyone because he was really scary looking.”

“Why didn’t you say anything before now?”

He shrugged. “I was just scared to tell anyone because Avery was taken, and I didn’t want anything to happen to anyone else. The whole thing really freaked me out.”

Her heart started to race with the idea that her son might have seen the man who had kidnapped her daughter. She wasn’t sure how to proceed with the conversation without making Fred more afraid than he already was. Taking a deep breath, she quickly embraced her son with all the love she had in her heart. If there was any chance that he could have seen the man who had abducted Avery, then maybe he would remember what the guy looked like and it would give them another possible lead to find out who was involved.

“I know you think you could have stopped this from happening in some way. What if the man you saw was the one who took your sister? Then you might be able to help us get her back,” Felicity said.

“How can I do that?”

“You can help me find your sister by being the brave little boy I know you are. Is there any chance that you remember what the man looked like who was watching the two of you that day?”

He nodded. “I think so. Do you really think that is going to help us find Avery?”

“I really think that if you tell us everything you can remember about that day, it will. You very well might be the hero your sister needs right now. I’m going to get your Aunt Bev, and then you can tell her everything you just told me.”

For the first time, Fred had a smile on his face. She could tell that just the thought of him being able to help his sister was more than enough to make him feel better about the situation. Felicity was excited they might finally have a real lead to work with and rushed back to the living room, where her sister was waiting. She didn’t waste any time telling her sister everything Fred had just said. It was easy to see that her sister had the same amount of excitement about the situation she had.

“This could be the break we’ve been needing. If Fred actually remembers what the man looks like and he was involved in the kidnapping, we will need to get a sketch artist over here as soon as possible,” Bev said. “Why didn’t he say anything sooner?”

“He told me he was scared because the man looked creepy and kept watching them. I think he’s just happy he might be able to help find his little sister.”

“Do you really think it’s possible he saw the kidnapper before all of this happened?”

“With how worried he is about getting his sister back, I think it was just more than he could handle, and no matter how afraid he is of the situation, Fred just wants to do anything he can to help. I believe every word he told me.”

“Well, I think it would be better if you called the station and had them send the sketch artist out here.”

Felicity shrugged. “Would it be better if I took him down to the police station instead?”

“Not in a situation like this. I’ve found it’s much easier to get what we’re looking for when the child involved feels comfortable. I believe he’ll be a lot more at ease at home than in a station filled with a bunch of police officers.”

“You definitely have a lot more experience with this sort of thing than I do, but I thought maybe he would be better off in a room full of people who could protect him.”

Bev shrugged. “You’d be surprised how many kids come in, thinking they are going to do something to help in a case, but as soon as they start seeing a bunch of people with badges and guns, they shut down, and then we don’t get anything from them.”

She pulled out her phone, calling the station. It only took one ring for the receptionist to answer, and she quickly relayed the information and what they needed to the woman on the other end of the line. The receptionist promised to send someone out as soon as possible. Thanking her, Felicity ended the call and smiled at her sister. Even with all the clues they had followed up to that point, it was the first time she actually felt like they were going to get somewhere. All they had to do was wait for the sketch artist to show up and for Fred to tell them everything he could remember.

Her mood was quickly changed by the fact that the front door opened again, and Alan came walking through. It was easy to see that her husband was still agitated by the argument that had taken place a few minutes before, but the fact that he was alone was something she noticed right away. His parents were nowhere to be seen. She wasn’t sure what Alan planned on doing, but she quickly judged the look on his face and the fact he was heading toward Beverly in a threatening manner. Whatever was going to happen next wasn’t going to be a very pretty sight.

Felicity didn’t waste a moment of time and tried to get between the two, but Alan brushed right past her and continued to storm directly at Bev. There had already been more than enough arguments in the house for one day, and she didn’t want her son to have to be put through another one, especially knowing he might have seen the man involved with the kidnapping.
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“What in the hell were you thinking?” Alan shouted.

Bev scoffed. “I think you should probably calm down before you say something you can’t take back.”

“This is my house, and I’m going to talk to you in whatever tone of voice I want to use.”

“This very well might be your house, but your son is in the other room, and I’m sure he’s already been through more than enough. He doesn’t need the two of us yelling at each other when he is right there, listening to every word.”

“We’re not talking about my son right now. I want to know what makes you think you have the right to speak to my parents that way. They’re just as emotionally invested in the situation as we all are.”

“Maybe they should stop throwing around accusations that make it seem as though Felicity is to blame for all of this. Instead of telling them all the bad things that are going on, it might be a good idea if you explained to them the things we have found so far. Starting with the fact that we all know she didn’t send that message.”

Felicity couldn’t believe the scene unfolding in front of her. She had known the two had never seen eye to eye, but the fact that they were having a screaming match in front of her was surprising. While she wanted to step in and stop the argument from taking place, she also knew it was something the two had been keeping inside for a long time, and they needed to work it out. Her sister was more than capable of defending herself, and Alan needed to learn he couldn’t keep treating Beverly like she was an outsider. Her sister was just as much a part of the family as his parents were.

While the fighting between the two continued to play out in front of her, Felicity heard her phone ring from the other room and quickly rushed to grab it. She was expecting someone from the police department to give her a call about when they could send someone out. When she recognized the incoming number as the one she had called several moments before, she grew excited with the idea of the sketch of the kidnapper getting out to the public.

“Hello?”

“Is this Felicity?”

“Yes, it is. I’ve been waiting for you to call to let me know when you’d be able to send out a sketch artist to talk to my son. There’s a good chance he saw the kidnapper before he took my daughter.”

“We’re aware of the situation, but there has been a change of plans. One of our officers actually arrested a man we think was the driver. Do you think it would be possible to bring your son in to see if he recognizes the man?”

“Yes. I’ll bring him down right away.”

She was suddenly filled with hope that she would be getting her daughter back soon. If they had caught the driver and it turned out to be the same man who had been seen by her son, then it was highly likely the guy would give up Avery’s location in exchange for something else. There was no telling what would happen next, but she didn’t want to waste any more time. Felicity quickly went into the living room, where her sister and husband were still bickering. It didn’t take long for Beverly to see the expression on her face and stop talking. Alan, on the other hand, was still in the process of making his argument when she shut him down.

“The police just called and asked if we could have Fred come in to see if the man they have in custody is, in fact, the same person he saw.”

“That happened faster than I thought it would, but I think it would be a great idea to have him go down and see if he recognizes him,” Bev said.

“I told him we would bring him in immediately.”

Alan scoffed. “I guess the two of you just think you can do whatever you want now. There’s no way I’m going to let my son get any more involved in this. How do they know he even saw anything at all?”

“Well, if you would have come back into the house and had a conversation like a normal person, I would have told you that Fred just explained that he saw a creepy man watching them the day of the kidnapping. We were already in the process of trying to get a sketch artist to come to speak with him.”

“I don’t care what you think he saw; he’s not getting involved in this. We already have one child missing; I’m not about to chance putting my other child in the line of fire.”

“I want to do whatever I can to help find Avery,” Fred said, taking them all by surprise.

Felicity had been sure he could hear every word being said, even though he was in the other room. Still, it shocked her when he managed to come into the living room without any of them noticing. Even with everything going on around them, she was proud of her son for standing his ground and wanting to do what was right. Whatever reasons her husband had for not wanting Fred to participate in identifying the man in custody didn’t matter.

“Son, I don’t think you understand what’s going on here,” Alan said.

“I don’t care if I understand what’s going on or not. I just want my little sister back home. If I can help find her, then I’m going to do it. You can’t stop me from wanting to help Avery.”

Alan was stunned into silence. He didn’t say another word as the three of them got ready to leave the house. A few minutes later, Beverly, Fred, and Felicity were all piling into the rental car and pulling out of the driveway. Even though the drive to the station would only take them a few minutes, Felicity wanted to try to keep the mood as light as possible. She was sure her son already had a lot on his mind and didn’t want him worrying about what to say when they got there. Before she could say anything to lighten the mood, her sister stepped in, and she knew Bev was thinking about the same things she was.

“So, how have things been going at school? Are your grades still good?”

“I have all As and Bs. Well, mostly As. Sometimes, it feels a little boring.”

Bev chuckled. “I bet it does for someone as smart as you are. If you keep getting grades like that, I bet you’ll be able to skip an entire grade.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Oh yeah, for sure. Schools don’t want you to get too bored because then you are more likely to get in a lot of trouble. I think if you really put your mind to it, you can do anything you want to.”

“I have a lot of good friends in my class.”

“Well, you don’t actually have to move up a grade if you don’t want to, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they offer it to you soon. Do you have a favorite subject?”

Fred smiled. “I really like math. My teacher says I learn things in her class faster than anyone she has ever seen before.”

“That’s a good thing, too. You’re going to use math for the rest of your life. There’s also a lot of really cool jobs you can get when you graduate that use math as a basis for what they do.”

Felicity was thankful for her sister’s taking control of the conversation as they made their way to the police department. By the time they were pulling up in the parking lot, she was sure Fred’s mind was clear of any concerns he might have had. She hated to think about the fact that she had no idea that her son’s favorite subject was math, but she knew that had no bearing on what kind of mother she was. Even though they always talked about their days at the dinner table, she was surprised it hadn’t come up before.

Still, it made her feel good that they were able to keep him occupied while they were driving. As Beverly pulled into a parking spot, Felicity couldn’t help but say a small prayer and hope that whoever the man was that the police had in custody was, in fact, the one they were looking for, not only for her sake but for the sake of her son. She just wanted her daughter back and to make her family whole again.
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As soon as they entered the police station, they were escorted into a small room that barely held the three of them. While her sister might have been prepared and experienced in what was going to happen next, Felicity had never been involved in a police lineup before. She had no idea what was going to happen, but she was glad Beverly was there with her. The small room was hardly the size of a gas station restroom. They were not only crammed in there with each other, but they had a detective standing beside them.

The detective wasn’t the same one she had spoken to before. He quickly introduced himself as Detective Anderson, and he had a much better attitude than the previous officers she had spoken with. She was glad he took the time to explain the situation and how everything was going to work. The officer promised that none of the men on the other side of the window were going to be able to see them and that each individual would have a number they would hold up to their chest. The only thing Fred had to do was tell them if he recognized anyone by the number they held. She could instantly tell her son understood everything he was being told and that all he wanted to do was help find his sister.

A few minutes later, the door on the other side of the glass opened, and five men came walking out. The detectives had been right; each one of them was holding a specific number. They were let out in order from one to five, but she felt Fred’s grip tighten when the third one took his spot in the lineup. Each and every one of the men was asked to step forward one by one, but again, his grip tightened when the third man stepped forward, and she knew that was the one he had seen on the sidewalk the day the kidnapping had taken place.

“Number three is the man I saw,” Fred said without hesitating.

“I want you to be absolutely sure he is the one you remember seeing the day of the kidnapping,” Anderson said.

“I’m sure. He even has the same creepy look I remember. The color of his hair and the outfit he is wearing look exactly like the one he was wearing the day my sister was kidnapped.”

The man smiled. “That’s the same man we picked up during our investigation. We’re pretty sure he was the man from the money drop.”

“Did he have anything on him that proves he was there?” Bev asked. “Is there any sort of evidence that proves he was the man who drove the van?”

“He didn’t have any of the cash from the drop on him, but we still have enough to keep him in custody and question him. I think if we approach the man with the right line of questions, then we’re going to get all the answers we need. It’s only a matter of time before he gives up your daughter’s location or the person he’s involved with, if he’s working with anyone else.”

“How long do you think it’s going to take before you get any answers from that man?” Felicity asked.

“I want you to know we’re going to throw everything we can at him to get your daughter back. There’s nothing that’s going to stop us from questioning him about the entire situation, but if he does happen to ask for a lawyer, there’s not much we’re going to be able to do until he has representation.”

Felicity just nodded and looked at the group of men being escorted out of the lineup room. She glared at the man her son had pointed out, and she knew at that moment that she needed to talk to him on her own. The detective had left them alone in the viewing space, and she understood enough about how the system worked to know the suspect would be led to another room in order to be questioned. She quickly stuck her head out the door and watched him being led across the hall.

The way the officer had answered her question was all she needed to understand. It was going to take longer than she had. She couldn’t stand around and wait for the police to jump through all their legal hoops. Felicity wanted her daughter back. She suddenly found herself willing to do whatever it took to get the answers she needed. It wasn’t hard to believe that the man would ask for a lawyer, and then it would be days before the police could even question him about the kidnapping. It was more time than she had. She knew the longer her daughter was missing, the less likely it would be that they would ever find her.

“I need to get in there and talk to him. If he knows where Avery is, I don’t want to wait to see how long it takes for the police to figure it out.”

Bev smiled. “If you want to have any chance of getting in there and talking to him without the police realizing it, then you’re going to need one hell of a distraction.”

“That’s pretty much the reason I’m telling you what I need to do. Do you have any ideas?”

“Oh, I could come up with a few. You just make your way into that room and find out anything you can about the man or what they might have done with Avery. I’ll distract the police while you do that.”

“Do I want to know what you’re going to do?”

Bev chuckled. “I don’t think it really matters at this point. We’re all going to be breaking the law in one way or another. Speaking of which, how do you feel about helping me break the law, Fred?”

“Is it going to help get my little sister back?”

“Everything we’re doing is to help get your sister back. Follow me so your mom can do what she has to do. I promise it’s going to be a lot more fun than what your mom has to do.”

Fred grinned, and Bev took his hand. They all quickly made their way above the room they had been brought into, and Felicity quickly turned right down the hallway and headed in the direction she had seen the man taken. As soon as she made it to the door of the interrogation room he was being held in, she glanced down the hall to see her son and sister disappear around the corner. There was no telling what Beverly had planned, but she knew it was only going to take a moment for her to figure it out.

Felicity quickly peeked through the glass pane separating her from the man she hoped to get answers from. Felicity was glad to see the man was alone, handcuffed to the table in front of him. Surprisingly, there wasn’t an officer in sight. She stood by the door for a few more moments, waiting for whatever distraction Beverly had planned. It didn’t matter what her sister did to distract the police. Felicity knew she wasn’t going to have much time to talk to the suspect. She could only hope it would be long enough to get the information they needed for her to find her daughter.

Suddenly, lights started to flash all around her, and the sounds of a loud alarm ringing through the building took her by surprise. She nearly laughed out loud when she realized everything going on was because of a fire alarm. Her sister had taken things to an extreme, and by pulling the fire alarm, she had given her a little more time than any other distraction would have. In an instant, people started rushing out of the building. While she still understood that she only had a few minutes before someone would come to take the suspect to another area on the grounds, it would give her just enough time to ask the questions she needed answers to.

Just as what appeared to be the last employee of the police department rushed past her, she quickly reached out and grabbed the door handle in front of her. With a slight flick of the wrist, the door opened, and she let out a sigh of relief. There had been a small thought in the back of her mind that the door would be locked, but she was happy it had opened right up for her. As stealthily and quickly as she could, Felicity slipped into the room and closed the door behind her.
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Even as she sat across from the man cuffed to the table, she could tell it wasn’t going to be easy to get any answers. The expression on his face was one of anger and satisfaction. Felicity found herself thinking how glad she was she had taken the opportunity to speak to the man on her own. The last thing she cared about was what kind of politics went into questioning suspects in a case. The list of movies going through her mind always had the good guy getting what they wanted.

“Where is my daughter?”

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. I was simply walking down the street when the cops arrested me. Speaking of which, how did you get in here?”

Felicity grinned. “I don’t think you need to worry about how I got in here, but you should be worried about how I’m going to get my answers.”

He chuckled. “I don’t have to talk to you. Hell, I don’t even have to talk to the police. This whole thing is just a case of mistaken identity. I was simply at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“I know it’s probably going to sound a little cliché, but you know we can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s really going to be up to you.”

“I think somebody has spent a little too much time watching cop shows on television. I’m not gonna answer a damn one of your questions because I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now, get the hell out of my face.”

Felicity knew questioning the man was going to be difficult, but she never thought he would act this way. She could tell she wasn’t going to get any answers by just asking questions. There was enough rage and anger built up inside of her that she no longer cared what happened to her. All she cared about was making sure her daughter came back home in one piece. He was either going to cooperate with her and answer the questions she had, or she was going to show him what kind of rage a mother could have after her daughter went missing.

“I don’t care about your lies and all these stories you keep trying to bring up. That little game might work with the police, but it’s not going to work with me. I know damn well you have something to do with my daughter being kidnapped. So, why don’t you just tell me where she is and make things easier on yourself?”

He grinned. “I don’t know who the hell you think you’re talking to, but I’m not saying anything until my lawyer is sitting here next to me.”

Immediately, fueled by the rage that her daughter had been kidnapped and the man who could be responsible was playing games with her, she jumped up from the chair and quickly made her way around the table, grabbing the suspect by the back of his head and slamming his face into the table. It all happened so fast that she didn’t even realize what she was doing, but the effects were exactly what she had expected. The man quickly sat straight back up, and Felicity took a seat across from him once again. She wasn’t all that surprised that the man’s forehead was cracked open and blood was pouring from the wound. She was pretty sure she had broken his nose as well. All of that was irrelevant, though, as long as it gave her some kind of clue as to where her daughter was.

“If you think I’m going to be as easy on you as the police will be, then you have another think coming.”

“I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but as far as I’m concerned, you’re never going to see that little bitch of yours again.”

“What makes you so sure that we’re never going to find my little girl? Hell, from the sounds of things, it didn’t take too long for the police to track you down. It’s only a matter of time before they find Avery as well.”

He grinned with blood seeping from his mouth. “That little bitch of yours is probably halfway to Canada by now. You might have been able to find me, but my old lady already has your little girl and the money. There’s nothing you can do to find her now.”

Felicity smiled. “There’s no amount of money in this world that can keep me from finding my daughter, but I do have to thank you.”

“What in the hell are you thanking me for? My old lady is already on her way, far away from this place. You’re never going to get her back.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure. I mean, after all, you did just tell me exactly what direction I needed to be headed in order to find her. That’s what I’m thanking you for. It’s only a matter of time before I figure out exactly where they are going.”

The man’s eyes started to dart back and forth, and it was easy to see he knew he had made a mistake. He might have been filled with a certain amount of rage due to the situation, but it would never amount to the level of rage she felt over the abduction of her child. He quickly shut his mouth and stopped talking, but she had more than enough information to help her start looking for Avery again. Without saying another word, she quickly turned toward the door and opened it, slipping out and closing it again behind her.

Although she was still worried about what was going to happen to her daughter, she now had something they could work with. The alarm had stopped going off several minutes before she left the room, but the flashing lights were still flickering down the hallway, and as she turned to head toward the nearest exit, she nearly ran into an officer making his way down the hallway. Her heart instantly started to race, but not because she was afraid of what the officer would do to her.

“Did you just step out of that interrogation room?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I might have opened it and immediately closed it, but it’s just really hard to find my way out of here.”

“There are signs all over telling you where the exit is,” the officer said, pointing at one. “You know I could place you under arrest for speaking to the suspect without proper identification.”

Felicity scoffed. “I’m sure you could probably do that, but I don’t think you want to arrest a woman who is simply trying to find her abducted daughter. If you’re the kind of man who would do something like that, then I’m politely telling you to fuck off.”

With that, she quickly turned around and marched down the hallway. She didn’t care if they did try to place her under arrest. The only thing that mattered was that she was going to get her daughter back. Felicity was sure no one was going to arrest her for trying to do the exact same thing they were doing, but she still made her way out of the building as quickly as she could. A few minutes later, she was getting into the rental car with her sister and son.

“Well, I think I did a pretty good job distracting any of the officers from disturbing you, but were you actually able to get any information from the guy?”

Felicity nodded. “He wouldn’t really talk to me at first, but I think after he accidentally smacked his head on the table, it was enough to throw him off his game, and he mentioned a direction we need to go.”

“You just point the way, and off we’ll go,” Bev said.

“Before we start heading in any direction, we’re going to have to drop Fred off at the house.”

“If you’re going to get my sister, I want to go with you.”

Felicity shook her head. “Not this time, buddy. You were already a really brave boy in there, and you really did help more than you know. Now, it’s time for Mommy and your aunt to bring your sister home.”

“You still haven’t told me where we are going,” Bev said.

“It looks like we’re headed to Canada. He tried to tell me we were never going to find Avery, but after I helped him change his mind about talking to me, he slipped up and said that his old lady was probably already halfway to Canada with the money and Avery.”

“Looks like Canada it is, then.”


41
[image: ]


Felicity was riding high on the fact that she had been able to get the information off of the suspect in the interrogation room. Even as her sister continued on to the house so they could drop Fred off with her husband, she couldn’t help but think how close they were to finally figuring things out and getting her daughter back. It had easily been the most emotional couple of days she had in her life, and she couldn’t wait to get Avery home and for things to get back to the way they should be.

As soon as they pulled into the driveway, Alan opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch. Even though she absolutely loved her husband more than the affection they had shown over the past few days, she wasn’t about to let the man stop her from what she needed to do next. The suspect had mentioned without hesitation that the woman with her daughter was on her way to Canada. While that still gave her a large area to search, it was still more information than they had a few hours before.

Surprisingly, as soon as she and Fred got out of the car and made their approach to the front of the house, her husband rushed down the steps and wrapped his arms around both of them. It was only a shocking feeling due to the way he had been acting since Avery went missing. She gladly accepted the embrace and hugged her husband back. The gesture of love felt reassuring. Felicity quickly relayed everything they had learned at the police station and told her husband what the man had said.

“I already know you’re not going to approve of what I’m going to do next, but I really feel like I don’t have a choice. I think Beverly and I are going to have a much better chance of tracking this woman down than the police will.”

Alan sighed. “I do support you and everything you have been doing to get our daughter back. I hate that I made you feel as though I didn’t care, but that’s just not the case.”

“So, you’re really telling me that you’re okay with my tracking the kidnapper down, even if I have to go all the way to Canada to do it?” Felicity asked.

“I know I’ve been acting like a complete jerk, but I’ve been thinking for the last couple of hours, and nothing matters more than bringing our little girl home. If you really think this is the only way that we can make that happen, then I support the choice.”

She smiled. “It’s nice to know you’re starting to understand what I’ve really been trying to do.”

“I just thought you didn’t trust the police to do the job, but the longer Avery is away from us, the more I’m starting to realize that your way is better.”

“Well, the suspect they had in custody said we’d never be able to find her, but after a little motivating, he let it slip that since his old lady had the money now, she was probably halfway to Canada. We’re going to try to follow that trail.”

Alan raised an eyebrow. “You questioned him?”

“Well, kind of. He wouldn’t talk until I slammed his head into the table. Then he was a little more cooperative, if only because of how angry he had gotten.”

“I never knew you had that in you, but I’m glad to know you did what you had to. I will stay here in case the police need anything, and I’ll watch out for Fred, too. You go get our daughter back.”

Felicity was still stunned by her husband’s change of heart. While he had always been a supportive partner, there were times when his support was less than adequate. Still, it made her feel much better knowing he was on board with bringing the woman down and getting their daughter back. Until that point, he had fought her tooth and nail anytime she tried to do anything to locate the woman who had taken Avery. She knew the only way they were going to get their daughter back was if she took it upon herself to try to track down what direction they had gone.

Taking a moment with her family, Felicity hugged both her husband and her little boy. She promised them both that Avery would be home soon before walking back to the car and getting in the passenger side. Her heart broke a little as her sister pulled out of the driveway. Seeing the sad looks on Alan and Fred’s faces was nearly enough to tear her apart. A few minutes later, Beverly had them on the main road that led out of town.

The stress of everything that had been going on since her daughter’s abduction seemed to be temporarily at rest, knowing they were finally headed in the right direction. She knew it was only a matter of time before her daughter would be back in her arms again. Suddenly, notifications on her phone started to pile up, and the chiming sounds continued for several minutes. She finally pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked to see what was causing it to go crazy. She was shocked to see the notifications from social media and instantly started clicking on each one.

Within a short timeframe, Felicity had opened around twenty different posts from various people she had never met in her life. Each and every one was another post about her daughter and the abduction that had taken place. She couldn’t believe how many people were suddenly talking about the little girl who had been taken from her family, and it nearly brought a tear to her eye. She suddenly got the feeling that someone was watching her and turned to look at her sister.

“What’s going on?” Felicity asked.

“What do you mean?”

“My phone just suddenly started going crazy, and everyone on the internet is talking about Avery.”

Bev smiled. “Well, that’s because I put in a call to one of my friends over in national security. He said he would put out an algorithm that would cause her story to go national and push for people to actually look at it. I guess it’s about the same way they do commercials nowadays.”

“Candace’s picture is all over the internet. They have her in and out of disguise, and there are several pictures of Avery now as well.”

“I just thought it would be a lot better if we actually got some real tips on where that bitch might be heading. I also got ahold of a few contacts I have in the media, and they quickly agreed they would give it more airtime.”

Felicity was once again shocked by her sister’s actions. She had always known the woman was one of the best at what she did, but she had no idea how many contacts her sister had made along the way. Just as several thoughts started to run through her mind, her phone chimed again, and she clicked on the link that popped up. A moment later, it took her to a video recording that had been sent to her e-mail. The title of the e-mail stated that the sender had seen the woman along with a child and thought they would pass it on just in case it was who they were looking for. According to the e-mail, the woman they were trying to find had been spotted in a gray van that was headed toward the Canadian border.

As soon as the video started to play, Felicity quickly saw the resemblance of the woman to the photos they had sent out. It finally looked like they had a destination that would lead them to Avery’s recovery. She quickly passed the information on to her sister, and Bev typed the location into her GPS. As soon as they knew what direction they needed to take, she went back to watching the video and was stunned when her daughter appeared. Although it filled her with a new sense of determination, Felicity found herself worried about her little girl. While it was still shocking to find out that the man had been telling the truth, she was afraid they were running out of time.

There were many thoughts racing through her mind as she heard her sister punch the gas in the little rental car. Though she had never been in the car with her sister while on the hunt for a kidnapper, it was obvious Bev wasn’t wasting any time. The small car quickly started to pick up speed. Felicity could only hope the car would get them to where they needed to go as fast as possible. She had no idea what the woman had planned on doing with Avery once she was done with her.
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Even as her sister continued to race down the road they were on, Felicity was amazed by the number of tips coming through. Over and over, her phone continued to receive updates from the tip line that had been set up. What was so surprising was the fact that they had received so few up until that point. She couldn’t believe that a simple call from Bev was all it had taken to make the whole story go national, but she was grateful her sister had made the call.

Felicity couldn’t help but stare at each picture that she pulled up on her phone. Though she had seen the picture of her daughter many times, she was saddened by every glance. Her little girl was still out there, and regardless of how hard they were trying to find her, she knew anything could happen. Avery wouldn’t be safe until she was home where she belonged. Suddenly, she heard the ringtone she had given to her husband and looked back down at her phone. Alan was calling, which meant something was happening at home. She quickly answered it.

“Is everything all right?”

“The police are here right now, and they’re not very happy with you.”

“What in the hell does that mean? I didn’t do anything.”

“First of all, they said you were told to go home and stay here, so they’re upset about that, but it sounds as though they are pretty angry that you released all the information to the press about this whole thing.”

Felicity scoffed. “I’m only doing what they should have done in the first place. If they had done a better job of releasing the pictures, we wouldn’t be doing this right now. I’m going to get our daughter back, no matter what they think.”

Alan sighed. “I know you’re only doing what you think is right, but that’s not how they’re looking at it.”

“What do you mean?”

“They put a warrant out for your arrest for interfering with their case and making it more difficult to do their jobs.”

She couldn’t believe what her husband was telling her. If the police thought they were actually going to slow her down by putting a warrant out for her arrest, then they were wrong. It didn’t matter what they tried to do to stop her. She was going to do whatever it took to get her daughter home.

“Look, I know they are only doing their jobs, but this is ridiculous,” Felicity growled. “We have a good lead, and the number of tips coming in on the tip line since we put out the information is unbelievable. We even have footage of Candace and Avery in a gray van. We have solid information and a good lead. I’m not going to stop now.”

Alan chuckled. “I didn’t call to try to stop you from finding Avery. I just had to let you know what was going on back here. You have my full support to do whatever you have to in order to get our daughter back.”

She quickly told her husband how much she loved him and how thankful she was for everything he was doing. It didn’t matter to her what had changed his position on the situation; she was just grateful to have his support moving forward. As soon as she ended the call, she relayed the information to her sister. The look on Beverly’s face told her everything she needed to know.

“I can’t believe the police are actually going to waste their time and put a warrant out for you. Our department would never stoop as low as they are by trying to arrest you.”

“I imagine that’s the difference between a city and a small town like I live in,” Felicity said.

Bev scoffed. “It really shouldn’t matter whether it’s a small town or not. They shouldn’t be wasting time doing something like that. You’re just a mother desperate to find her daughter, and if they can’t see that, then maybe that department is worse off than I thought.”

“I don’t really care. I’m not going to stop looking for Avery just because there’s a warrant out for my arrest.”

Beverly’s phone started to ring. Since she was still driving the rental car, she quickly answered it and put the call on speaker so they both could hear.

“Go for Beverly.”

“We wanted to let you know there was a tip that just came through. The van was spotted about three miles from the Canadian border. I already had a couple of our guys check the satellite feed, and the information is solid.”

“Send me the address,” her sister said, ending the call.

A moment later, Bev received another message and touched her screen to bring up the directions to where they needed to go. Again, her sister floored the gas pedal, and the little car came to life. The next thing she knew, they were flying down the road at an even higher speed than they were traveling before. Because of how fast they were able to get the information off the suspect at the police department, Felicity knew they weren’t very far behind the kidnapper and Avery. She closed her eyes and said a quick prayer, asking God to watch over his daughter for as long as it took to track the woman down.

Felicity couldn’t have been sure just how long they had been on the road, but within half an hour, they were pulling into the parking lot of the location that her sister had been given over the phone. It didn’t take long to spot the gray van with the dark windows, and Beverly brought the car to a squealing halt. Before the car had even stopped moving, she was halfway out the door and rushing to the side of the van, opening the door. She wasn’t completely surprised to see the van was empty and there wasn’t anyone inside, but it came as a slight shock when she spotted her daughter’s book bag, along with a few of her belongings. Not only could she tell it was Avery’s bag by the color and decorations all over it, but her little girl’s stuffed animal was lying right next to it.

“We’ve made really good time getting here, and I know she wouldn’t have wanted to get pulled over along the way, so they couldn’t have gotten far,” Bev said.

“These are her things. Avery was right here, and we missed her.”

“I’m telling you right now; they couldn’t have gotten very far from here in the amount of time it has taken us to get here.”

Felicity sighed. “What are we supposed to do now? The only lead we had was the color of the van and where they were spotted. There’s nothing here.”

“That’s not true. We knew they had to have been here not long ago, and I’m positive that there has to be some sort of security set up in this area. Look around. There are all kinds of cameras. We’re just going to have to get into the security office and see if the cameras caught the direction they headed in. We’re too close to give up now.”

Felicity was far from giving up. She was just tired of running into so many dead ends every time they got close to Avery. It was impossible to say that her sister was wrong, though, since even a glance up toward the building said there were cameras all over the place. There was no chance they were able to move through the parking lot without being caught on one of them. She was renewed with the hope that it wasn’t over just yet. Beverly pulled out her phone and made a quick call to one of her contacts at the agency nearby. Felicity wasn’t sure what she was trying to do other than hopefully trying to gain access to the camera’s recordings.

As soon as her sister ended the call, they both raced toward the mall’s entrance. Even though the chances were high that the cameras had caught something that would tell them where to go next, Felicity was still filled with dread about what could happen to her daughter if they didn’t find her soon. Not only was time running out for them to get to her before they crossed the border, but she also still had no idea why the woman had kidnapped her daughter in the first place and why she hadn’t given her back when they had gotten the ransom.
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The two were out of breath and nearing exhaustion by the time they found the security office. It took several minutes of their pounding on the door before anyone answered it. The man who finally did looked angered by their presence. He quickly told them both that without proper identification, he wouldn’t be allowed to let them into the room. But as he tried to close the door in their faces, Beverly stuck her foot in the way.

“Look, I don’t know who you think you are, and that badge of yours says you work for a police department in California, not here.”

Beverly gave the man a stern look. “I’m not going to let some rent-a-cop in a mall stop me from trying to find my niece. She’s been kidnapped, and we’ve been following leads for the last couple of days, trying to find the woman who took her. Now, we just need to take a quick look at your security footage and see what direction they headed after they parked in the parking lot out front.”

“I can’t just let you in here and give you that kind of information. Maybe if you had some kind of warrant telling me I had to let you look at our camera system, then it would be entirely different.”

“I don’t think you understand. I know you’re not supposed to give us that kind of information, but it’s going to take too long for the police to go through the entire process before they can actually take a look at it.”

“I’m sorry,” the overweight security officer said. “But there’s just not much I can do right now. I can’t let you in here unless you work for the mall or have a warrant.”

Beverly shifted her weight and smiled, obviously flirting in Felicity’s mind. “I’m starting to see we got off on the wrong foot. Maybe if I just gave you some sort of incentive, it could change your mind.”

Felicity knew that had her sister tried that approach in the first place, it might have worked, but the man was still insisting on keeping them from getting inside. The idea of losing her daughter forever started to weigh heavily on her mind, and the fact that the man was not going to help them by just letting them take a peek at the footage was starting to anger her. The rage that had been building up inside of her for several days started to take over each and every one of her thoughts.

There just wasn’t any time left to play nice with the guy, and as he declined her sister’s advances, she slid to her right and put herself in position behind the man between him and the door. Without wasting another moment of time, she quickly reached up and put the man in a headlock, shoving him and herself back inside the door. She had learned the maneuver in a self-defense course she had taken several years before and was surprised she even remembered how to do it properly. The man quickly passed out from the pressure around his neck, and the two women forced their way inside, closing the door behind them.

Beverly made her way over to the computer system and started hitting so many buttons that Felicity had no idea what was happening next. Finally, after what seemed like several minutes, they found the camera they were looking for and started to go through the footage. It didn’t take long to spot the van pulling in, and her sister slowed down the video in order to catch what direction they had headed.

“That is them, right?” Felicity asked.

“That’s definitely the man we just saw outside, and it looks like the woman from the pictures we have seen.”

They both watched as the woman got out of the van and moved over to the passenger side door in the back. The next thing that popped up on the screen was a woman pulling Avery out of it and pushing her in the direction of the mall. Even as they watched the situation unfold on the camera, Felicity was only growing angrier by the minute. There was something deep inside herself that was getting ready to snap, but she quickly realized the woman and her daughter were racing toward the exact same mall they were standing in.

Felicity looked at Bev, and her sister looked back at her. Without saying a word, they each raced for the door and left the security room, heading back to the mall they had just run through. She could tell by the footage they had just watched that the woman and Avery had to be somewhere in the mall, and she quickly started looking up and down in each direction, hoping to catch a glimpse of one of them.

“They had to have come in here in order to try to find new disguises before crossing the border,” Bev said.

“The only question is what direction they went and what store are they in. There’s no way of knowing for sure where they might be.”

“I’d say we hit one of the stores that sells clothes and maybe one of those places that sell the masks.”

Felicity nodded. “I think that’s going to be the best chance we have of—”

She suddenly felt a hand grab her shoulder and spin her around. She was shocked to see the security guard had woken up already, and she pulled her arm free from the man. Just as she turned around to try to get away, he begged for them to stop.

“I wasn’t really unconscious that whole time, but I wanted you to think that I was,” he said. “Look, I’m really sorry I didn’t listen to you before, but after hearing you talk back there, I can see why you did what you did.”

“I’m simply trying to find my daughter, and now we know she’s here in the mall somewhere.”

“I have the authority to shut this place down and put it in lockdown. Just give me a minute.”

Felicity suddenly started to feel bad for what she had done to the guy, but she didn’t regret her actions. She would do anything to get Avery back, and that included taking out anyone in her way. The man quickly pulled up his walkie-talkie and spoke in code over the radio. A moment later, what seemed like a flood of security guards were rushing to the exits and locking the doors. She was happy the man had been awake enough to hear the conversation about the kidnapper and where they were headed, and it was surprising to see how fast the building was put into lockdown.

The guard disappeared for a moment and went back into the security office before reemerging a few moments later with a smile on his face. Though she was happy to have the security guard’s assistance in trying to find her daughter, she couldn’t help but wonder what store the kidnapper and Avery had gone to. She quickly shook the thoughts out of her mind and tried to focus on what the guard was trying to tell them.

“I have all my people locking down the mall as we speak. There’s usually a silent alarm that sounds when we have a missing child on location, but I didn’t want there to be any hesitation from the police getting here, either. I put a call into the local department, and they are on their way.”

Bev nodded. “We can’t thank you enough for finally coming around to what we are trying to do. Do we have any idea how long it normally takes the police to get here?”

“Normal ETA in a situation like this is roughly about twenty minutes, but before I just got off the phone with them, they said they had a couple of officers that would be here in less than fifteen.”

Felicity was elated that things were happening so quickly, but her head was spinning at the same time. The woman had to be in the mall somewhere, along with Avery. As long as security had every exit covered and the police were on their way, she was mere minutes from finally having her daughter back in her arms again. The only thing she wasn’t sure about was whether or not the woman had a weapon and what she would do if she were cornered.
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In the few minutes that had passed since the lockdown went into place, Felicity had emailed pictures to the guard, and he had quickly passed them on to all his coworkers. Everyone had access to the images of Candace and Avery. The man went over the process of how things would be handled in their current situation, and just as he was explaining everything, the PA system announced they were on lockdown and everyone needed to move to their nearest exit. As soon as they had entered the mall, Felicity spotted one of the kiosks that held a map of the building. She knew from memory that there were three exits to the mall.

“There are three ways to get out of the building aside from emergency exits,” Felicity said.

“That’s correct, but the emergency exits are going to be locked until after this whole situation is resolved. The two side exits will be manned by a few guards, but their job is to follow them back to the main doors.”

“So, we’re going to be able to see everyone leaving?”

The man nodded and guided them toward the front doors. They were the same doors Felicity and her sister had come through on their way into the building, but this time, there was already a large crowd starting to gather. There was no way of looking at every single person in the crowd, but the guard pushed his way to the front doors and shushed everyone.

“I know everyone wants to get out of here, and we want nothing more than to let each and every one of you leave, but we are looking for a little girl, and it’s going to take a few minutes before we can get you all out of here. I just need each of you to come to the one door we’re going to unlock one at a time,” he announced.

The crowd quickly became quiet and started to proceed toward the door he motioned them to. The process of checking each and every one of the customers trying to leave was a tedious one, but the guards seemed to have everything under control. Several minutes passed, and there had been no sign of her daughter or the kidnapper. Felicity was soon starting to have a panic attack; she couldn’t help but wonder if they had been able to sneak out before the mall had been locked down.

Even though they had done everything in their power to prevent that from happening, there was still a possibility that somehow the woman had been able to escape the entire situation before they were able to talk the guard into helping them. As she watched the crowd slowly dwindle to almost nothing, Felicity’s heart started to race faster, and her breathing was getting heavier. In her mind, the kidnapper had already gotten away and was probably crossing the border as they continued to waste time with the people passing through the exit doors. One after another, people left the building, and soon, there was hardly anyone in the mall. She started to hyperventilate before her sister came to her side.

“There’s no chance they made it out of here before the lockdown,” Bev said. “We’re going to find them.”

“How can you be so sure? There’s almost nobody left in the building besides us and the security.”

“There are still plenty of people to look through, and I’m sure we’ll run across Candace soon.”

With all her heart, Felicity wanted to believe every word Bev said, but the situation was becoming more dire with every passing moment. It didn’t matter how much her sister tried to console her; it didn’t seem to do any good. Suddenly, over her sister’s shoulder, Felicity saw one of these shops had already closed. Even as she moved a little closer to the store in question, knowing it was some new salon going into the mall, Felicity could tell the door was slightly ajar.

Under any other normal circumstance, she wouldn’t have thought anything about it, but the tape had fallen down around the slightly open door that said, “No trespassing.” Knowing they were running out of people to check and time to check them, Felicity quickly closed her eyes and said another small prayer to protect her daughter. Before she opened her eyes and before she had the chance to finish the prayer she was saying in her mind, she heard a scream come from the same direction as the open door. She quickly turned back to her sister and knew immediately that Bev had heard the same sounds.

Without giving it a second thought, she turned and raced toward the open door, her sister following close behind. Just as they reached the door, Bev reached out and stopped Felicity from going any farther. She placed a single finger up to her mouth, explaining they needed to proceed as quietly as possible. Looking at the tape that had once crossed over the door, she knew it had been recently torn down. Her sister slowly pushed open the door, and they each realized that there were two possible directions to move. Bev quickly motioned that they needed to split up, and each of them went separate ways, one to the right and one to the left.

Felicity could feel her heart pounding in her chest, but as soon as she heard a noise that sounded like muffled cries, she pushed forward. She knew she was getting closer and closer to finding her daughter, and she wanted nothing more than to be able to save Avery from the madwoman who had kidnapped her in the first place. As she stepped around the corner, a rustling noise came from beside her. The cries were still a little way off in the distance, but she turned to see what was making the noise and was face to face with Candace holding a knife.

Before Felicity had the chance to react, the woman was already rushing her and tackling her to the floor. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the knife moving in her direction and crossed both her arms in front of her, blocking it from making any contact. Hitting the floor knocked the air out of her, but not the realization that she needed to protect herself at all costs. The woman growled something Felicity couldn’t make out, but she was more concerned with the incoming knife blows and the fact that her life and her daughter’s life were at stake. She wasn’t just fighting to protect herself; she was trying to save her little girl, and that was enough to keep going no matter how much pain she was in.
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The ongoing fight between them continued for several moments. In the few seconds that passed between when the woman had tackled her and when Felicity had started to fight for her life, she had taken several blows to the head. Candace was much stronger than Felicity, but she wasn’t about to go down without a fight. Even as the woman gained the upper hand and a controlling position on top of her, she continued to push back and kick with all her might. There were several moments that passed when the woman was just wildly swinging the knife, cutting Felicity’s arm several times. After another punch to the face, everything around her started to blur, and the woman quickly straddled her.

“You can fight me with everything you have, but you’re still never going to get your daughter back.”

“Why are you even doing this?”

The woman laughed. “I’ve been watching you for months. It took a long time to pick the little girl I wanted to have as my own, but Avery is everything I’ve ever wanted in a daughter. You have no idea the amount of information I’ve been able to pick up along the way. We’re going to be one happy family as soon as I get you out of the picture.”

“I don’t understand. If you wanted a daughter of your own, then why didn’t you just have one instead of taking mine?”

“She’s not your daughter anymore. She’s mine, and I’m going to give her the life that you never could. It’s been so difficult to find the perfect little girl, but the moment I saw her picture on your social media page, I knew she was the one for me. She was meant to come into my life and be the perfect daughter I have longed for.”

Felicity wasn’t sure what the woman wanted from her or Avery, but she knew she was crazed and delusional. Even the look Candace had in her eyes was worrisome in the way she wouldn’t stop herself from doing whatever it took to keep Avery forever. Felicity tried to kick herself out from under the woman, but she was slammed back onto the floor and hit her head again hard, blurring her vision again. The only thing keeping her in the fight was the fuel she got from the rage of what the woman had taken from her. The low cry in the distance rang through her ears again.

Instantly, she swung her arm out from under the woman’s weight, but Felicity still couldn’t get out from under her. She suddenly felt like she was about to lose everything as the world around her started to go black. Even though she continued to try to fight the woman off, it didn’t feel like she was going to be able to gain the upper hand. From out of nowhere, Felicity saw Beverly making a move on Candace.

The kidnapper must have seen the look in her eyes and quickly turned around, but it was too late. Bev was already right behind her and brought the butt of her gun down over the woman’s head, knocking her out instantly. Felicity was grateful her sister had shown up when she had since the woman was getting ready to bring the blade of the knife down into Felicity’s chest. Realizing her daughter was just a few short feet away, Felicity shook off all the pain and lumbered to her feet.

The pair made short work of finding the backroom, and as soon as they opened the door, they found Avery hiding in a corner. Felicity quickly rushed to her daughter’s side and wrapped her in her arms, holding her tightly, never wanting to let go. She could tell by the way her daughter shivered that she was terrified, but other than the fear in her eyes, she was perfectly safe.

“Are you hurt at all?” Felicity asked.

“No,” Avery replied. “I’m sorry I got into the car with the stranger.”

“You don’t need to apologize for anything that’s happened. None of this is your fault.”

“I knew I shouldn’t go with her, but she said Fred was already waiting for me in her car. Then she shoved me inside and drove away. I was so scared, but I knew you would find me. I never gave up on hoping you would.”

“It’s not your fault. The woman lied to you and made you think everything was going to be okay. You’re safe now.”

“Is the bad woman gone?”

Felicity smiled. “You’re never going to have to worry about her again, I promise. The police are coming to take her away.”

“I wish I wouldn’t have left with her, but I thought Fred was in the car.”

“It’s okay,” Bev said. “You don’t have to worry about any of that. We’re going to get you home, and Fred is going to be there waiting for you.”

“Is he mad at me?”

“For what, dear?”

“For missing the bus again.”

Felicity chuckled. “I think he was more worried about you than the idea that you missed the bus.”

Felicity was happy to have her daughter back in her arms again. After everything they had been through, it was all finally over. As the three of them slowly made their way out of the store, the police finally showed up. She wasn’t sure if she had ever seen that many officers in one place, but they paid little attention to them as they all made their way into the building they had just left. Within just a few moments, they had taken Candace into custody and were proceeding to move her out of the mall.

Before they got to take Avery home, an officer pulled her off to the side and questioned her. Felicity refused to leave Avery alone with anyone, and the officer in charge was more than happy to allow her to stay. Even though her daughter had only been gone for a few days, it felt like it had been much longer than that. Just as the officers were finishing their questioning, Felicity quickly called Alan and let him know they had found Avery and would be coming home soon. The joy of the news was quickly starting to spread as her phone lit up with calls and messages from their loved ones. The relief she felt from finally having Avery back in her arms again was all she ever needed.
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Felicity was sitting with her husband alone in Liam’s office at Harbor Publishing like they had promised. Six months had passed since Avery’s abduction, but she could remember everything like it was yesterday. Even as the days seemed to pass by them without any problems, it wasn’t something she was soon going to forget. As Felicity looked around Liam’s office, she couldn’t help but notice several awards that had his name written all over them. It was hard to believe she was going to be signing her very first book deal, but she was moments away from doing just that.

Not only was she about to get her very first book traditionally published, but she had the man she loved sitting by her side, supporting her along the way. After everything that had happened with the kidnapping, Liam had promised they would still be willing to work together even though she had missed their first appointment. It had taken several months and a lot of phone conversations back and forth to put the deal in place, but knowing she was just a few minutes away from signing the contract excited her.

“I can’t believe this is actually happening.”

Alan smiled. “You’ve worked very hard for this opportunity, and I’m really proud of you. I’m happy it’s finally going to come together after everything you put into this book. You might as well soak all of this in because you’ve earned it.”

“You know, none of this would have been possible if it weren’t for you and the kids.”

“I don’t know about that. I think if it weren’t for me, all of this would have happened a long time ago.”

“We’ve worked through all that, and I’m glad you’re here with me now. I can’t imagine what I would be going through if you weren’t next to me right now.”

The truth of things was that she wouldn’t have even been able to write the book if it weren’t for her husband. Alan played a large role in creating the character she needed to move forward with the writing process. As the two continued to joke about how the book came to life and waited for Liam to come back with the contract she still needed to sign, her phone chimed. Pulling the device from her pocket and clicking on the notification, she chuckled when she saw several pictures from her sister.

“What is it?” Alan asked.

“Beverly sent me a bunch of pictures she took of the kids and her in the hotel room. They’re all so cute.”

She wasted no time sharing the photos with her husband, and the two of them smiled together. Everyone who mattered was in New York with her, supporting her as she signed the contract she had been waiting for all of her life. It was easy to see by all the pictures that Bev was having a blast with the kids, and it made her glad they had all come together. It wasn’t every day that they had the chance to visit New York.

“It looks like they are having the time of their lives,” Felicity said. “I hope they have enough energy for when we go out for dinner later.”

“Oh, I’m sure your sister will have them jacked up on sweets by the time we get back.”

She laughed. “I bet you’re right.”

The two chuckled. Somehow, because of everything they had been through, Alan and Beverly had finally mended the long-broken fences between them. Whatever differences they’d had before the kidnapping were long gone. She was pretty sure the kids were what had brought them together, but she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Whatever had happened between the two no longer mattered. They all had each other, and she knew there wasn’t anything more powerful than that.

“You know, the sentencing hearing should be wrapping up at any moment,” Alan said.

“I just hope they give the woman everything she has coming to her. I know she had the whole story about wanting a family, but it never made any sense to me.”

“Me either.”

A few minutes later, Liam came back into the office, and Felicity was signing her deal. The contract was for more than she could have ever imagined, but she was still surprised by how much the editors had enjoyed her work. Though there had always been people pushing her to try to publish and telling her how good she really was, Felicity had never believed it until that moment. Just as she was signing the last document on a list of paperwork in front of her, the phone in her pocket chimed again.

She quickly excused herself and pulled her cell out to see there was a new email from the prosecuting attorney. Her heart started to race, hoping Candace was going to be going away for a long time. Felicity quickly started to read the email but was interrupted by her husband’s curiosity.

“What did they have to say?” Alan asked.

“They said the woman is a danger to society and has no business ever being free again. They gave her life.”

“That’s what we wanted, right? She can never do this to us or anyone else ever again. I knew the jury would do the right thing.”

She sighed. “I thought they would, but I wasn’t sure. You never saw the look in that woman’s eyes. She was out of her mind, crazy as hell. I thought she might have a chance to get off because of her mental health.”

“Well, we don’t have to worry about her ever again. It’s finally over.”

“That’s great news,” Liam said. “We’re going to get your book out. You’re going to be a published author, and the woman who tried to hurt your family got what she deserved. I’m happy for you. Sounds like a pretty great day.”

Felicity nodded and smiled. She thanked the man and told him she looked forward to working with him. After a round of handshakes, the two were headed to the closest elevator. After what had been the longest six months of her life, everything was finally over, and she couldn’t wait to celebrate with all the people she loved. Beverly and the kids would be waiting for them to get back so they could go out to dinner and celebrate, but Felicity had another surprise for them all. When she got to the restaurant, she planned on telling everyone at the same time.

Not only was her family whole and safe again, but it would be growing as well. It was the happiest she had felt in years. Everything was coming together, just like she dreamed about as a kid. The woman who had tried to do so much damage to her family was going away forever, and Felicity was going to have another baby. She wished she and her in-laws had been able to forgive and forget, but so far, it just hadn’t been in the cards. But all in all, things couldn’t possibly get any better than they were at that moment, and she knew her family was finally able to put everything behind them for good.
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