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PROLOGUE
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Benny sat in his classroom, waiting for the bell to ring. While he enjoyed each class the teacher taught, it was Monday, and he was ready to go home. His teacher was giving out assignments, and the other kids in the room started talking amongst themselves. It was a daily ritual he knew all too well. The closer to the end of the school day, the less his friends and other students paid attention. Not him. He always listened to the instructions handed down to the class.

Still, he looked forward to his mother picking him up just like every other day. Even before his parents split, it was a routine he enjoyed. Sometimes he missed his dad, and he knew the feeling well, but the time he got with his mother meant something special to him. He smiled as he thought about the possibility of going out for ice cream again.

As he looked up at the clock and realized that only a minute had passed, he sighed. He couldn’t make the time pass any faster, and his best friend wasn’t nearby to talk to. Suddenly, the phone in the classroom started to ring, and the teacher walked to the front and answered. After a moment, Benny saw the teacher look up at him. He knew what it meant. His mom had come early to pick him up, and she didn’t want to wait for the line of cars to pass. At least once a week, she would pull him out of class a few minutes early, and he was happy today was one of those days.

“Benny,” the teacher called out. “You’re leaving early today. Make sure you have all your things, including your homework, and head down to the office.”

“Okay, Mrs. Walker.”

He quickly tossed his book into his backpack and put away the other things he had out. His desk was neatly organized when he opened it, something he enjoyed keeping clean. Benny knew it was easier to grab what he needed when he knew where everything was. Mrs. Walker came up to his desk just as he was finishing.

“I know you have everything you need, but I almost forgot I was giving everyone one of these to study. We’ll have a test on Friday,” Walker said. “Have fun, but don’t forget to make time to study.”

“I won’t,” Benny said with a smile.

“Good, now hurry along. The principal said your father was in a hurry.”

“My dad’s picking me up?”

“I guess so. They said your dad is in the office.”

“He only picks me up on Friday sometimes. It’s Monday.”

“I know, but he’s here to get you. I’m sure he’s got something special he wants to do with you.”

Confusion set in quickly. His father had rarely picked him up. Even with the somewhat new schedule they had, his dad hardly ever got him from school. Most of the time, he’d swing by the house hours later. His schedule kept him at work long after Benny got out of school. Either way, he didn’t care. He was happy to have any extra time he could since his parents weren’t together anymore.

A few minutes later, Benny walked into the principal’s office, and as soon as he saw his dad, he ran to his side. Nothing mattered other than he was getting to go somewhere with his father. He couldn’t help but smile when he looked up at the receptionist, and she was grinning at him.

“You two must have some pretty big plans,” she said.

“Yeah,” Jack replied. “Just figured I’d spend the afternoon with my son. I don’t get to see him as much as I want to.”

“Where are we going?” Benny asked.

“It’s a surprise. I’ll tell you more about it along the way, but I can’t tell you where we’re going.”

Benny’s heart started to race. His father had never tried to surprise him before, and he started to wonder where they could be going. He knew he had promised to take him out fishing, but the last time they had talked about it, his father said it was starting to get too cold and they’d have to wait for spring. Still, he tried to figure it out as they walked to the truck he loved to ride in.

As soon as he hopped up into the backseat, he spotted his father’s suitcase and the bag he used to pack his clothes in when he’d spend weekends with his dad. Instantly, he was confused by what he was seeing. He wasn’t supposed to spend the night until the weekend, and since it was only Monday, Benny wasn’t sure what was happening. He quickly thought about his mother and wondered if something had happened.

“Dad, is Mom okay?”

“Of course, kiddo. What makes you think something is wrong?”

“You got my stuff, and you never pick me up before Friday.”

“Well, things are about to be a lot different. I thought it would be good for us to spend a little more time together, and your mother agreed. So, I’m going to take you for a few days. Is that all right?”

Benny smiled. “You already talked to Mom?”

“I sure did. We talked it over, and both of us agreed it would be for the best if you came with me for a little while.”

“How long will I be with you?”

Jack chuckled nervously. “I don’t know for sure, but it might be like this from now on. For now, we’re just going to worry about one day at a time, okay?”

“Okay.”

He didn’t think much more about it. After all, if his dad had already talked to his mom, what could he say? Even though things were strange for the first few miles, Benny was glad to have the extra time with his father. Between his parent’s separation and his father’s work, he didn’t get to do many fun activities. Still, something in the back of his mind told him things were wrong. He remembered the day before and them being late getting back after visiting his dad for the weekend. His parents had argued, and the police were there by the time he had gotten home.

“Are you sure Mom agreed to this?”

“Yes,” Jack snapped. “You’re my goddamn kid, too, Benny. Your mom doesn’t get to make all the decisions for me. If I want to take you for a couple of days, then I’m sure as hell going to.”

Benny froze. “I-I’m sorry.”

His father didn’t say anything, but he could tell he was upset. Benny didn’t hear his father curse very often, so it came as a shock that several times under the man’s breath, he heard the words he wasn’t allowed to use. Jack was busy watching the road, and he could feel the anger in the truck. He could tell they were going faster and faster, and suddenly, a small amount of fear started to creep in. The more he realized that his father had never yelled at him like that, the more he understood something was wrong.

He quickly took out his phone while his father wasn’t looking and started to send a text message to his mother. He wasn’t sure what to say, but he wanted her to know his dad had picked him up. There were just too many arguments between his parents over the past few months, and he didn’t want her to worry.

Before he could send the message, he looked up to see his father watching him from the front seat. He hadn’t realized they had pulled off the road. Jack cursed again, and Benny’s heart started to race. When he saw his father get out of the truck, he knew he was in trouble. He tried to press send, but before he could, his father swung open the truck door and yanked the phone out of his hands.

“What are you doing?” Jack asked.

“I-I was just trying to let Mom know where I was.”

“I told you I already talked to her. Even if I didn’t, that’s between me and her. You’re my son, and if I want you to be with me, you’re going to be. Got it?”

Benny nodded and watched his father throw the phone to the ground. He didn’t understand what was happening or what he had done wrong. The only thing he knew was that the man who had just screamed at him wasn’t the man he called Dad. He had never seen him act like that before. A moment later, Jack was back in the driver’s seat, and they were heading out of town. Every time he could remember being with his father, they had never gone in the direction they were headed. He started wondering where they were going, what had happened to his dad, and if he would ever see his mother again.
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It was another beautiful day as Maggie Deaver sat in her car near the far edge of the motel parking lot. While she had been working as a private investigator for years, it still didn’t change the fact that she hated these types of jobs. It seemed to be a constant thing their office took on. Cases where one spouse suspected the other of cheating and one of them would be sent out to collect proof of infidelity.

She sighed as she spotted her mark through the man she was following entering the motel. At his side was a woman who was not his wife, and it was her job to take as many incriminating photos as possible. It wasn’t the first time she had been put on a case such as this, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Still, as the man leaned close to the woman and kissed her, Maggie raised her camera and started to snap pictures. It rarely failed that she would catch her target in this kind of position.

Still, it never got any easier for her. The man’s wife had come to their office with a sob story. Crying the entire time, she talked about the thought of her husband cheating. Maggie had started to grow a hatred for men in general, even though she knew it wasn’t fair to at least the handful of decent men still out there somewhere. After talking to the woman and doing some research, she found a strange habit the husband had. There was a withdrawal from his account at least every couple of weeks.

The more she dug into the cheating husband’s finances, the more she realized the amounts were always the same. A week later, she was tailing him, and he had led her to this exact motel. Without hesitating, she had her camera out. After snapping several pictures of the couple kissing with the cheater’s hands all over the woman, she knew she had what she needed for her client.

Maggie knew how it would go. A week from now, the wife would have her lawyers in court filing for divorce. She would get nearly everything she wanted out of the court proceedings, and the husband would get what he deserved. It was something she never quite understood about cheating spouses. If they were so unhappy in their relationships, why wouldn’t they just file for divorce themselves? The idea hit closer to home for her as her own husband had cheated on her. She no longer worried about hurting the husband if he stepped out, since her own had done the very same thing to her.

As she finished taking her pictures and the couple stepped into the motel room, closing the door behind them, she set the camera on the passenger seat. Overall, it was another successful day for the company, but the other side of that double-edged sword was that another relationship would go up in smoke. Sitting silently for a minute, she thought hard about what her own ex-husband had done to her, and it made her angry. Suddenly, her phone started to ring, and it snapped her out of her thoughts.

Glancing down at the caller ID, she dropped her head. Right on the screen was her ex-husband’s name. Maggie didn’t want to talk to the man, but since they shared a son, she knew she never really had a choice but to answer the calls.

“Speak of the devil, and he’ll appear,” she mumbled to herself before answering. “What do you want?” Maggie grumbled.

“Well, hello to you, too. Sounds like you’re having a good day,” Jack said.

“Oh, you know how it is, just out looking for the cheaters of the world. Another day where I’m reminded too closely of how my life really is.”

“That’s not fair. You know I’ve apologized a million times.”

“I know you have, but it doesn’t change the fact that you cheated on me, Jack. I don’t think I’ll ever understand…you know what? It doesn’t even matter. What do you want?”

“I was hoping to pick up Benny early. I just want to spend a little extra time with my little man.”

Though it shouldn’t have, the question caught her off guard. No matter how long it had been, she couldn’t get past the thought of him stepping out on her. Jack was a good father but a lousy partner. The anger alone that came along with his cheating on her was something she never would forgive. Still, even as good as a father as he was, the man had made things difficult for her. She knew no matter how she responded, it would eventually come down to the two of them fighting again.

On the one hand, she could let him have the extra time with their son, but that would come with the idea he could do it on a regular basis. On the other hand, she could tell him no, but he would fight with her over getting to spend time with Benny. It was something she debated in her mind for moments before realizing exactly what she needed to do. Until the two were in a better place, the best thing she could do was to follow what the courts had made them agree to when it came to visitation.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jack,” Maggie said. “It’s not part of the agreement, and for now, I think we should just keep things simple.”

“This isn’t fair, Mags. I’m his father, and I just want to spend some time with my son. You can’t keep punishing me for cheating. This isn’t how things work.”

“First of all, you made that decision. Not me. I didn’t have any say in what you put your dick in, obviously. I’m not punishing you for cheating. I hope you do that to yourself every day. I just think it’s best if we follow the court order.”

Jack scoffed. “I understand what the court order says, but it isn’t fair to Benny or me.”

“No, it’s not, but you’re the one who made things like this unless you already forgot about that.”

“I didn’t forget a damn thing. I made a mistake, and I’m going to have to pay for that, but don’t make Benny pay for it, too.”

“Really? Is that what you think I’m doing? What did you do when you stepped out with that other woman? You’re the one who tore the family apart, not me. Now, you can pick Benny up at the appointed time.”

“Fine, but just remember, you can’t withhold my son from me just because I cheated on you.”

Though part of her knew her decision was exactly due to what he had done, she also knew it was simply for the best until they somehow connected on a more trusting level. Until they were both in a better place, they needed to stick to the schedule the judge had laid out for them. Whether either of them agreed with it wasn’t the point. Sighing, she tried to listen to the man as he grumbled and complained. Finally, she had enough and cut him off.

“I’m not withholding your son from you. I just want to follow the court order for now. I’m not saying it’s going to be like this forever, but it’s something we should both keep in mind for Benny’s sake. It’s going to be better for him to have some kind of schedule to stick to.”

“It’s still bullshit, and you know it. There are a million ways you can make me pay for the things I’ve done, but keeping me from my son shouldn’t be one of them. You don’t get to make—”

Maggie was done listening to the man’s rambling, and she ended the call. She was sure she would hear all about it the next time they spoke, but for now, she didn’t want to hear another word. The courts had decided the schedule, and with everything changing in her son’s life, he needed something stable to adhere to. It had already been difficult enough for the boy, and she wanted to keep things as simple as possible.

Taking a deep breath, she shrugged off the call. There was anger in both their voices, and she didn’t want to keep adding fuel to the fire. As she tossed her phone onto the seat next to her, she noticed the time. Cursing under her breath, she pulled down her seatbelt and snapped it into place. Starting the car, she pulled out of the parking lot and headed to the school. Benny would be walking out the school doors at any moment. Picking him up from school and hearing about what he’d done was the highlight of her day. She smiled as she pulled out onto the road.
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Maggie had gotten to the school faster than she thought she would, and class hadn’t been let out yet. So, she made her way to the school lobby and waited for the bell to ring. As she sat, waiting, she couldn’t help but think about Lucy Banner. In her mind, the woman was just another client with a cheating husband. Though, after catching him in the act and taking the pictures her client so desperately wanted, she knew exactly what the woman would go through next.

Having to be the reason that Lucy knew her husband was cheating was just another weight she would have to bear. After finding out her husband had cheated on her with the receptionist at the precinct where he worked, Maggie had been through all the emotions the woman would have to go through now.

She tried to shake the thoughts out of her mind. There were too many nights she had stayed awake, trying to sleep but failing from overthinking what was wrong with her and why her husband had to go to another woman. The task wasn’t easy as she heard the whispers of the other moms waiting to pick up their own kids. She had already lost count of how many times she had heard the name Becky swirling around the room.

There were a few who couldn’t believe Becky had stayed in town after everything she had done. After all, the small town they lived in had the same small-town values as most did. Cheating wasn’t something tolerated, and Maggie knew the woman wasn’t having an easy time. Not that she felt bad for her. She’d known before she had slept with the married man that he had a wife, yet she still had chosen to have sex with him.

While Maggie had almost all the support from the residents of Milton, Wisconsin, some people still thought she should forgive her husband. Again, the small town was made up of men who were in the “good ol’ boys” club. Basically, they all stuck together and would ride out whatever storms came. It was something she had grown to love about the community, but Jack had cheated on her. She was growing to hate it. Nothing made more sense to them than the man being the one who made all the decisions for the family. Something she just couldn’t handle.

Chuckling to herself, she tried to ignore the gossip playing out all around her. She could only hope the bell would ring soon and her son would come running down the hallway and into her arms. There was no better feeling in the world than Benny wrapping his tiny arms around her. A moment later, her wish came true and the bell rang.

Less than five minutes later, they were getting back into her car. The drive home wouldn’t take long since they only lived five miles from the school, but it was still high on her list of the best parts of her day.

“So, how was school, kiddo? Did you have a good day?”

Benny smiled. “It was good, but I’m glad it’s Thursday.”

“You know what? So am I. I think Thursday is one of my favorite days of the week.”

“I think my favorite day of the week is Saturday.”

“You know what I think? I think that’s your favorite day of the week because you don’t have school.” Maggie smiled. “I thought you liked school?”

“I do, but it’s so boring sometimes.”

She nodded, knowing she had felt the same way as a kid. While she knew her son was just tired from the long week, Maggie also knew Benny loved school, along with all the friends he had there. Still, part of her knew things weren’t easy for him, either. While she thought of Jack as her ex-husband, they were only separated at the time. She was trying to do everything she could to make things happy for the kid, but the reality of not having a father in the house weighed on her greatly.

“Well, I know it gets boring sometimes, but you have your friends there, too.”

Benny sighed. “I know, but I like being home.”

“I understand that. Well, if it makes you feel better, we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Benny grinned. “Is Dad going to be there when we get home?”

Instantly, her heart dropped. Maggie knew he was struggling to understand why his father wasn’t at the house anymore. While it had been three months since the separation had begun, it would still feel new and strange to the young boy. No matter how they would try to explain things to Benny, he just wasn’t going to understand why things were the way they were.

Feeling bad about what he had to go through, she tried to think of what to say. Quietly, Maggie continued driving home to their small house in the suburbs. She attempted to change the subject by bringing up their dog. It worked, and by the time they pulled into the driveway, Benny was looking forward to seeing the yappy little beast they all loved. Not long after they got out of the car, they could both hear the high-pitched barks of their “guard” dog. A moment later, they were in the house, both being yipped at by the family chihuahua.

Pork was the name they had come up with together. While a pup, she would gorge herself on food until she walked around like a little pot-bellied pig. Still, the dog was good at letting them know when someone was near the house. She had a sense about strangers, and Maggie always knew when they had new people over what kind of person they were by the reaction of the friendly pet. If she went crazy on them, they weren’t the best of friends to have, but if she approached them calmly, they usually ended up being great people.

“Do you have any homework?” Maggie asked.

“I have some math to do,” Benny replied and shrugged.

“Well, why don’t you finish your homework while I start dinner? How does some spaghetti and garlic bread sound?”

“Do I have to eat the sauce?”

“No, not at all. I can make you some buttered noodles, and I’ll eat the sauce. How does that sound?”

Benny smiled and nodded. Thirty minutes later, she was starting dinner, and he was working on his math. They were easy problems for her to help with. He was only seven and in second grade, so math and subtraction were something she could easily help answer. Though she knew she’d have trouble keeping up a few years from now, she planned on enjoying her position above him for the time being.

The hours flew by, and before she knew it, it was time for Benny to get a bath and end the night. Maggie smiled as she ran his bath water. She only had a few years left to help him before he’d be too old to accept anything from her. Things were changing all around her, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for him to be the big boy he was becoming.

Benny jumped in the tub, and Maggie went back to the kitchen to clean up. As she finished the dishes and put away the leftovers, she heard him holler down the stairs that he was done. Part of their daily routine was that she tucked him in for the night, no matter how busy they were. Not that she minded. She would happily tuck the boy in for the rest of his life if he’d let her. Before she knew it, she was tucking him in and kissing his forehead. Smiling as he rolled over, Maggie turned off his light and closed the door, leaving a small crack that allowed a little amount of light to shine into his room.

That had started after the separation had begun. Maggie hoped it would pass since Benny wasn’t actually afraid of the dark. It was something of a comfort for him to have the light coming in. He had refused to have a night light, but she had to leave the light in the hallway on and crack his door.

A moment later, she was walking down the hallway, heading back to the kitchen. It was Thursday night, and she was going to pour herself a glass of wine, knowing the news she would have to deliver to her client the following morning. With the way the day had gone, she felt like she had earned the right to one glass. As she reached the top of the steps, though, she heard a noise. Looking down the hallway, she spotted Jack standing at the door. She gritted her teeth when she saw him. The man was standing inside, and Maggie quickly filled with rage.
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“What in the hell are you doing here, Jack?” she whispered as she approached.

“I just wanted to say good night to my son.”

“You’re not supposed to be here. It’s called a separation for a reason. You can’t just stop by anytime you want to, and you sure as hell can’t just walk in the house like you still live here. It’s confusing to him, and you no longer have the right to walk through the door like you’re still living here.”

Jack scoffed. “What do you mean? I don’t understand how long you’re going to keep punishing me over this.”

“As long as it takes. You’re the one who threw our wedding vows out the door and cheated, not me.”

She could tell Jack was trying to bite his tongue, but she didn’t care. This wasn’t about to become a regular thing. She couldn’t stand by and let the man think they could still work things out. Though it had been three months, it still felt as though everything had just happened. The heartache and anger weren’t just going to go away. He might have felt as though she was punishing him, and maybe in some small ways she was, but she was still really angry about the whole thing.

“Come on, Mags. Just let me tell him goodnight, and I’ll get out of here.”

“You don’t get to tell me how to run my house. The court gave you specific times for visiting, and this is not one of them. Besides, I already tucked him in, and he’s probably asleep.”

“I just want to see my child. Don’t make this harder than it already is.”

Maggie scoffed. “Maybe you should have thought about that before cheating on me with the precinct’s receptionist.”

“Look, I know I fucked up, and I’ve already said I was sorry more times than I should have. I just want some time with Benny. You’re the one making that a problem now. Plus, you’re making me look like a fool all over town. Don’t think I don’t notice the way people look at me.”

“No, Jack. You did a pretty damn good job all on your own of doing that. You’re the one who was unfaithful, and now you’re having to pay the consequences. You’re making yourself look like an idiot, especially since Becky still works there. You still see her every day.”

“I don’t have a say in that. Is someone supposed to fire her?”

“I know you’ve seen her outside of work, too. How many lunches have people seen the two of you together at?”

Jack sighed. “It’s still because of work. I have to go over the paperwork with her, and it’s just easier to do that during lunch. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“I’m pretty sure you’ve said the same thing before, and we both know how that turned out. It turned out with the two of you in bed together.”

She knew she had hurt him with the words she spoke, but it didn’t matter. The man was still lying; even if he wasn’t sleeping with Becky anymore, it was still hard to believe. Suddenly, she heard a noise from upstairs and turned around to see her son coming downstairs and wiping his eyes. Even though she had tried to keep her voice down, they somehow managed to wake him. It was something else she was already blaming Jack for.

“Hey, buddy,” Jack said when he noticed Benny coming down the stairs. “Did we wake you?”

“Yeah, I heard arguing.”

“Sorry, kiddo,” Maggie said. “Sometimes, adults do that. It’s okay. You’re dad wanted to stop by to tell you good night.”

Benny ran up to his dad and wrapped his arms around him. Maggie’s heart melted. No matter how she felt about the man, Benny was always going to love his father. Instantly, she regretted arguing with Jack. It was obviously going to have to be something she would have to work on, but he needed to understand that he had to stay away. If he couldn’t adhere to the rules set down by the court, she would have to take the next step.

“Are you staying?” Benny asked.

“No. I have to go, but I wanted to tell you goodnight. Plus, I love you this much,” Jack said, extending his arms.

“I don’t want you to go, Daddy. I want you to stay here with us. I miss you.”

Jack sighed. “I know, bud, but I can’t stay here right now. Your mom and I are working some adult things out. For now, it’s best if I don’t live here.”

“Are you ever going to come back home?”

“I don’t know. I’m working on changing things, but at the end of the day, it’s going to be your mom’s decision.”

“Can Daddy come back home?”

Maggie gritted her teeth again. Rage started to wash over her as she glared at Jack. It wasn’t something he should have said, but since Benny was standing there, she couldn’t lay into the man like she normally would. Trying not to let the situation get the best of her, she stood in silence as the scene unfolded in front of her.

“No, honey. I know it’s hard to understand, and I don’t know if you will be able to, but your father and I are not on the same page right now. It’s for the best that we’re not together while we work through everything.”

“But he’s here now. Why can’t he just stay this one night?”

“Well, it’s because we’re separated right now. That means that while we both love you very much, we can’t live together.”

“When I don’t get along with someone at school, they make us sit on different sides of the classroom.”

Jack chuckled. “It’s kind of the same thing. Your mom is right, though. Even though we both love you, we just can’t be together right now.”

It didn’t take much to see that Benny was upset. The boy had tears in his eyes as his father tried to explain why he wasn’t able to stay, even for one night. Seeing her son in such pain only fueled the anger inside of her. If Jack had just followed what the judge had ordered, they wouldn’t be having the conversation at that moment.

Jack looked at her with pleading eyes, begging her to give him a few minutes with their son. She nodded and turned toward the kitchen. Now, more than ever, she needed that glass of wine. She knew Jack loved Benny, but he could have done a better job of making things easier for him. Showing up late at night was only making things more difficult. She sighed as she poured her glass and chugged half of it.

She was in no way an alcoholic, but if anyone walked in the room right then, they’d think otherwise. Topping off her glass again, she started to think about the things that had happened. The first thing she was going to have to do was to change all the locks on the doors. If he wasn’t going to follow the court order, she had to make sure he couldn’t just walk in whenever he wanted to. It wasn’t that she believed he would do either of them any harm, but it wasn’t something she needed to worry about with everything else she had going on.

The more she thought about the man being in her home, the quicker she realized the next step would be to file a restraining order. Though the loving small town was home to her, she also knew since he was an officer of the law, he could get away with almost anything. His demeanor about the entire situation was cause for concern. Not only was he not following the schedule, but he had also let himself into her home.

The thought had never crossed her mind until right then. The moment she realized he was willing to walk into her home without fair warning, she knew he might be willing to push things further if provoked. Provoking him had become second nature to her from the moment she had learned he was having an affair. One way or another, Jack was going to have to learn how to follow the rules. A restraining order would put the restrictions in place that she needed for them to feel safe.

Finishing her glass of wine, she headed back to the front door, where she saw the two still hugging. While there was nothing wrong with how he loved their son, he was wrong to force his way into their home. As Jack looked up and glared at her, Maggie felt like things were only going to get worse. While he had been the one who cheated, she felt as though she was the one being forced to pay the price.
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The small-town attorney’s office was exactly what you’d see in a movie. It had a stack of gun magazines in the waiting room, along with hunting and fishing to go along with it. An old deer head was mounted on the wall, which brought a smile to her face. She could remember all the times she had gone hunting as a kid, though she never got one she had killed mounted. Still, the whole place reminded her of the area she lived in.

Milton had a population of fifteen hundred people. For some, that might not sound like a lot of people, but when they all lived in the same area, there weren’t many people who didn’t know what was happening. It was full of gossip, and everyone knew everybody else. Along with that came the philosophy that everyone in the county seemed to live by and that everyone stuck together. It made it hard for the women in the area to get out of any kind of bad relationship. If they weren’t hounded by the other women, they’d be shut down by the court. It was sheer luck that Maggie was granted custody during their separation.

As the receptionist approached her and told her the attorney would see her, she instantly felt her heart start to race. Even though she had her reasons for wanting the restraining order, it still felt like she was doing something wrong. Maggie quickly pushed aside her thoughts and followed the receptionist to the man’s office. Sitting behind the desk was Robert Cosgrove. He was one of the good ol’ boys, too, but he had a better moral compass than others.

“How are we doing today, Maggie?” Robert smiled. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, after last night, I would like to get a restraining order on my husband.”

“Oh, so it’s one of those kinds of days. Tell me what happened last night that you think you need one.”

“I was putting my son down for the night, just like I always do, but when I went back downstairs, he was standing at the door.”

Robert chuckled. “I don’t think it’s against the law to be standing at someone’s door. I mean, he did live there for some time, but I don’t think a judge is going to side with you on that.”

“Maybe, but he was inside my house, and the judge made it clear he couldn’t be there.”

“See, that part of the story makes a difference. It’s hard to believe Jack would make such a rookie mistake. Did he say why he was there or act threatening in any manner?”

“Nothing like that, but he let himself into my home just so he could say goodnight to Benny. I didn’t tell him to come in, and I doubt he even knocked. He was just standing there like he still lived there.”

Robert sighed. “That’s troubling, but we’re going to be in for an uphill battle to get a restraining order granted. I know Jack, and I know the judge. I can put the paperwork in, but I know Jack has drinks with the county judge at least once a week. They’re definitely on a buddy system of sorts.”

“So, what do I do now? Nothing? He was in my house, Robert. If he can just come and go whenever he wants to, what’s the point of a legal separation?”

“Well, as I said, I’m still willing to file the paperwork, but the odds are really against us here.”

Maggie scoffed. “Well, take it somewhere else then. Can’t we request a different judge to look at the case?”

“Unfortunately, we can’t. There’s only one judge, and the only time we ever see another one is when ours goes on vacation. Other than that, the laws make it difficult to do anything. We can’t take the case to a different district. Otherwise, that would be exactly what I would do.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Out of all the fears she had when everything first happened, this was her biggest concern. The closeness of the legal system to the people of the town had always been a problem. If a criminal enterprise had been set up in town by one of the locals, the others would fall into place and let it happen. They were all too close to the situation, and Maggie didn’t know what to do. How could she protect herself if the system was already broken?

“What do I do?”

“There’s not anything we can do other than try. I pulled up the court documents on the computer here, and it looks like Jack already put in a form of his own.”

“What in the hell did he file? Technically, he’s the one who broke into my home,” Maggie seethed.

“It’s nothing legal like that, but it is something you’re not going to be happy about. Looks like he filed to get joint custody of Benny.”

“I don’t understand. He wants shared parenting?”

“According to this, he wants everything to be split down the middle. You’d have him half the time, and he’d have the other half. Around here, it’s nothing too unusual. Sadly, it’s something the judge usually agrees with, even if the father is simply doing it to hurt the mother. I’ve seen it too many times.”

“We can fight it, though, right?” Maggie stammered.

“I’m going to try like hell, but Jack already has things in his favor. He’s friends with the judge, and it’s unlikely they are going to rule in our favor. The judge will probably approve his request without looking at it twice.”

Maggie went numb, and she felt a lump in her throat. It wasn’t something she was expecting to learn when she went to Robert’s office. While she had known that if she wanted to win anything against Jack, she would have to use the legal system; she hadn’t counted on the legal system being in the man’s pocket. She quietly thanked the attorney for his time and scrambled out of his office.

The devastation of losing her son to her ex for literally half of his life was more than she could take. She got into her car and slammed the door, shouting into the empty car and punching the steering wheel. Nothing had been fair. Jack was the one who cheated and ruined their marriage while she tried to be the good wife and take care of their son. Now, the only thing she cared about was making sure Benny didn’t become the man his father was, but the court wasn’t going to make it easy.

Thirty minutes passed as she tried to calm herself. No matter how hard she tried to justify her son spending that much time with his father, it still didn’t seem right. She never would use Benny against Jack as a form of punishment or to get what she wanted, but that was what they were doing to her.

It was still early on Friday morning, and as she started to calm down, she watched the traffic rolling through town. The small population made it hard not to recognize every face that went by, but there were a few fresh faces, and she tried to focus on them. Maggie took a deep breath and focused on a woman she had never seen before, walking down the street. She found herself wondering if the woman was passing by or just arriving. Did she know what she was getting herself into?

While she wanted to shout from the rooftops to everyone who would listen, it wouldn’t make her feel any better. Pulling her from her self-loathing was the sound of her phone ringing. She groaned as she looked down but quickly smiled when she saw the call was from her sister, Rose. She had smiled out of relief that it wasn’t Jack reaching out. If the man had called her at that moment, she felt as though she wouldn’t have been able to keep herself from going off on him.

“Hey, Rose.”

“Hello, sis. I was just calling to check in on you. How are you?”

Maggie sighed. “Could be a lot better. Listen, do you have some time this morning?”

“Well, I have some things I need to get done. Why? What’s going on? It sounds like you’re really upset.”

“Well, that might be the understatement of the year. I’m upset and pissed right now,” Maggie said. “Do you mind if I swing by and share a cup of coffee with you?”

“Certainly. My things can wait. You sound like you could use someone to talk to.”

“I just need to blow off some steam. You are sure it’s not going to put you out?”

Rose chuckled. “You’re always welcome here. Just come to the house.”

“I’m on my way.”
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Maggie was sitting in the kitchen with her sister, surrounded by four kids running through the house. She couldn’t help but smile as she watched the two sets of twins cause havoc. There was nothing but love for her nieces and nephews. While she only had Benny, her sister had Aaron and Annabelle, who were almost two years old. On top of that, she had Henry and Hannah, each three and a half years old. The only one missing from the house was Cassie. She was the same age as her son, and the two shared a class. Benny and Cassie were best friends.

As Henry led the battle for whatever the kids were fighting for, the others followed his orders, and the group marched out of the kitchen. No matter how hectic Rose’s house was, it was always a joy to see the family enjoying themselves. Rose quickly settled in the chair next to her, handing Maggie a cup of coffee.

“I thought about throwing some vodka in there, too, but I have to say it’s a little early for that.”

“Maybe, but I wouldn’t have complained about it,” Maggie said.

“So, tell me, what has you thinking about hitting the bottle so early on a Friday morning?”

“Well, after I got Benny to sleep last night, I went downstairs to find Jack standing inside the front door.”

Rose scoffed. “What in the hell? Did you call the police?”

“I thought about it, but as I stood there, arguing with him, Benny woke up and came down. I was so pissed off, but I couldn’t fight in front of him. It’s not healthy for him.”

“What are you going to do?”

Maggie sighed. “From the sound of it, I don’t have much say in any of it. I spoke to my attorney after dropping Benny off at school. I can’t even get a restraining order in this town since Jack is friends with the judge.”

“I didn’t think about that. He has drinks with the judge once a week, doesn’t he?”

“Yeah, so it’s unlikely he’s going to rule in my favor in the matter, but it gets worse than that.”

Rose sighed. “What else is going on?”

“This son of a bitch is trying to get joint custody of Benny. He’s already turned in the paperwork, so by the time we go to court, he’s going to be granted it.”

“So, after having an affair and losing you, he’s still trying to ruin your life. I mean, the man tried to get you back and failed. Now he wants to do anything in his power to hurt you since you didn’t fall right back into his arms. If that doesn’t spell out the epitome of what this town stands for, I don’t know what does.”

“I know, but I don’t know what to do. He’s not a bad father, but I know he’s only doing this to get back at me. I just really needed to talk to someone.”

“Well, that’s what sisters are for. Besides, if you ask me, I think you should just leave the country. He can’t get any custody if you’re not here.”

Maggie chuckled. “As much as I hate the man for what he did to our family, I know he has every right to see his child. I couldn’t keep Benny from him if I wanted to. It just wouldn’t be right, and it would do more harm than good.”

“That’s fair, but it’s a thought. That and I think it’s the only way you could come out on top of this now.”

“I just feel like my heart is being ripped out all over again. First, I find out Jack had been cheating on me with the receptionist, then I have to go through this separation. Now, he’s taking the only thing I have left in my son. That means I’m going to miss half of him growing up.”

“Well, you know I’m here for you, whatever you need. You’re going to get through this.”

She nodded and sat quietly, sipping her coffee. It was true. She’d get through it, but at what cost? Everything felt as though it was falling apart. She had no control or say in anything that was going to happen next, and it was all because she lived in this small town that acted as though the men could never do anything wrong. As Maggie drank the last of her coffee, the kids came storming in from the other room, shouting.

It was always crazy at her sister’s house, but she loved the excitement and seeing the joy on all their faces. As she watched the horde of children storm back out of the room, she laughed. Every game the children played reminded her of growing up with Rose. The two had always been inseparable growing up, and they could both tell stories of the other one like they had just happened.

“Well, if anything, I hope they gave you a good laugh.”

Maggie smiled. “You know, I don’t know how you do it with all these kids. There are days I think Benny is too much.”

Rose laughed. “Lots and lots of tequila. Other than that, I take headache medicine daily, but they’re all great kids. I just never thought they’d ever be this loud.”

“And yet, here we are. You know, I can’t thank you enough for letting me come over to talk. I think I just needed to get that out.”

“Glad to help. What do you have going on the rest of the day?”

“I need to get over to the office and meet with a client. I get the honor of telling her that I have proof of her husband cheating on her.”

“Oh, sounds exciting.”

“Not really. After going through all of that myself, it’s not the same. I really feel for the woman.”

Rose nodded. “I understand that.”

“Yeah, now it feels like every case I get like this is just another dig at me. Like, I’m the joke of the town now.”

“You know better than that. The whole town supports you in this. They know he is the one who screwed up, not you.”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t feel like it most of the time.”

“It doesn’t matter about the ones that side with him. There was no reason for him to do what he did. That’s on him, not you. You keep your head up and keep pushing forward.”

Maggie just nodded and stood up. After a round of hugs throughout the house, she headed to the car. If the last few days had taught her anything, it was to look at the positives. As she drove to the office, she couldn’t help but think about the woman she was going to meet. Though she was just another client, the job was too close to home.

She had only been working with the woman for a few weeks. It hadn’t taken Maggie long to make a move that caught Lucy’s husband with his pants down. She knew how stupid men were when they were having affairs. Whether using their credit cards, using the same hotel, or just openly cheating, they all made the same mistakes. Though this time, things felt entirely different to her. The heartbreak that came from learning about a significant other’s infidelity was almost more than she could take.

Barely having made it out of her relationship in one piece, Maggie still wasn’t sure how she had pulled it off. While she and Jack had never had the perfect relationship, there was love there. After catching him cheating on her with Becky, she wanted to kill the man. The thought had quickly passed, but initially, the effect it had on her was horrific. It wasn’t something she wished on anyone.

For a moment, a thought entered her mind. She had loved Jack for a long time, and the two had a son together. Was that enough to make her forgive him for the affair? Instantly, she shook her head. As much as she’d love to save Benny from going through the whole divorce, it wasn’t something easily forgivable. Even if she could, she could never forget. Plus, the idea that he was still seeing Becky, even if it was really just for work, was more than she could handle. There would be no forgiveness as long as the woman still lived in Milton.

A few minutes later, she was walking into her small office. Maggie had already spotted the client’s car parked on the side of the road, so she knew Lucy would be waiting for her. As much as she hated the idea of delivering the bad news, it was her job. Shaking her head, she opened the door to the office and walked in. Sitting in the waiting room was the woman whose husband was cheating. She swallowed hard and forced a smile.
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Maggie had already uploaded the photos she had taken from the day before into the program at the office. It was nice to have all the information available on the cloud, especially with the amount of work she was doing from home in the evening since the separation. She smiled at Lucy and offered her a seat in her office once she unlocked the door. She wasn’t looking forward to it, but it was her job to let the woman know that her husband had been cheating on her and then show her the pictures as proof.

“So, I’m assuming you found my husband doing something he wasn’t supposed to do. I guess that’s why you wanted to meet with me today,” Lucy said, obviously nervous.

“That’s putting it mildly. Unfortunately, you hired me to look into him, and I did. I’m sure you already had reason to think he was doing something behind your back. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have come to me.”

“I’ve been thinking he was up to something for a while now. He’s always coming home late, and the few times I’ve tried to visit him at his office when he was supposed to be there, he wasn’t.”

Maggie nodded. “You were right to feel that way. I followed him around a few times over the last few days, and yesterday, he proved us both right. I caught him with another woman.”

The look on Lucy’s face went blank. Maggie instantly felt the same sensations she had when she had found out her own husband had been having an affair. Still, she pushed forward with the information she had gathered on the woman’s husband. Turning the laptop screen toward Lucy, she looked at her before continuing.

“You got pictures of him doing this?”

“Yes. You wanted proof that he was cheating on you, and that’s what I got. I didn’t want there to be any question that he was being unfaithful. Now, are you sure you want to see these?”

Lucy hesitated and then nodded. “I think I need to see them. It’s not that I don’t believe you, but I just think I have to know for myself.”

“It’s not going to be pleasant, but I will run you through them all.”

Over the next few minutes, picture after picture scrolled across the screen. Each one was slightly worse than the one before it. By the time Maggie was going through the last picture of the two sneaking into the motel room, Lucy had tears flowing down her cheeks. She quickly handed the woman a box of tissues and turned off the screen. It would be a moment before she’d be able to speak, and Maggie knew the feeling all too well.

“This is all you’re going to need to be granted a divorce, even in this town. As soon as you show these to a lawyer, your husband will have no choice but to grant you whatever you want to settle things.”

Lucy shrugged. “I never wanted to get a divorce, but I didn’t ask to have a cheating, piece-of-crap husband, either.”

“I know this is hard on you, but now that you know, it’s going to be for the best.”

“I don’t know. I think…I’m going to kill the son of a bitch. I can’t believe he would do this to us. After everything I’ve done for him, he just throws it all away? I’m going to—”

“That’s not what you should be thinking about right now, Lucy. He deserves whatever he gets when you file for divorce, but he’s not worth the prison sentence when you go to jail for his murder. He’s just another cheating man.”

Lucy scoffed. “How would you know what’s worth doing?”

Maggie sighed. “My husband was caught cheating on me just a few months ago. I know the pain you’re going through right now, and I felt the same way you do.”

“Did you want to kill him?”

“At first, but it wasn’t worth it. The pain is hard to deal with, but you will be able to move forward. You’re a beautiful and intelligent woman. Anyone would be lucky to have you, and this guy isn’t worth any more of your time. Getting violent isn’t going to fix anything. I promise you that.”

“Maybe…I guess you’re going to want to be paid for the work you’ve done,” Lucy said, pulling out her wallet.

The agreement they had in place called for payment upon delivery of the evidence she was asking for. At that moment, Maggie wasn’t worried about money. The woman sitting in front of her was acting strange. While it was easy to see that Lucy was beyond angry, somehow, she was still calm and collected. It was something she had never witnessed before. She kept her eye on her client for a moment as she wrote out the check and ripped it out of the book.

“I think this should cover whatever expenses you had, along with a little extra for how well you’ve done,” Lucy said, sliding the check in her direction. “I really appreciate you doing this for me.”

“It’s no problem. I’m sorry it had to come back like this. I was really hoping we were wrong about him.”

“Well, my gut isn’t usually wrong, but I guess this is what I asked for when I married the cheating piece of shit.”

Maggie sighed. “I know it feels like the end of life as you know it, but you’re a strong woman, Lucy. You’re going to get through this. Here’s a business card for a really good divorce attorney, and if you’d like, I can give you a copy of all the pictures to take with you.”

Lucy shook her head slowly. “Thank you, but I have everything I need.”

“I can make sure you have access to these whenever you want them. That way, there is no fight about what is true.”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ve seen enough. Thank you, Maggie.”

Maggie nodded and walked the woman to the door. She felt bad for Lucy, knowing the next steps in the woman’s life would be some of the toughest in her life. Still, there was something strange about her reaction. Though it wasn’t unusual for women to break down and threaten their cheating spouses, it was odd that she didn’t want to take the evidence with her. Most of the clients wanted everything she could find. Whether it was to take them to the cleaners in court or ensure a quick divorce proceeding, it was the first time the client didn’t want the proof.

Watching the woman get into her car and pull away, Maggie couldn’t help but wonder what the woman had planned. Still, work needed to be done, and she sat back at her desk. After closing each case, there were hours of paperwork to complete. It wasn’t something that bothered her, and she actually enjoyed the peacefulness of finalizing another case.

There was something to be said about the type of work Maggie did. While most of the time it made her feel good to learn the truth, there was a painful realization that she was changing people’s lives on a daily basis. She liked to think that most of it was for the better, but how was ruining people’s lives a good thing? Shaking her head, she knew she couldn’t ask for a better career. Liars and cheaters were never going to change, and that was something she knew all too well.

After a few hours of closing paperwork and entering the check into her finances, Maggie found herself sitting back in her chair and thinking about the woman who had left her office hours before. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get Lucy’s reaction to her husband’s having an affair out of her head. The entire interaction had been strange, and she thought about calling the woman or stopping at her house to check in on her. Sometimes, although rare, women would lose their minds at the news.

Maggie picked up her phone, still thinking of calling her client, when she realized the day had already passed and Benny would be getting out of school soon. She cursed under her breath, wishing there was more time in each day. There was still plenty of time to get to the school before her son got out, but everything else she had been thinking of disappeared.

Grabbing her bag, she headed out of the office. It had already been a long day of paperwork and delivering bad news. The worry alone had taken its toll on her, and she was exhausted. Locking her office door behind her, she said goodbye to the other people in the office and she headed to the car, enjoying the thought that she’d be able to spend the afternoon with her son. It was the favorite part of her day.
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She was halfway to the school when the traffic ahead of her abruptly stopped. There was no telling what had happened on the road before her, but a few minutes later, she could see the police redirecting traffic. Immediately, she thought there had been an accident up ahead, but the closer she got to the police working on the scene, she suddenly found herself wondering what else could have happened.

There were no signs of a tow truck ahead, and the yellow tape was wrapped around the scene to a house on the right side of the road. The small town was known as a safe area, and Maggie found it hard to believe that anything calling for that many officers could have happened in Milton. Finally, after about fifteen minutes of traffic moving slower than she had ever seen, she was almost at the turnaround location. She immediately recognized the officer directing traffic.

“Hey there, Maggie. I’m going to have to ask you to turn around and find a different way to the school.”

Maggie smiled. “You’re a pretty good detective, you know that?”

“What makes you say that?”

“You just know what time it is, and I’m heading to the school to pick up Benny. A good detective always has an eye for the details.”

Mitchell grinned. “Well, hopefully, that translates to my detective exam. I’ve been thinking about trying to move up.”

“Well, I think you’re going to make a good one.”

“Thanks for that. Still, I better get back to redirecting these people off the road. You can turn around there,” he said, pointing to a driveway she’d seen everyone turn around in.

“Mitchell, what in the hell is going on here?”

“All we know right now is that there was some kind of domestic dispute. The neighbors called when they heard gunshots.”

Maggie sighed. “Oh, no. Is everyone all right?”

She could see by the look on his face that there had been at least one death. As tough as the police could be, they wore their hearts on their sleeves. Mitchell was a young cop, handsome in a way that probably would get him in trouble at some point in his career, but he was a softy. He cared about the people in the community in a way that she had only seen a few times in her life. When he dropped his chin, she knew things had gotten bad inside.

“Talk to me, Mitchell. What happened?”

“There was a big fight. The caller said they heard screaming coming from inside the home, and a few minutes later, a gunshot went off. Shortly after the first call, they called again and said there had been more gunfire.”

“Well, do you know what caused the fight?”

“Hard telling for sure at this point, but all I know is that the woman shot her husband before turning the gun on herself and pulling the trigger. It’s a real mess in there, but it’s more sad than anything else.”

Instantly, Maggie’s gut started to clench. She could feel the sickness in her stomach rising up to her throat. Before the officer could say another word, her mind flashed directly to Lucy and how she reacted to the news of her husband’s affair. Trying to shake it off, the thought wouldn’t leave the back of her mind. As she looked toward the house, she immediately noticed the car in the driveway and thought she was going to be sick.

“Who was it, Mitchell?”

“You know I can’t give out any names. It’s against the precinct’s policy until the next of kin have been notified. Besides, you don’t want to know their names. Sometimes, they’ll haunt your dreams when you know the people.”

“I’ll know as soon as the report comes out. Just tell me, was it Lucy Banner?”

Mitchell’s jaw dropped. “Now, how in the world could you know that? Maybe you should be a detective.”

“Well, she hired me a few weeks ago to look into her husband. Turns out, the man was cheating on her. I just had a meeting with her a few hours ago to go over all the evidence I had collected.”

“Holy hell, Maggie. You know what this means, right?”

“Yeah, it means another job well done,” Maggie muttered.

“This isn’t your fault, but we’re going to need you to come into the station to give a statement.”

Every thought over the past few hours was tormenting her mind at that moment, and she couldn’t speak. In all the years she had been a private investigator, she had never come across a situation like the one that had just unfolded. While she had been worried about the woman from the moment she had left the office, it wasn’t something she had expected. She was in shock and wasn’t able to move. If she had only checked in on her, maybe everything would have turned out differently.

While nothing that had transpired was her fault, there was still something inside of her that blamed herself. She found herself going over every word of their conversation earlier in the day, trying to find anything that she could have caught to stop the violence from happening. Glancing up at the officer, her eyes moved to the crime scene behind the man. It looked like something straight out of a movie. Ambulances, cops, and the local coroners were all on the scene.

When Mitchell tried to get her attention, she had to pull herself from her thoughts and focus on the conversation. It took a minute, but she finally looked at the man’s face and nodded. There wasn’t much else she could do since her body was still stuck in place.

“Maggie, I still need you to go around, and I have a few cars in line waiting to do the same thing.”

“I understand,” Maggie muttered, barely above a whisper.

“Are you okay?” Mitchell said.

“Yeah, I just can’t believe this happened. I knew she was upset, but I didn’t know she’d be willing to take it this far.”

“Either way, it happened. We’ll need to take your statement, so as soon as you can, come down to the precinct.”

“Yeah, that’s no problem. I’ve got to pick up Benny from school first, and then I’ll take him to my sister’s. I’m sure she’ll watch him while I come down to tell you everything I know about the situation.”

“I certainly do appreciate that.”

Maggie nodded before maneuvering the car around. She knew her sister would have no problem keeping an eye on her son for a few hours, especially when she told her the reason. Still, she couldn’t get the look on Lucy’s face out of her mind. When the woman had left the office, it was easy to see she had been upset. Any woman who loved their husband would be, too, if they found out he had been cheating.

Something inside her was still struggling to process everything that had happened as she took the back roads to Benny’s school. A million times, the idea of hurting her husband had come to mind, but never once had she actually thought about it for more than a moment or two. Everyone was different, but Lucy had taken the evidence of her husband’s infidelity to the next level by shooting her husband before killing herself.

Struggling to focus, Maggie had missed her turn twice, trying to get to the school. There was too much on her mind once she had learned about the deaths, and now she found herself trying to pull herself together before picking Benny up from school. She quickly pulled the car to the side of the road and parked. There were still a few minutes to spare before she’d be running late, and she didn’t want her son to see her that way. Stepping out of the car, she looked around to ensure she was alone before screaming into the sky. Though she barely knew the woman, it felt like she’d lost a friend, and there was still something making her feel as though she was to blame.

When she was finished, she put both hands on the side of her car and caught her reflection in the glass. As sad as the news had been, she realized at that moment that it wasn’t her fault. She felt bad for Lucy, but the woman had made her decision. Maggie had gone through the same thing and was still standing, along with her husband. She thought about her son and knew things were always going to be crazy around them. The world would make its own choices, and being there for Benny was her choice.

She wiped her eyes and cleared her throat. Getting back into the car, she shook off the negative thoughts haunting her and headed to the school.
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After dropping Benny off at her sister’s house and quickly explaining the situation, Maggie was sitting in the parking lot at the police station. Even an hour later, she still had the feeling that she was going to get sick. As she watched the foot traffic passing around her, she hadn’t brought herself to walk into the building. While she had settled the thoughts that were trying to place the blame on her, it was still sickening to think about the situation as a whole.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped out of the car and started walking toward the station’s front door. She’d made the walk many times over the years, most of which to join her soon-to-be ex-husband for lunch over the years. This time, the walk felt much different. The reasons for entering the building were different than ever before. Now, instead of happily visiting her husband at work, she opened the front door and immediately spotted the woman Jack had an affair with.

Maggie was far from old, and she knew it, but looking at Becky, she could see nothing more than a young, attractive woman. She was slim with long blond hair, looking far younger than she had herself in years. Watching the woman notice her and jump up from her place behind the front desk, she instantly felt a churning in her stomach. The day’s events had already taken a hard toll on her mental state, and she wasn’t about to put herself through a conversation with a woman she absolutely despised.

The woman had ruined her life, though Jack played his fair part in matters. Becky was nothing more than a home-wrecker who gladly gave herself to him despite knowing the man was married. She was as much to blame as Jack was, and there would be no forgiveness in the foreseeable future. In an instant, Becky was making her way over to greet her.

“Hey, Maggie. What brings you in today?”

Maggie glared at her. “I certainly didn’t come in to speak with you. Do you really think I have anything nice to say to you? You ruined my marriage, my family, and you’re nothing more than a whore.”

“I…”

“What, cat got your tongue? I don’t know what gives you the right to approach me in any way. Actually, I’m surprised you’re not out fucking—”

“Whoa, Maggie,” Officer Jamie Kurt said, stepping between the two. “I think that’s enough for one day. Why don’t I take over, Becky? Just go back to work, and I’ll handle taking her statement.”

“Yeah, Becky. Why don’t you do your job instead of the married men you work with?” Maggie seethed.

“Come on, Maggie. I’m just trying to do my job here,” Becky muttered.

“Does that job include sleeping with all your coworkers? Maybe you should answer the phone instead of spreading your legs.”

“That’s not fair.”

Maggie scoffed. “It’s not fair that I lost my husband because of a slut like you. It’s not fair that I have to explain to my son almost every day why his father doesn’t get to come home.”

“Maybe you should talk to him about it. I wasn’t the only one there. Besides, he made his own choice in what he—”

“Don’t tell me who to talk to. Jack has gotten more than his fair share of this as well. Just stay the hell out of my face and far away from my family. I’m only telling you one time.”

Jamie held up a finger to her while at the same time pointing Becky back to her desk. Maggie knew she had taken things too far, but she couldn’t stand the woman’s audacity to think she could approach her without repercussions. As the officer guided her to a back room, he chuckled slightly.

“I know things are a bit crazy after everything that happened, but despite whatever personal issues you have going on with her, I can’t have you barging in here and going off like that.”

Maggie sighed. “I know, but she deserves a lot worse than that.”

“Maybe, but that’s not our place, is it?”

“I never said it was, but I’m simply coming in to give a statement of what I know. I don’t think it’s right that I have to run into the reminder of why my marriage is ending when I’m just trying to do my civic duty.”

“I understand, but we’re going to have to keep a lot calmer if you’re going to come here. I can’t have you attacking her, and if anything were to happen, I would have to place you under arrest. You know that, right? I don’t want to arrest you any more than you want to get arrested.”

“What in the hell are you saying? You’d put me in cuffs, and yet the whore gets to walk around as though she did nothing wrong?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Instantly, Maggie was filled with rage. She couldn’t believe they were siding with the home-wrecker they worked with. She suddenly found herself thinking the woman was just sleeping her way through the entire department. There was no other reason she could think they would back her up. As the anger continued to rise up inside of her, she tried to understand what was going on around her.

Every emotion she had been through over the past few months started to rush back through her. Finding out her husband was cheating on her was just the start of her own emotional downfall. Trying to shake off the feeling, she looked back at Officer Kurt.

“I don’t plan on doing anything to her.”

“That’s good. Especially with everything that happened today, we’re going to be taking these situations seriously.”

“Why didn’t anyone take it seriously when my husband was out fucking her at lunch? Where was the justice then?”

“Maggie, it’s not like that, okay? I just can’t have you coming in and becoming hostile with one of the employees here. If something happens, we’ll have to step in.”

“Maybe you should have stepped in when Jack was running around throwing his affair in everyone’s face,” Maggie said, standing back up. “Actually, you know what? I came down here to give a statement about what I knew of Lucy Banner. I think if you want the statement, you can come to my home and get it.”

“There’s no need for that. Why don’t you just have a seat, and we’ll get it out of the way?”

“No, you can come to me. I wouldn’t want you to have to step in because I hate the woman who ruined my marriage.”

The world around her was a blur as she made her way out of the office. As she marched back down the hallway, Maggie barely noticed the other officers walking by or the mugshots of the most wanted in the area. Her mind was filled with rage, and her heart raced as she approached Becky’s desk near the front entrance. When the woman looked up from her desk, Maggie snapped.

“You know, you can have Jack. The two of you make a perfect pair. Liars, cheaters, and whores. You deserve each other.”

“Maggie,” Jamie shouted from down the hall. “Just come back here so we can take your statement.”

Though she had heard him loud and clear, everything around her was fuzzy. The rage she felt from feeling like she was less than the woman in front of her was more than she could bear. She was no longer going to be the world’s punching bag. It had been a mistake for her to think she could handle the chance of running into Becky and coming to the police station. She no longer cared what they needed from her. If they wanted her statement badly enough, they could come to her.

She quickly darted her eyes back to the young woman in front of her before shrugging and racing toward the front door. Maggie could hear Jamie hollering for her to come back, but she continued to walk toward her car. For a moment, she thought she had heard Becky trying to say something, but getting arrested wasn’t on her list of things to do. Despite her self-control, if she was to go back into the building, they would have to arrest her for assaulting Becky. That was definitely something she didn’t want to have to explain.

As she made it to the door of her car, she took a deep breath and dropped her head. She cursed at herself for allowing the woman to get under her skin. For all she knew, Becky was simply trying to be polite, but it didn’t change the fact that the woman had destroyed her marriage and the life she had worked so hard to build.
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Tears flowed down the sides of her cheeks as she made her way through the small town of Milton. Maggie knew things had gone out of control and that she was wrong for calling out Becky at the department. No matter how bad she felt about blowing up, she still felt like she had done nothing unexpected. From the moment she had found out about the affair, she’d bottled up the anger she felt toward the woman.

Though part of the reason she was crying was the emotional turmoil dredged back up by seeing the woman in person, most of it stemmed from the anger she felt in full force. What gave Becky the right to think she could just walk up to her like she hadn’t been screwing her husband behind her back? The sheer nerve of the woman had Maggie wanting to punch her in the face. Suddenly, she realized the amount of anger Lucy must have been keeping inside before it had exploded in gunfire and the loss of her life.

As she tried to push the anger down and prepare to pick up Benny from her sisters, her phone rang. She didn’t have to look at the caller’s ID to know it was Jack calling her. The small police department couldn’t hold secrets together for long, so it was no surprise that word had gotten back to him already.

“What do you want, Jack?”

“I want to know what in the hell you were thinking. You have no right to come to my place of work and start anything with her.”

“Oh, yeah? I was coming in to give my statement when she approached me. I have every right to say whatever I want to the little slut.”

“Don’t talk about her like that. I’m to blame more than she is. I think you should come back here now and apologize to Becky.”

Maggie laughed. “There’s not a chance in hell I’m going to do that. Between her and you, I think you both deserve each other. You’re the whore who ruined our family, don’t forget that.”

“That’s not fair. I messed up, nothing more,” Jack seethed.

“Messed up? No, messing up is forgetting to take out the trash. Messing up is forgetting to pick something up from the store or not mowing the lawn. You completely ruined anything and everything we had together. You know what? I’m done talking about it to you or anyone else. If you want to talk to me, do it through my lawyer.”

“Mags, there’s no reason to act like this. I’m just saying that Becky didn’t deserve to be treated that way, especially in front of her coworkers.”

Maggie scoffed. “Go to hell, Jack. I didn’t deserve to be cheated on and for you two to parade it around town like a damn trophy. You want anything from me? Talk to my lawyer. Goodbye, Jack.”

As she ended the call while Jack tried to speak again, she felt better about putting the man she once loved in his place. While she still believed she could have handled the situation better, she was proud she was standing up for herself after all that time. A moment later, she was pulling up to Rose’s house and saw her sister waiting for her on the porch. She smiled as Maggie stepped out of the car.

“How’d everything go? Did the police take your statement?”

“Oh, they tried to, but Becky was there, and I kind of lost my cool with her.”

Rose chuckled. “Did you put that bitch in her place?”

“I was going to, or at least I started to, but they separated us before I got the chance to say what I really wanted to say. I wasn’t even that irate about it, but Jamie said if anything happened, he’d have to take the next step.”

“Are you kidding me? They really threatened to arrest you?”

“Yeah. I told them I was only there to help them with their case, and if they wanted to get my statement, they could come to my house to take it because I wasn’t staying in the same building as the home-wrecker any longer.”

“Good for you, sis. I’m proud of you.”

“Well, that’s not even the icing on the cake yet,” Maggie said.

“What do you mean? There’s more?”

“On my way here, Jack called me and tried to tell me I should go back to the precinct and apologize to Becky for making a scene.”

Rose chuckled. “The balls on this guy to think he has the right to tell you to do anything. I mean, he went out and cheated on you. I think he lost all rights to any part of your life the moment his zipper dropped.”

“That’s what I told him, too. I told him that if he wanted to talk to me about anything, he should contact my lawyer. I’m absolutely done with him.”

“I’m glad to see you’re starting to defend yourself. I always knew you had it in you.”

Maggie smiled, and the two continued to talk for a while longer. It felt good to actually have someone on her side. From the time they were little, she and Rose had been the closest of friends. As they had gotten older, they told each other everything. For the first time that day, she felt like she was actually doing the right thing.

After bashing on her ex-husband and his fling for a while longer, the two went inside and had a cup of coffee. Her heart was no longer racing, but the way Jack had called and acted like he knew what was best for her still sent a chill up her spine. Sipping on her coffee and listening to her sister tell her how proud she was, Maggie thought about how long she had bottled up everything. Though her marriage was over, she still hadn’t told Jack how she felt. She had kicked him out and filed for separation, but in every polite way she could. That day was the first time she had snapped and told everyone how she felt.

“You know, I think you did the right thing for sure,” Rose said. “I’m glad you didn’t lose it completely and try to fight her, but they both need to hear from you about what big losers they really are.”

Maggie chuckled. “I think they get it now. I used some language that shouldn’t be repeated in front of children.”

“Good, they deserve it. Just like you deserve to be happy. No matter what you’re going through, I want you to remember that your life and happiness are more important than trying to keep things peaceful. I just wish I could have seen their faces.”

“Priceless is the only way I can describe it.”

Rose smiled. “Glad to hear it. I wish there was something more we could do about this custody thing. I know you think he’s a good dad, but he only wants split custody to upset you even more.”

“I know, but I don’t know what else I can do. According to the lawyer, it’s a lost cause.”

“Don’t forget that you could always leave the country and live out your days in some foreign land where you don’t know the language.”

“I think I’ll pass, but I should probably get Benny home and make something for dinner.”

Rose stood up and wrapped her up in her arms. Maggie felt relaxed by the hug and the conversation they had shared. She knew no matter how bad things got, her sister would always have her back. She quickly gathered up Benny and his bag. After thanking her sister a few more times and giving all the kids hugs, promising to come over and spend time with them soon, she headed out to the car.

She quickly ushered Benny into his booster seat in the back and buckled him in. Though she was trying not to show him the emotions she had gone through, her son’s silence was more than enough to tell her that he understood that she’d had a rough day. Maggie smiled at him and kissed his cheek before closing the door and getting into the driver’s seat.

“Did you have fun with Aunt Rose?”

“It was okay, but I had fun with Cassie.”

“That’s good. I’m glad you had a good time. I’m sorry I had to drop you off right after picking you up from school.”

Benny smiled. “That’s okay, but where did you go?”

“Well, I had a few things I needed to take care of, and I don’t think you would have had any fun if I took you with me.”

“Are you done now? Can we go home?”

“That’s where we’re going now, kiddo.”
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All through the process of making dinner, she listened to Benny chatting about his day and watched as he ran around the house playing with his toys. It didn’t seem to matter what happened throughout her day; Maggie could always guarantee that her son was going to be the highlight of it. As the dinner plates were loaded with food and placed at the table, Benny came running into the dining room.

“Can we eat in the living room and watch TV?”

Maggie smiled. “Only if you promise to eat your vegetables.”

“Okay,” he replied with a big grin.

She couldn’t resist letting him eat in front of the television. It was Friday night, and he had been nothing but good all day. Plus, since the separation, she couldn’t help but let him get away with more than they ever had before. Maggie continued to feel bad for the boy, especially since everything that had happened had nothing to do with him. It wasn’t her son’s fault that his father was a cheating scumbag. Though she never would say it in front of him, it was the truth.

The rest of the evening went smoothly. After dinner, she poured herself a glass of wine, and by the time Benny had gotten his nightly bath, she was on her third glass. She never would have gotten drunk while her son was home, but a few glasses of wine did make her feel a little tipsy. As the night grew long, they spent the rest of the evening watching cartoons. Maggie didn’t mind; there were even a few she had grown to enjoy.

Hours later, Benny was starting to fall asleep on the couch, and she helped him up to his room. It didn’t take long for him to pass out once he was situated in his own bed, wrapped up tightly in his blankets. Maggie stood at the doorway for several moments, soaking in the beauty of her son. He was growing up faster than she had anticipated, and she wanted nothing more than to keep him at his current age forever. She chuckled softly at the idea of her son being seven forever. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, and she quickly closed the door to Benny’s room.

“I swear to God, Jack, if that’s you at my door again, they might have to call the police on me,” she muttered as she made her way to the front door.

While she was far from being drunk, the four glasses of wine she’d had were having a bigger effect on her than she could have imagined. Maggie automatically assumed it was Jack just showing up unannounced again, and she swung open the door, expecting to rip into the man. Instead of her one-time love standing at the door, Becky was there.

Maggie stood at the door, stunned. Her initial response was to reach out and grab the woman, but violence wouldn’t solve anything. She quickly reminded herself that Benny was asleep upstairs and could wake up at any moment. For just a moment, she glared at the woman standing in front of her. Becky looked nervous, but she barely noticed the fact she was scared to be standing at her front door.

“What in the hell are you doing at my house?” Maggie asked in a hushed voice.

“I don’t know what I was thinking. Maybe this was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have come here.”

“No, you shouldn’t have. Just like you shouldn’t have slept with a married man.”

“I…I know that,” Becky stammered.

“Good. As long as you know you’re the reason my family is broken apart. Now, I don’t know why you thought coming here was a good idea, but you should leave.”

“I know you’re right, and I shouldn’t even be here asking you for anything. I know I fucked up. I know that sleeping with your husband was wrong, and I wish I could take it all back and do it over again.”

“You’re not wrong about that, but you can’t take it back,” Maggie seethed. “You broke up my family, and now I have a son up in his bed who misses his father every day.”

“I know. I feel guilty for what I’ve done, but I really like this town and my job. I don’t want to lose what I have built here. I know I shouldn’t be asking, but is there any way you can forgive me?”

Rage surged through her body. She couldn’t believe the nerve of the woman standing in front of her, and even with the long hours Becky had spent at work, the young woman still looked beautiful. Above everything else, for some reason, that stood out the most. She felt inferior to the woman, and she hated feeling that way. Still, the nerve to ask for forgiveness only fueled the fire of hate inside of her.

“You have some big balls to come here and ask me to forgive you.”

“I’m not necessarily asking for you to forgive me right now, if ever. I just want you to know how sorry I am for doing this to your family.”

Maggie scoffed. “You can feel as sorry as you want about the things you’ve done, but it doesn’t change the fact that it happened. I can’t just let that go.”

“I understand. I just thought you should know I wasn’t the first woman he cheated on you with.”

“Get lost, Becky. I think you’ve caused enough damage to this family that we won’t be able to overcome. Leave before I call the police. Besides, what makes you think I would believe you?”

“Well, there’s this,” Becky replied, handing her a folded piece of paper. “I know you’re not going to believe me, and I know you’ll probably never forgive me for the things that happened, but I thought you should know I wasn’t the only one. I just found out myself, but it’s something I wanted you to know, too. You deserve the truth.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing, but by the time she tried to respond, Becky had turned around and was heading back to her car. Maggie stood at the door in shock for several moments, trying to understand the events that had just taken place. It was still hard to believe the woman had shown up on her porch, but when a cold breeze rushed across her skin, she snapped out of it and slammed the door. Nothing made sense to her. While she was at the station earlier in the day, she had been nothing but cruel to the woman, but now, she was coming to her house and handing her a piece of paper with what she could only assume was the name of some woman her husband had cheated on her with before Becky.

It was still early in the night, and Maggie headed to the kitchen to pour another glass of wine. Never in her life had she thought something like that would happen to her, but there she was, standing in the kitchen, going over the conversation in her head again. Becky had told her she wasn’t the first one Jack had cheated on her with, but was it really possible there was another woman she didn’t know about?

Sipping her wine, she looked at the folded-up piece of paper on the counter. Whatever was written on the paper, she wasn’t sure she was ready to see it. She spent several minutes sipping her wine before she worked up the courage to open the paper. Even as she picked it up and held it in her hands, the sheet felt heavy. Reading the name on the paper was going to open a whole other world of hurt, but it was something she had decided she had no choice but to see.

Unfolding it, she immediately saw three names on the sheet. Her heart started to race as she read the first one and moved down the list. The anxiety from anticipation was quickly replaced with rage. Not only had the man cheated on her with Becky, but if the names on the list were accurate, he’d also had an affair with three other women.

Maggie set down the glass of wine, along with the note Becky had given her. The one thing Becky and the three names on the list had in common was that all of them worked in some fashion for the police department. If Becky were telling the truth, it looked as though Jack had been cheating on her for almost their entire marriage, and he was doing it under her nose with people he worked with. Her stomach churned, and she felt like she would be sick.
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It was early Saturday morning, and Maggie was already wide awake. She had spent most of the night going over the names in her mind and wondering what to do. Since it was the weekend, she knew she would have to request a special meeting with her lawyer. He wouldn’t mind, and she knew it. She and Robert had known each other for years due to her work in the private sector, where she had been called as a witness on several occasions. Still, she sent him a message and asked him to meet her.

Sliding off the bed and getting into the shower, she let the hot water run down her face until the water started to turn cold. She dressed and moved down the hallway to check on Benny. He was still asleep, but it wouldn’t be long until he was wide awake. She pulled his door closed and walked to the kitchen. Saturday breakfast was another thing she enjoyed about the weekend, and thirty minutes later, she had a pile of bacon and waffles waiting for Benny. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to take Benny with her to meet with the attorney, so she called her sister.

“Hey, sis. How are you feeling?”

“A bit hungover, but not bad overall. I have to ask for a favor.”

“Anything for you. What do you need?”

“Can you keep an eye on Benny for a little bit this morning? I need to meet with the attorney, and I’d rather not have him tagging along.”

“Sure thing. When do you need me to watch him?”

“He’s still asleep, but here in about an hour?”

Rose agreed, and she thanked her before ending the call. After waking up Benny and showing him to the kitchen, they enjoyed their normal banter for a weekend while he scarfed down almost everything she had cooked. He was definitely starting to grow up right before her eyes. Maggie smiled and hurried him upstairs to get ready for the day. He had been excited from the moment he heard he was going to get to see his aunt and his best friend, Cassie.

An hour later, she was walking through the front door of Robert’s office yet again. The receptionist was off since it was the weekend, but it felt weird to be walked into the main office without her. Still, it was even more odd that Robert wasn’t in his normal suit, but he greeted her the same way, nonetheless.

“So, what do you have that has us sitting here on a Saturday?” Robert asked.

“The woman Jack cheated on me with came to my door last night. I was furious at first, but then she handed me a list of names and told me she wasn’t the first one he had an affair with.”

“Let me take a look at it.”

Maggie slid the paper across the man’s desk, and he took it. Looking it over, she could see his eyebrows raised with curiosity. She had no idea if the information was going to help her case or not, but she had to try. If Jack had slept with all those women, he wasn’t the man she thought he was, and she wanted Benny to have as little to do with him as possible, not in a revenge plot, but in general. He wasn’t going to get away with using their son against her.

“What do you think?” Maggie asked.

“Well, it’s a start. It’s still going to be an uphill battle. If he’s really had this many affairs, it won’t hurt to get as much information as possible. If you can get proof, it would be better.”

“I can start digging into the names if you think it will help.”

“Let’s slow down a little. I agree. You’re going to need to get ahold of a private investigator to look into these names, but I assure you that you don’t want to be the one looking into them. In fact, I’d recommend you stay as far away from the investigation as possible.”

“What do you mean?”

Robert sighed. “You know as well as I do that you shouldn’t be anywhere near this. It’s a conflict of interest; plus, anything you find won’t be admissible in court as the spouse.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Now, I know you want nothing more than to nail the bastard and keep custody of your son, but let me help you out with that. You can’t start looking into these women. I will say this also: if there is proof that can be dug up, it might not even help. In the state of Wisconsin, having an affair doesn’t give grounds for full custody to be awarded to the other parent.”

“I know, but it does get considered, right?”

“It does, but how much weight is determined by the judge. Again, Jack drinks with the guy. So, it still doesn’t move the needle in our direction much. Just know that I’m going to do as much as I can to prevent him from getting split custody.”

Maggie sighed. “Why does everything have to come down to the judge?”

Robert chuckled. “Trust me. I ask the same question all the time.”

“How long do we have before the judgment is going to be entered?”

“It’s scheduled to be released this Friday coming up. That doesn’t give us much time to put things together. Do you have another private investigator in mind?”

Maggie smiled and quickly told him she did. After thanking him for meeting her and taking her case, Maggie headed out of the building and back to her car. While she knew her name couldn’t be on any of the reports, it wasn’t going to stop her from being part of the investigation. One of her best friends was Harriette Enright. The woman was one of the best private investigators in the state, and she would drop everything to help her out.

Their friendship dated back many years to when Maggie first got into the business. Granted, there were schools to learn some of the tricks to the trade, but without someone teaching her the basics, she never would have made it as far as she had in her own line of work. Pulling out her phone, she called the woman.

“Hey, Mags. It’s been a while. How are things going?”

“Could be better, but I’m getting there. I need to ask for a favor.”

“No problem. What’s going on?”

She quickly told Harriette about the new information and gave her the list of names Becky had given her. While she had already known about the separation, the revelation of possibly more affairs was something entirely new for both of them. They chatted for several minutes about the names and everything else that had been going on. It felt nice to have another woman to talk to.

Harriette had been essential in her quest to become a private investigator. Within minutes of the start of the call, she had already agreed to help. It was a relief to have her as a friend and even more so that she had been willing to help.

“What are you going to need from me?” Harriette asked.

“So, it’s a conflict for me to look into these women on my own.”

“That makes sense. I suppose you need me to look into them and see if there is any truth to the affairs.”

“That’s exactly what I need. I just hope you don’t have too much going on right now.”

“Well, I’m busy as hell, but I will always take the time to help a friend. I can take some time off to meet with you, but you’ll have to come here if you want to talk in person.”

“I would prefer it if you don’t mind. I’d rather not get spotted talking to another private investigator with everything going on.”

“I understand that. Well, let’s meet at my office.”

After sharing the same opinion on where to meet, they made plans to meet in Harriette’s town. It was basically right down the road, though it was in the next town over. It wasn’t going to be a long drive, and even if it had been, Maggie knew she would have agreed. The one thing she wanted to make sure of in the entire process of looking into the women was that Jack didn’t catch wind of what she was doing.

She thanked her friend and ended the call. There wouldn’t be a lot of time to dig into the three names on the list, but if anyone other than herself could do it, it would be Harriette. The woman was a machine in the office, and Maggie trusted the woman with her life. She knew it wouldn’t take long for her to find the truth. Starting the car, she pulled onto the street and headed to the next town.
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“So, you’ve come back to request help from the master,” Harriette said with a smile.

“Oh, trust me, if I could do all the research on my own, I would. I just know I shouldn’t be the one doing it.”

She chuckled. “I understand, but it is good to see you, no matter the circumstances.”

Maggie nodded and handed her the list of names. Though she had mentioned them on the phone, she knew the woman didn’t have time to write it all down. Her friend was right, though; it was good to see her. She found herself wondering why they didn’t get together more often. As Harriette took the list of names and began to enter them on her computer, she looked around the office.

It was slightly larger than her own but a little more on the fancy side of things. Though they were both in the same business of private investigation, Harriette had taken it a step further and dove headfirst into the bounty hunter side of things. Maggie could tell by the pictures on the wall that business was good. While the money was much better on that side of the business, it wasn’t something she could get into. With Benny at home with her, she felt safer, knowing the only thing she had to do in most cases was follow someone around and snap pictures.

“Looks as though things are good for you,” Maggie said.

“Oh, I can’t complain. Most of the people I have to chase down are morons and more of a safety concern to themselves, not me.”

“I’ve thought about joining you in that area, but with Benny, I just don’t think I’d feel comfortable.”

Harriette chuckled. “I understand, but if you ever change your mind, I’ll show you the ropes. Say, how soon do you need the information on these names?”

“The court is supposed to make their decision on Friday, so as soon as possible.”

“I’ll get to work on it right away. No way in hell I’m letting Jack just get away with this nonsense. It was bad enough when it was just one, but now we’re looking at four possible affairs. If you don’t take him out back and shoot him, I might.”

“That’s not really funny.”

Harriette sighed. “Shit, I forgot about the couple in that murder/suicide. She was a client of yours, wasn’t she?”

“Yeah, and I had just told her what I found a few hours before the whole thing happened.”

“Unfortunately, it comes with the territory. We just do the job they ask us to do. It’s not our fault what they do with the information.”

Maggie knew she was right, but there was still a small portion of blame she was holding on to. If there was anything she could have done differently with Lucy, she wanted to know so she could keep it from happening again. She shrugged, and the two talked about Benny and the family until it was time for her to go.

Harriette promised to have all the information at the courthouse before the scheduled day, and Maggie thanked her several times before giving her a hug and heading back to her car. She knew she needed to pick up Benny from her sister’s house, and the only thing she felt like doing was hanging out with her son. It had been one bad thought after another, and she just wanted to enjoy a few hours with him until his father picked him up later in the day.

Most of the time, Jack would pick him up on Friday evening after his shift at the station and drop him back off on Sunday afternoon. The shooting from the day before had put the entire department on high alert, and he had been called to stay on the night before. So, that weekend would be a short one, but with everything that had happened and all the new information she was learning, Maggie was determined to spend some quality time with Benny.

The way the past few days had gone, even if it had been a school day, she would have pulled him out of school just to spend the day with him. He truly made her days brighter, and she needed that more than ever. Without a plan, she messaged her sister to have Benny ready in the next fifteen minutes so she could pick him up.

The entire drive, she never turned on the radio or played a single song. The world seemed lost around her, and she didn’t know what to do about any of it. She was on the verge of losing full custody of her son, and the man she once loved with all of her heart and soul was a bigger cheat than she could imagine. It was one thing when he’d had an affair with one woman, but to learn that it could have been happening for the entirety of their marriage was another.

Shortly after picking up Benny and telling her sister she would call her later, they made their way to the park. Watching her son run around and just be a happy kid was the best kind of medicine she could ask for. While he ran up the steps and slid down the slide over and over, all she could do was smile and laugh at the good time he was having. Nothing felt wrong at that moment. Everything was just as it was supposed to be. She got to enjoy the time with him, and Benny was happy to enjoy one of the last days of somewhat-warm weather before snow and ice took over for the season.

Several times while she watched Benny play on the monkey bars, she got the sensation someone was watching her. Though, every time she looked around, there wasn’t anyone nearby or even looking her way. She tried to shrug it off, but the next time she got the feeling, she turned to find no one there again. It was an eerie feeling, to say the least, but as long as she didn’t find anyone lurking around, there wasn’t any need to be alarmed.

A few minutes passed before she realized she hadn’t seen Benny. In the small town of Milton, it wasn’t any concern a parent had, and after standing up and taking a few steps toward the playground, she spotted him running around the other side with a couple of kids from the area. Maggie chuckled and sat back down. She had already planned it out in her head that they would stay at the park for a little while before heading over to the town-famous ice cream shop.

The same family owned the ice cream shop for more than fifty years. Each flavor was handmade by the owner using dairy from a local farm down the road. While it wasn’t world-famous, Maggie always thought it should have been. It was some of the best ice cream she had ever had, and it was one of Benny’s favorite places. After giving him a little longer to run around, she decided it was time to go. Standing up to look around for him, she spotted a man in a black hoodie standing far closer to the children than she liked, and Maggie quickly started to approach the guy before he turned and disappeared into the trees next to the park.

It was unusual, but it wasn’t like he was being suspicious. As far as she could tell, he didn’t even notice her making her approach. Spotting Benny running her way, she opened her arms and gave him a big hug.

“You ready to go get some ice cream, kiddo?”

“Ice cream?” he cheered and asked, all at once.

“That’s right. You can have any flavor you want. Do you know which one you’re going to pick?”

“Butterscotch.”

“Good choice. I think I’m going to get the cookie dough.”

Benny laughed, and the two started walking in the direction of the ice cream shop. It was right around the corner, and there wouldn’t be any point in going back to the car just to drive half a block away. During the walk, Benny held her hand, and the two sang songs that only elementary kids should know. Happy to have a few hours alone to enjoy the day with her son, they walked through the shop’s front door and ordered their ice cream in cones.

“Are you sure that’s the one you want? You have tons of flavors to choose from.”

Benny grinned. “Well, I guess we’re just going to have to come here every day until I try them all.”

“I don’t know about every day, but how about once a week?”

He nodded, and she smiled. The day seemed to fade away until all that was left was her and Benny. It was all she needed.
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Benny was sitting in the living room, watching his favorite cartoon, and waiting for his father to pick him up. While he had been upset the night before that Jack wasn’t going to pick him up like he normally would, she was glad to give him the distraction of ice cream and the park earlier in the day. Maggie was glad to see he was excited to go with his father, but she was not looking forward to seeing the man after their last conversation.

A few minutes later, she heard Jack’s truck pull into the driveway. Maggie took a deep breath as she walked to the front door and opened it before he had the chance to knock. There were several things she wanted to say to the man before Benny knew he was there. Most of what she had to say needed to be in a place her son couldn’t hear. Stepping out onto the porch and closing the door behind her, she glared at him.

“What is it now, Mags? You knew, because of that shooting yesterday, I wasn’t going to be able to pick him up. I just want to take my son and enjoy the one day I’m going to get with him.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you’re here to pick him up. What I’m about to say has absolutely nothing to do with that.”

“Here we go. So, do you want to tell me how big of a piece of crap I am because I made one mistake and slept with someone from work? Is that what this is about? I’m telling you right now, I’ve already apologized, and if that’s not good enough, then we have nothing more to discuss.”

Maggie scoffed. “One mistake? Try four, and that’s just the number I know about.”

“What in the world are you talking about?”

“I know about the other women, Jack. Did you really think you’d be able to keep all of them a secret?”

Jack sighed. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about. Can’t I just pick up Benny without a big argument? Where’s my son?”

“He’s inside waiting for you, but I’m telling you this right now. If you think for one minute that I’m going to stand back and let you have custody of Benny, you’ve got another think coming, and you’re in for one big surprise.”

“You can’t keep me from seeing my son. If you try to, I’ll make damn sure it never happens. You know, now that I’m thinking about it, maybe I should just ask the court for full custody. After that show you put on at the station, I’m pretty sure you’re not in the right frame of mind to take care of our child.”

“You would really take our son away from his mother? Have you completely lost your mind?”

Jack was quiet for a moment, but it didn’t stop the cross look he was giving her. She knew she had pushed the right buttons. If he was willing to threaten her to take full custody, she suddenly found herself worrying about what else he would do. Maggie knew he was a good father to Benny, but the only time he really liked having Benny since the separation was to parade the boy around like he was some kind of trophy he had won. There was love for Benny in his own way, but not the kind of affection he would need to grow into a strong young man, and she could sense it.

Knowing she didn’t want to argue with the man and that Benny was just on the other side of the door, she fought back more words she wanted to say. It wasn’t worth her time or the pain that would come with it. Though, that didn’t stop Jack from grumbling under his breath with a few words she knew she was meant to hear.

“What was that?” Maggie asked.

“Not a goddamn thing, Maggie. Just know that I hold all the power here. You’re the one going around town, acting all crazed and insecure. Besides, who do you think they’re going to side with in court? I’m friends with everyone, and I’m a cop.”

“Just because you’re a cop doesn’t make you a good person, Jack. You’re no better than the deadbeats you arrest on a regular basis. I’m not letting you get full custody, and that’s final.”

“Well, let me put it to you this way or in terms that you might be able to understand. I’m going to do whatever it takes to keep my son.”

“It’s not up to you; it’s up to the court.”

“Yeah, and I already know who they’re going to side with,” Jack said with a smirk. “I’m warning you; you’re going to regret starting this fight. You can’t win. Now, can I have my son so I can spend my visitation with him?”

Due to the court order, she couldn’t keep Benny from going with him. She hated the idea that her son would be in the middle of whatever it was that Jack had going on, but there wasn’t anything she could do. Maggie opened the door and walked to the living room, letting Benny know his father was there to pick him up. The excitement on her son’s face was more than she could bear. Never in her life had she hated a man so much, but at the same time, she couldn’t share her fear with her son.

Grabbing his backpack and giving him a big hug, she picked him up and carried him out to the porch, where Jack was still waiting with a scowl. As soon as the man saw Benny, his expression changed, and he painted a big, fake smile in its place.

“How are you doing, big man?”

“Good, can we have pizza?”

Jack chuckled. “You can have whatever you want for dinner, but I have to say, pizza is a really good choice.”

“Love you, Mom,” Benny said.

“Love you, too, kiddo. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

Benny nodded as Jack took his hand and walked him to the truck. No matter what was said about the man’s sexual prowess, he had a way with their little boy. Benny was always happy to see his father, and the only time he was ever disappointed was when Jack had to work and couldn’t pick him up on time. Part of her hated him for being as close as he was, but there was nothing she could say. He was still a good father, even if he was a horrible person.

As she watched the truck pull onto the road and drive down the street, her heart skipped a beat. Of all the times she’d watched him drive away, it was the first time she had worried about seeing her son again. While she wasn’t sure that Jack would ever be capable of taking their son, his actions and words over the last few days were starting to make her wonder. When his truck taillights disappeared at the turn down the street, Maggie put her hand into her pocket.

When her fingers touched the edge of her phone, she pulled it out and turned off the recorder. She knew better than to have any more conversations with the man without making sure it was being recorded. She hated that it had come to that after the love she had felt for him for so many years. Still, protecting herself and Benny was her first priority. Whatever would be said between the two from then on was going to be witnessed by whoever needed to hear it.

The reality of the argument hit her full force, and the idea of being alone in the house brought her little to no comfort. Though the temperature over the past few days had slowly dropped, it wasn’t quite freezing. When she looked back at the front door and realized she’d be entering an empty home, she wasn’t ready.

Taking a deep breath and looking down the street one last time, she made up her mind to take a walk. It wasn’t something she would normally do, but she couldn’t step foot into the house yet, knowing she wouldn’t see her little boy until the following day. A little fresh air and the chance to clear her head made more sense than going back inside to drink her problems away. Though the idea was still going to be there when she got back.

It had only been a few minutes since Benny had left, but she was still upset over the entire situation. Without thinking about it a moment longer, she stepped inside, grabbed her jacket, and quickly closed the front door while pushing her arms into the sleeves. No, she didn’t want to be home, and a walk seemed like the next best thing.
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It was almost four on Sunday afternoon, and Maggie was just getting home from her sister’s. She hated the feeling of an empty house when Jack had Benny with him, so she would try to spend as much time away as possible on her ex-husband’s visitation weekends. Rose always accepted her with open arms; it was a good time to spend with her and the kids.

Now, with it closing in on the time that Jack needed to drop him back off at home, she was pulling into her driveway. Even though it had only been twenty-four hours since the last time she had seen her son, Maggie missed him. She was ready to cook him dinner and sit in front of the television until it was time for bed. Then, she’d coddle him a little longer until he fell asleep before showering and getting herself ready for bed.

Twenty minutes later, it was a quarter after four, and she was pacing the driveway, looking for any sign of the man’s truck. In the three months since the separation, he hadn’t been late once. She was trying not to call, knowing any little thing could be the reason for them being late, but with every passing minute, it became harder not to. Finally, she broke down and called, but there was no answer. She started to panic instantly. After calling Jack a dozen more times with no answer, she jumped into her car and drove to the small apartment he was renting.

As soon as she pulled into the parking lot, she noticed his truck was gone. Fear gripped her in an instant. Would he really take the chance of taking their son away? The thought steamrolled through her mind, but she didn’t want to believe Jack was capable of such a thing. Knowing his truck wasn’t there didn’t stop her from going to the door and pounding on it. After several attempts to rouse anyone inside the apartment to no avail, she jogged back to her car. In her mind, she was hoping she had just missed them while she was at his apartment, but when she pulled back into her driveway and still saw no signs of her son or ex-husband, she started to panic.

Looking down at her phone, she quickly realized it was closer to six, which was two hours passed the time Benny was going to be dropped back off. She’d had enough and dialed the local police station’s number. When the operator answered, she told her she was reporting a parental kidnapping, and the woman said she would send an officer out immediately. With every ticking second as she waited, her heart started to race more and more. By the time she spotted the cruiser pulling in, she was already halfway to the car before he could get out. While she wasn’t sure she could trust any of the cops Jack worked with, she was glad to see that Mitchell was the one who had responded to the call. At the very least, he would try to help her.

“What’s going on?” Mitchell asked.

“Jack was supposed to drop Benny off two hours ago, and I haven’t been able to reach him. I’ve called more than twenty times and even went to his apartment to see if I could find them, but he wasn’t home.”

“Well, I’m sure he has a good reason, but I’ll take your statement, and we can start getting the other patrols to look for them both. When was the last time you saw them?”

Maggie sighed. “He picked our son up yesterday at about the same time.”

“Does he normally pick up your son around the same time every time?”

“He usually picks him up on Friday, but with that shooting the other day, he had to work late.”

“I see. So, he usually picks Benny up on Friday, and this was the first time he picked him up on a Saturday.”

“Yes, but he always drops him off on Sunday at the same time. He’s never been late before.”

“I understand, Maggie, but I have to ask everything so I can assess what is going on. I know you’re worried about Benny, but maybe he just wanted to spend a little extra time with him, and time got away. It happens.”

Maggie knew the questions needed to be asked, but it already sounded as though the police were going to cover for the man. It was something of a blessing when the two of them were together, but since the separation, the police and Jack’s friends in the department were what she feared the most. The people who worked there weren’t evil people, but they would back their own, unlike anything she had ever witnessed before.

Just as soon as she was going to snap on the officer, she heard a familiar exhaust rumbling down the road. Looking up, she spotted Jack’s truck heading their way before it pulled into the driveway. She rushed to the passenger door and nearly yanked Benny out of the truck. A relief washed over her when she held her son in her arms, but it quickly grew into anger for the man who had been more than two hours late getting him home.

“What in the hell happened, Jack? You were supposed to have him home at four, and it’s already past six.”

“I’m sorry, Mags. I tried to get ahold of you, but there is no reception at Phillip’s cabin. I took Benny out there to do some fishing, but when we got ready to leave, my truck tire was flat.”

“So, Phillip doesn’t have a phone?”

“I had no service, and Phillip doesn’t have a house phone. So, no, I had no way of letting you know we were going to be late.”

Maggie scoffed. “Do you really expect me to believe you couldn’t call from the truck as soon as your service came back?”

“I don’t care what you believe. It’s the truth. I can’t believe you called the cops on me,” Jack seethed. “Do you think I’d kidnap my own son?”

“I don’t know what you’re capable of doing at this point. I do know that if you can’t figure out a way of keeping in touch, you’re never going to have unsupervised visits again. Do you know how worried I was?”

“I already explained what happened. I’m really sorry about the confusion, but there’s no need to get all crazy.”

Maggie was livid at the way he was trying to play nice in front of his coworker. She knew if the officer hadn’t been there, the man would be laying into her and using other choice words. Instead, he was trying to play the good guy, and after hours of worry, she was ready to explode.

“I’m not being crazy about anything right now. It’s been hours of me waiting and looking for you, and you just pull in here like there’s not a damn thing wrong,” Maggie seethed. “I’m not going to keep dealing with this.”

“Well, once my paperwork goes through and I get to see my son regularly, you won’t need to worry about it.”

“Sure, I will because you can’t be trusted to let me know what’s going on. I promise you that you’re not getting Benny without a supervisor anymore.”

Jack scoffed. “Wait a goddamn minute here. You’re not going to keep threatening me with visitation with my son. It was just something that happened—an accident. A flat tire and no cell service in the area. I said I was sorry.”

“Fuck you—”

Jaime stepped between them. “Okay, that’s enough from both of you. Maggie, you’ve been worried about Benny, and now he’s here. Jack, you should have tried a little better to communicate with her and none of this would be happening right now. If the two of you want to keep arguing, I can call in some backup and we can handle this down at the station. Is that how you want me to handle this?”

Jack and Maggie both stopped talking and shook their heads. It was the first time they had been on the same page about anything.

“Good,” Jaime said. “Jack, say goodbye to Benny, and then you need to go home. Maggie, I’m sorry this happened, but Benny is here, and he’s safe. I’m only going to ask you once to go back inside, or I’m going to have to arrest you both for disturbing the peace.”

Jack gave his son a hug before Maggie took his hand, and they both went inside. She didn’t wait to see Jack or the officer leave. The only thing that mattered was that the experience was over, and Benny was where he belonged.
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Sitting outside her office the next morning, Maggie wasn’t ready to start her workday. She had already left two messages with the attorney and was waiting for a callback. There was no way of knowing if the events of the day before would help her custody case in any way, but she was going to use whatever she could to ensure Jack didn’t get full custody or even joint custody of their son. His actions over the past few days and the fact that he couldn’t keep his pants on were more than enough reason to believe he couldn’t be trusted to raise their son right.

She glanced up at the front door to her office and sighed. Mondays were always busy as people would make their calls to her line, and it made her feel like she was already two days behind. Maggie shook her head, knowing she couldn’t postpone the inevitable any longer. As she reached for her car door handle, her phone started ringing.

“Hey, Robert. I was wondering when you’d be in the office today.”

“Just walked in the door and got your messages. So, Jack made a few threats? You also mentioned he brought Benny back a couple of hours late without letting you know where they were or when he’d be dropping him off. Is that right?”

Maggie sighed. “I know things can happen, but the way he acted as though he didn’t do anything wrong has me concerned about how things could go if he’s granted joint custody.”

“I understand. Well, for now, the only thing I can do is to file an injunction on the case. It’s not the best thing we can get, but it is usable. He’s proving he’s not going to be able to stick to the court-ordered visitation, and we can use that in our favor.”

“Is it actually going to do us any good?”

Robert took a deep breath. “Well, it would be better if we could get more, but for now, it’s a start. Did you get a private investigator to look into that list of names you had?”

“I have a good friend of mine checking into things now. She’s got an office in the next town over, and I met with her on Saturday right after I spoke with you.”

“Good. Whatever she can dig up will help out a lot. I’ll get the paperwork turned in to the court today. We should know something soon.”

“Thank you,” Maggie said.

Thankful to have a man who knew what he was doing working on her case, she sighed in relief. Knowing she had to get to work, she looked back up at her office door before something caught her eye off to her side. Glancing in the direction of the movement, she spotted a man sitting in his car a few parking spaces over. Not wanting to draw any attention to herself, she looked over without turning her head and could tell the guy was watching her and taking notes.

At first, she wasn’t sure if she was just imagining things, but after watching for a few seconds longer, it was easy to see that he wasn’t there randomly. He was definitely looking at her, and every time she tried to look, he’d turn his head again and act like he was doing something else. Instantly, her heart started to race, and she thought about the day at the park when she had gotten the same feeling of being watched.

“Maggie, is everything all right? You got quiet on me. I know this is stressful, but things are going to work out. We’re not going to let him get what he wants.”

“I know, and I thank you for that. I just…I noticed a guy sitting in his car a few spots over, and I think he’s watching me.”

“Well, what’s he doing?”

“It looks like he’s watching me, and then, I can’t tell for sure, but it looks like he’s taking some kind of notes.”

Robert sighed. “I would be willing to bet money that whoever the guy is, he’s working for Jack. He probably hired his own investigator to find dirt on you. It’s no different than what we’re doing to him, and it’s not illegal.”

“All right. I guess that’s just something else I’ll have to look out for,” Maggie said.

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much. I assume you’re not doing anything dirty.”

“Of course not. I don’t go on dates, and the only thing I do daily is take care of Benny and work. There’s nothing he can use against me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Just watch your step and remember you’re being watched at all times. These pricks can use anything against you, even if it isn’t true. As long as they get a good picture that can be manipulated, they’ll sure as hell try.”

“Thank you, Robert. Please keep me updated on anything you hear from the court.”

“You’ll be the first to know.”

Maggie thanked him again and ended the call. As she got out of the car and grabbed her bag, she was fully prepared to go through the office door and start her day. The more the idea of being followed ran through her mind, though, the angrier she got. While she knew it was possible for Jack to believe he could find something on her, and she was already doing the same, she couldn’t get over the man in the car.

Finally, after a few minutes of standing at the main entrance, she snapped. There wasn’t any reason anyone should be following her, and the idea that it was going to be an ongoing thing enraged her to the point that she dropped her bag and rushed toward the man in the parked car. Before he spotted her, she was already cussing the man out with words she hadn’t used since she was a teenager. Every ounce of anger she had felt in the last few months came surging to the surface. If she could get her hands on the driver, it was going to be all bad for everyone involved.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Maggie shouted. “Tell me who in the fuck hired you to follow me.”

She was still more than thirty feet away when he looked up and saw her rushing toward his car. The man dropped everything, and Maggie could hear the car start up. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him, but she was trying to get close enough to identify the guy if she saw him again. Before she could do that, though, the man had backed the car out of the parking space and pulled away. Stopping to catch her breath, she cursed. The only thing she could remember was the color of the car. She kicked herself for not getting more information on the driver.

Knowing there wasn’t anything she could do about being followed, she resigned herself to going into the office and getting to work. Maggie walked back to her bag and picked it up off the ground before heading to her office. The amount of stress she had felt through the weekend was already weighing on her mind, along with the new problem of having a tail following her around.

Entering the office, she headed straight to the control panel and started to turn on all the lights. More often than not, the office would be busy since it was a Monday. It was one of the most stressful days of the week, but after how the weekend had gone, she knew nothing was going to be worse than that. Busy or not, she still had a job to do. She was thankful for the business and how well she had done since starting the service. It seemed like there was always more going on in Milton than most people knew about.

Taking a deep breath and closing the panel, she turned toward her office door. She looked up at her name on the door and smiled. There was no better feeling than seeing her name on a gold nameplate. Running her fingers across it, she grinned and opened the door. It was no surprise to hear her phone ringing already. There was rarely a morning she could walk in without hearing the same tone. Still, ready or not, the day had to start, and there was no turning back.

Maggie took her time walking to her desk. No matter who was on the other end of the call, they could wait a little longer. Already, she couldn’t get her mind off the man in the car. She found herself wondering if it was the same man she had noticed at the park. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before sitting down.

“Well, I guess there’s no time like the present to get things started,” she muttered.
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Between taking on new clients and researching information on the existing ones she had, Maggie was right about how chaotic Monday was going to be. She had just finished looking up information for one of her new clients and was ready for the day to be over. One of the things she focused on the most was a woman trying to find a sister she never knew she had. Those types of cases always seemed to give her the most trouble.

There was a lot of research and internet searches she would have to go through, and the hardest part was trying to find someone whose name had been changed. In this case, the two women had been separated at birth, and though she was almost thirty, her mother had never told her she had a twin. Unfortunately, the confidentiality laws were tough. It would take a lot of hours to track down the lost twin, but it would be rewarding when she finally did. After digging through birth records throughout the state, the only information she had been able to uncover was the date of birth, but the certificate had never been filled out.

The woman was anxious to find her, and Maggie couldn’t blame her. She had grown up in a poor family, but the home was full of love. She never complained about how she was raised, and it wasn’t until the death of the woman’s father that her mother finally had told her the truth. While they had been excited to have their first child, they hadn’t been expecting twins until the day at the hospital when she went into labor. They would have enjoyed raising them both, but it wasn’t something they had been able to afford. After hours of agonizing over what to do next, they decided to bless another family with their second baby.

It was a common enough story that it was actually the third time Maggie had worked on a case with several similarities. Knowing how hard it would be to find any information after the adoption, she had already reached out to her friend, Harriette, to help carry some of the burden. Two heads were always better than one, especially when it came to fighting the adoption services to find anything.

Maggie closed her laptop and looked at the time. She couldn’t believe how fast the day had gone, but with all the new clients, it wasn’t surprising. It had been such a busy day that she didn’t have the chance to eat lunch and was already looking forward to a quiet dinner with Benny.

Knowing she was already running behind, she quickly turned off the lights in her office and headed out the front door. She rushed to her car and headed in the direction of the school. No matter how fast she drove, Maggie knew there wasn’t any way she was going to get there before the walkers were released. It wasn’t going to be a problem. Mrs. Kim was one of her favorite teachers at Benny’s school, and she always looked out for her when she was running behind.

Making the turn onto the road the school resided on, she instantly saw the dozens of kids already walking home. She shook her head and watched as they crossed the road, waving to the crossing guard when it was her turn to pass. Maggie quickly pulled up to the front door and walked to the waiting area, where all the other parents would be sitting as well. A thought crossed her mind as she took the front steps two at a time, and she was going to try to use it to her advantage. As she finally made it to the office, she greeted Mrs. Kim as soon as she opened the door.

“Hey there, Maggie. What are you doing here?”

“Sorry, I’m just running a little late picking up Benny. Has he made it down here yet?”

The woman froze. “I thought you already knew and were just picking up something he had left behind.”

“Knew what?”

“I’m sorry, Maggie, but Jack picked up Benny just a short time ago. He said you knew about it and that he was taking Benny for some extra time with him. If I had known you weren’t aware he’d be picking him up, I would have called you.”

Instantly, rage rushed over her. She couldn’t believe the day after dropping her son off late, he would go and pull a stunt like that. While she mulled over what to do next, she couldn’t help but overhear the whispers of the women behind her. The entire idea of living in a small town was starting to get to her, and if she could move and take her son with her, she would. She turned and gave the women a dirty look before turning back to Mrs. Kim with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s not your fault, but can you tell me about how long ago he was here?” Maggie asked.

“Sure, let’s see,” Kim said as she flipped through the logout sheet in front of her. “He picked Benny up about ten minutes before classes let out.”

“Thank you.”

“I wish I could do more, but he is a parent and has the same rights to pull him out of school as you do.”

“I know. I just thought he’d be a little smarter about letting me know his plans. Thank you, Mrs. Kim. You’ve been a lot of help.”

The woman smiled, but before she could say anything more, Maggie was already turned around and heading back out the door. Rage fueled her stride as she made her way back to the car. After the day before and all the other things Jack had pulled in the previous months, she was done fighting with the man. The more she learned through his attitude and actions, the more she was sure it was the right choice to make sure he didn’t get joint custody.

Maggie was trying to get to her car when she was rushing down the steps. Anger was written all over her face when she stumbled, catching the eye of another parent who was obviously running late as well.

“Let me guess,” the man said. “Your kid got on the bus, and he wasn’t supposed to.”

“I wish things were that simple,” Maggie replied before looking up.

“Ah, I see. Your other half?”

Maggie sighed and looked up at the man before realizing it was Matt McCarthy. He was good-looking and had recently gone through a divorce of his own. They weren’t friends, but the gossip throughout Milton made it hard not to know the ins and outs of everyone’s lives. Gossip rolled through the town like a midsummer breeze. Still, it was nice to think the man could have gone through some of the same problems with parenting.

“Jack picked up Benny and didn’t even tell me he was going to.”

Matt chuckled. “If I could only count the number of times I’ve had to deal with the same thing. You can fill out a paper with the school to ensure the other parent has to have signed permission from you before that can happen.”

“Really?” Maggie asked. “That’s definitely going to have to be something I look into.”

“Trust me, I had to do the same thing. If you ever need to know anything, just stop by the shop, and I’ll tell you all the little secrets I’ve had to learn the hard way.”

She smiled. “Thank you. I might just have to take you up on that offer. Besides, I think my car is due for an oil change, anyway.”

“Bring it in, and we can talk. For now, though, I have to get in here and pick up my daughter. I’m sure she’s going to bribe me for pizza since I’m running late.”

“Well, I need to go and call my ex-husband, just to make sure he knows how I feel about this whole thing.”

“Give him hell, Maggie.”

Maggie chuckled and nodded before turning back in the direction of her car. She was more careful this time as she took each step before walking the rest of the way to her parking space. Though Matt was a good-looking man and seemed to be a wonderful father, she never saw herself and him being in a relationship. Overall, the two were just completely different, and the thought never had crossed her mind. Though she’d be willing to become better friends if it meant he would give her some insight on how to handle co-parenting.

A moment later, she unlocked her car and sat in the driver’s seat, unsure what to say when she called Jack. She held the phone in her hand before the rage took over, and she dialed Jack’s number. One thing was certain: she was going to give him a strong piece of her mind.
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Within minutes of trying to get a hold of her ex-husband by phone for the third time, Maggie was on the verge of feeling more anger than she ever had. Though, on top of the rage starting to build inside her, a layer of panic was also taking hold. Not only had Jack not warned her that he would pick up their son, but he had also refused to take her calls. After the many conversations they’d had that had wound up ending in a fight, he had mentioned he would do whatever it took to keep her son. Now she was worried she never would see him again.

At first, she wasn’t sure what to do. She thought about calling the police, but after the last incident, she was left with doubt about what they would actually do. Jack was friends with most of the officers in the department, and it wasn’t like they were going to turn on one of their own. Maggie took a deep breath and pulled up the number for her attorney. If anyone knew what to do, it would be Robert. Pausing before she dialed the number, she decided it didn’t matter what anyone advised her to do. She was going to find the man and her child.

She tossed her phone onto the passenger seat and pulled the car out of the school parking lot. A minute later, she was on the road to Jack’s apartment. One way or another, she was going to get answers to the questions she had and find out where he had taken Benny. As she made the drive from the school to Jack’s apartment, the only thing she could think about was how badly he had screwed up this time. If he wanted to have more time with Benny, he could have just asked. There was no reason to take Benny without letting her know about it unless he was planning on disappearing with him.

When she pulled into the apartment complex’s parking lot, Jack’s truck wasn’t there. Maggie cursed under her breath and pulled into an empty space. Grabbing her phone, she pulled up his number and dialed it again. Her heart skipped a beat when the call went to voicemail. Where could they be? Instantly, panic started to take control of her. With the way things had gone the day before, she just had a gut feeling that he was trying to take her son away from her. Just as she started to dial the number of her attorney, the phone rang in her hand. Rose’s name and number took over the screen, and she quickly answered it.

“Hey, sis. What are your plans for—”

“The bastard took him again,” Maggie snapped.

“What are you talking about? Who took who?”

“Jack. The son of a bitch picked up Benny from school without telling me, and now I don’t know where in the hell either of them is?”

“Did you try to call him?”

“I’ve tried to call half a dozen times. I’m sitting out front of his apartment now, and he’s nowhere to be seen. I don’t know what to do.”

Rose sighed. “I don’t know. I think I would call the police, and then there will be a record of him doing this. After what happened yesterday, I wouldn’t let him get away with doing any of this.”

“Maybe you’re right, but I need to find out what in the hell he did with Benny. I think he’s trying to take him from me.”

“Do you really think he would kidnap his own son?”

“I don’t know. With the way he’s been talking about it over the last few days, I wouldn’t put it past him. He said he would do anything to make sure he doesn’t lose his son.”

“Yeah, but Maggie, do you think he’d take it this far? I mean, we’re talking about some serious charges right now.”

Maggie sighed. “I don’t even know what to think. All I know is that I’m freaking out, and I don’t know what to do next.”

“I’d say to call the police and let them handle it.”

She knew her sister was more than likely right, but after dealing with the police the day before, she didn’t trust that they would do anything to the guy. It wasn’t a secret that the police force was a group of friends. Still, if she didn’t find out what Jack was doing soon, she was going to snap.

“I’m going to give it a little more time, but if he doesn’t contact me soon, I’ll call them.”

“Just keep me posted and if you need anything, give me a call. Even if it’s just to come over and bitch about him, I’m here for you.”

Maggie thanked her sister and ended the call. Already in the back of her mind, she had no intention of waiting for the man to call. If he was going to make contact with her, he would have done it before then. Still, as she looked around the mostly empty parking lot, she didn’t see anyone watching her. She quickly got out of her car and approached the duplex-style apartment Jack called home. Part of her was hoping the man and her son were sitting around watching television, but it seemed unlikely to be true.

When she was standing at the door, she looked around one more time but still didn’t see anyone trying to keep tabs on her. She shouted for Jack and Benny while pounding on the front door, but after several seconds, there still was no answer. For a moment, Maggie thought about trying to call his phone again, but she didn’t believe it would do any good. Pounding on the door one more time, she could only hope that something hadn’t gone terribly wrong.

Her phone started to ring again, but the caller ID quickly let her know it was only her neighbor and not the call she was waiting for. She made a quick mental note to call the woman back, knowing she was going on vacation soon and that Maggie had promised to keep an eye on the family dog. The collie the neighbors called part of the family was almost as much of a pet to Benny as it was theirs. For as long as she could remember, her son adored everything about the dog. Thoughts slipped into her mind of all the times she had watched him walk the dog and beg to go to the neighbors just to see him. There were days the two would spend hours playing fetch in the backyard, but the memory only brought her heartbreak as she continued to wonder where Jack had taken him.

Knowing she had the skill to enter nearly any locked door she wanted to, Maggie glanced around the area one last time. If she was going to find out any answers, she knew she was going to have to do something illegal. When she was sure no one was watching, she kneeled and took a pocket tool kit out. She had learned years before while working on a case that it was something she should always need to have on hand. It was a secret to being a private investigator.

Whatever Jack had planned, there had to be something in the apartment that would give her some clue about where they had gone. She wasn’t going to wait for the police to get a search warrant and quickly went to work, picking the lock. Even though the lock wasn’t one that should have been difficult to pick, it took her several minutes to gain access. Her hands were shaking, and her nerves were shot. The only thing that kept going through her mind was that she never would see her son again.

While part of her felt like something Jack wouldn’t be capable of, she also remembered a time she believed he wouldn’t cheat on her. Yet, now she was learning that she really knew nothing about the man she had once loved. After fighting with the lock for a few more seconds, it finally clicked, and she turned the handle. Just like that, the door opened, granting her full access to whatever secrets were hidden on the other side.

Maggie took one more glance over the parking lot. She knew she was breaking several laws, but she didn’t care. There were more important things she needed to know, but she also didn’t want to get caught in the process. At the very least, she didn’t want to give Jack any more ammunition to use against her in court. She gently pushed open the door and slipped inside, quickly making sure the door closed behind her.
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The moment she turned and looked around the apartment, she was in shock. Maggie couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Without hesitating, she yelled out for both of them, but there was only silence. As she glanced around the small entryway, there wasn’t anything that personalized the apartment. There wasn’t a single picture on the wall, and if she didn’t know better, she would have guessed that no one had lived there for quite some time.

When she yelled out and got no reply once again, she headed for the back bedroom. As soon as she rounded the corner and entered the room, she could see there wasn’t anything personal in the room, either. All the clothes were gone from the closet, and there wasn’t any sign Jack had been there at all. Instantly, her heart started to race as she realized her worst fears were becoming real. More and more, it looked as though her ex had kidnapped their son. A mixture of anger and worry overtook her, and she started to panic.

Maggie quickly opened the dresser drawers and looked under the bed, but there still wasn’t anything that belonged to Jack or Benny. Even the suitcase he had packed full of his belongings when he had moved out months before was gone. She tried to think of anywhere her ex would have gone, but nothing stood out. Everything she thought she had known about Jack was quickly becoming wrong. The only thing she wanted more than to find out where he went was to get her son back.

It quickly became apparent that she would have to call the police. They were the last people she would trust to find her son, but she was starting to run out of options. Without having any clue as to where he would take Benny, Maggie started to fear the worst. A sharp pain rose in her chest, and she was finding it harder to take a deep breath, which she desperately needed at that moment.

Finally, she sucked in as much air as she could and tried to relax. She knew the only way she would be able to figure out anything was by not freaking out. She thought about the fact that Jack had a passport, and so did Benny. Right away, she shook off the idea of them leaving the country. Her son’s passport was locked away, safe in her home. He wouldn’t be able to take them out of the country without it, so they had to be somewhere nearby. Everyone knew his truck, and it wouldn’t take but one phone call from someone who had seen him to tell them all exactly what direction he was heading. Of all the things the man was, a cheater among them, he was smart and calculated. He was a good cop, and he wouldn’t take any chances of their being a witness to where he was going.

As the shock started to settle in, her thoughts flashed back to the week before and the passport. Jack had let himself into her home, and she hadn’t had the chance to change the locks on the door. If he wanted to, he could have easily gotten back in and taken it. After all, he knew as well as she did where the passports were. Pushing every other thought from her mind, she rushed out the front door and jumped into her car. Before she made another move, she needed to see if he had gotten Benny’s passport.

Maggie was a mess as she raced back home. There were moments she was so lost in her worry for her son that she didn’t even remember making a turn, and sections of the drive were a blur. At one point, she thought she would get pulled over for speeding, but she didn’t stop. The one clue as to how far Jack would go might be missing from her house, and there wasn’t anything that would stop her from finding out if it was still there. A few minutes later, maybe in record time, she was pulling into the driveway.

Before she ever got the chance to walk into the house, her neighbor was already jogging in her direction. While she loved her neighbor, she had more important things to worry about than ensuring she’d watch the dog. Maggie tried to run to the front door, but the neighbor shouted her name.

“I’m kind of in the middle of something right now,” Maggie said. “I’ll make sure I check on the dog and feed him at the time you already designated.”

“I’m not worried about that. I tried to call you, but it went to voicemail.”

“I know. I’ve just been going through a lot today, and I need to get inside to check for something.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, Maggie. Just about an hour ago, I saw someone climbing the fence in the back. I don’t know if they got inside, but I wanted you to know.”

“What do you mean, Sarah? Who was trying to get into my house?”

“I have no idea who it was. I didn’t see a face. I tried to call the police, but since there wasn’t any proof and it wasn’t my house, they kind of blew me off.”

“You’re telling me the police didn’t even come out to look into it?”

“Basically. I tried to tell them they were breaking in, but they weren’t having it. They told me they would send an officer out, but it would take some time since all the officers were busy with other calls.”

Maggie’s mouth dropped. “I can’t believe this. Can you tell me exactly where they were trying to get in?”

“Yeah, it was the side window toward the back. I couldn’t see exactly what the person was doing, but it wasn’t hard to figure out when they were trying to get the door open,” Sarah said. “I’m sorry, but I tried everything I could.”

Her heart started to pound in her chest. If she wasn’t having a panic attack, then Maggie knew she was going to pass out soon. It was all too much to think about. If the person who was breaking in was Jack, then Benny’s passport would be gone. If the man was smart, which he obviously wasn’t in her opinion, he would have grabbed some of their son’s things. She knew she needed to go inside and see what had been taken, but she was frozen in place.

In the back of her mind, she could still hear Sarah trying to talk to her, but even the noises around her started to fade. Part of her wanted to rush through the front door, but no matter how much she tried to will her feet to move, her body wouldn’t listen. Everything she had been worried about was coming true, and she didn’t know what she was going to do to handle the situation.

“Maggie, are you all right?” Sarah asked, snapping her from her thoughts.

“I…I don’t know. Are…are the cops on their way?”

“Well, they’re supposed to be sending someone out, but you know how this town is. They have their heads so far up their own asses that I’m surprised they get anything done.”

She nodded.

“You’re not looking too good. Do you want me to call an ambulance?”

“No, I need to go inside and make sure Benny’s things are still in there.”

“I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that. Whoever it was probably wasn’t going to steal from a kid. If they got inside, I’m sure they were looking for something worth a little more valuable than that.”

“It was Jack.”

Sarah scoffed. “If it was Jack, then why didn’t he just use the front door? The two of you are separated, right?”

She couldn’t bring herself to speak, but she nodded and started for the house. After a few steps, everything around her went dark, and the tunnel vision set in. Opening the front door, she rushed to Benny’s room. There wouldn’t be any need to look through the rest of the house. If Jack had been the one to break in, he was there to grab Benny’s clothes and passport, and he would have left the rest of the house alone.

Her heart was pounding with every step she took. The truth was already right in front of her, but she didn’t want to believe it. Every step became harder as she moved toward her son’s door. She could feel the tears building in her eyes as the thought of never seeing her son again entered her mind. One thing was certain as she stopped at Benny’s door. If Jack was trying to take her son away, she was going to make him pay for it.
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Finally, she gained the courage to open his door, and when she did, her heart sank. Right away, she noticed Benny’s dresser drawers had been rummaged through, and his clothes were lying on the floor. She rushed to his closet and immediately saw that the overnight bag he would use when he spent weekends with his father was missing. Maggie wanted to scream, but there was no time. A quick glance around the room told her Jack knew exactly what he was looking for, and for whatever reason, was trying to take her son.

When the passports crossed her mind again, she rushed to her own bedroom. The safe they had kept was under her bed, but when she ran into the room, it was lying on the floor, and it had been opened. She quickly picked it up and opened it to see that not only was her son’s passport gone, but so was her handgun. Fear gripped her.

If her ex had the gumption to break into her house to steal their son’s clothes and take her gun, there was no telling what else he was capable of doing. If she didn’t figure things out fast, there was a good chance Jack could disappear, and she never would see Benny again. Her mind immediately flashed to what her sister had said. If she was going to do things by the book, she needed to call the cops. Maggie pulled out her phone and dialed the emergency number.

“Hello, nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

“My ex-husband kidnapped our son.”

“Ma’am, are you sure he’s not just taking him out for an afterschool treat or something?”

“No, because my house has been ransacked. He took him from school without my permission and isn’t answering his phone. I’ve been by his place, and he’s not there, either. Then I came home to find some of my son’s things missing, along with his passport and my gun.”

“Well, I can send an officer out to look into the missing items, but there’s nothing I can do about him having your son. I have—”

“What in the hell do you mean you can’t do anything about it? He’s kidnapped my son,” Maggie seethed.

“I understand your concern, but since it’s a parent involved, we have to wait twenty-four hours before we can file a missing person’s report.”

“What do I do in the meantime? Am I supposed to just sit around and hope he hasn’t taken my kid to Mexico? What would you do in my shoes?”

The woman sighed. “I’d be just as worried as you are, but the law states we can’t do anything about it until the first day passes. We’ve had this problem before, where we put out an AMBER Alert just to have the child dropped off an hour later. It’s for your safety as much as the other parent’s.”

Maggie took a deep breath and tried to control the anger building inside of her. The entire reason for not calling the police when it first had happened was being validated with everything the woman on the other end of the line said. She never thought she would have to fight to protect her child from her ex, but the evidence was in front of her that he was planning on taking him and never coming back.

Letting out the breath she had taken, she tried to think of what to say next. All her training in the private sector would come in handy, but she wasn’t sure where to start. While her hopes weren’t that high when she first had called the police, they had been all but completely put down by the idea that they weren’t willing to do anything.

“I just called yesterday to—”

“I know, and that’s one of the reasons there isn’t much we can do. I can put in a report that you called, but until we know for sure that your husband has kidnapped your son, we have to wait to see what happens.”

“He’s my ex-husband.”

“Have you two finalized the divorce?”

“Well, no, but it’s—”

“Then it doesn’t matter. He has every right to take your son out of school as you do. You should just wait to see if he contacts you or brings him home within the next day.”

“So, he can just walk into the school, take him out of class, and then take him to God knows where without telling me a damn thing?”

“Technically, he can.”

“We have a court order in place, and he only gets certain visitation days. Today is not one of those days. Is there anyone else I can talk to?”

“You can speak to whoever you’d like to talk to, but they’re going to tell you the same thing I’ve already said. Nothing can be done until tomorrow. Twenty-four hours is the minimum before we can even start looking for your son.”

“Fuck you and fuck that department,” Maggie snapped. “I’ll take care of it myself.”

“Ma’am, that’s not—”

She ended the call and screamed. If they weren’t going to help her, she’d help herself. There were several things leading up to it, but she was tired of the town and the police department. Her son was missing, and the idea that Jack had her gun made her sick to her stomach. At first, she sat down on the edge of the bed and tried to think of what to do next. She had no idea where Jack would go, but she knew there were people who’d be willing to help her look into it.

Suddenly, an idea started to formulate in her mind. Not only could she do some of her own searching, but Rose and Harriette would be able to help as well. Harriette was a good private investigator, and her sister was once an intelligence officer in the military. If they couldn’t find them on their own, each of them knew people who would help along the way. Taking a deep breath, she dialed her sister’s number and waited for Ros to answer.

“Hey, Maggie. Did you finally hear something from Jack?”

“No, and he broke into my house to take some of Benny’s things. Not only that, but he took his passport and my gun.”

“Oh my God. I can’t believe he’d do such a thing. Did you call the police?”

“Unfortunately, I did. They won’t do anything for the first twenty-four hours, so it’s up to me to find him.”

Rose sighed. “I can tell you one thing for sure—you’re not alone. I’ll make some calls to some of my old contacts to see what I can’t get started on my end. Why don’t you get ahold of your old private investigator friend and see what she can do?”

“What am I going to do if we can’t find him?” Maggie cried.

“Don’t even think like that. Between the people I know and how good you are at what you do, we’re going to find them.”

“I hope so.”

“We will. Now, as soon as you get off the phone with me, you call your friend and get things started on your end,” Rosa said. “It won’t take me long to figure something out. Just do me a favor.”

“What’s that?”

“Take a deep breath. He’s only been gone for a few hours. It might feel like a long time, but you have a bigger jump on Benny being missing than most people do when their kids are taken. We’re going to work through this.”

Maggie thanked her sister and ended the call. She knew she needed to call Harriette and start the process, but she was stuck on her bed, not wanting to move. While she had been the one to help people find others, she was the one who needed the help now. The realization that Jack had kidnapped her son was just starting to set in. She could only hope that no matter how angry Jack was, he wouldn’t take it out on their son.

Benny was a good-hearted kid. She knew that, at least for a little while, he would go on thinking it was some spur-of-the-moment trip with his dad, but that was not what things were in reality. There was no telling what Jack was going to do, and as the thought of her gun being missing started to creep in, she wasn’t sure what it meant. There was no reason for him to take her gun when he had his own. Granted, it was a service issue that came with his job as a cop, but it was still a gun, nonetheless. As the fear of what was happening started to take over, she decided it was time to take action for herself.
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Maggie’s hands were shaking as she lifted the phone to her ear. Praying under her breath as the phone rang, she asked God to make Jack answer. If for no other reason, she wanted to know that Benny was all right. There was no mistake that her ex wasn’t thinking straight, and now he had put their son in the middle of whatever meltdown he was having. By the time the phone rang for the fifth time, she was enraged. A moment later, it went to voicemail, but she didn’t hang up.

“This is Jack Deaver,” the recording said. “I can’t get to the phone right now, but if you leave a message, I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

A long beep followed.

“Jack, this is Maggie. I don’t know what in the hell you were thinking when you took Benny out of school, but I swear to God, if you don’t bring him back right away, I’m going to make your life a living hell. I’ve already called the police, but there’s still time to make this right. Just call me back.”

There were many things she wanted to say, but leaving it on a voicemail didn’t seem right. Her heart was breaking with each passing moment that Benny was gone, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. Jack was a reasonable man. He’d see the error of his ways before it went too far. She tried to think of all the positive things when they were together. In her mind, he had to know that he had messed up. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, and she jumped off the bed and ran for it.

It had to be Jack finally bringing Benny back home. No matter how much he despised her, he wouldn’t put their son through that kind of torture by taking him from his mother. In the midst of her excitement, she didn’t bother to look through the window to see who was at the door. She didn’t need to look to know that the man she once loved more than anything had come to his senses. It wasn’t until she swung open the door that she instantly regretted it. Standing in front of her wasn’t Jack and Benny; it was Becky.

Without even thinking, Maggie saw nothing but red. Whatever game the woman was playing, she wasn’t going to be a part of it. Within a split second, she lunged at the woman and grabbed her by her shoulders before they both tumbled to the ground. In an instant, she was on top of Becky, throwing punches and screaming at her. It wasn’t until she felt someone pulling her off that she noticed the police car sitting in her driveway. She didn’t know which officer it was, but she felt the weight of the man on top of her as he pushed her to the ground on her stomach.

“Maggie, this is for your own good.”

“Oh, you’ll throw the cuffs on me, but you won’t do a damn thing about my son being kidnapped?”

The officer sighed. “You have the right to—”

“Fuck you and your rights. Jack took my son, and you’re not doing a damn thing about it. This is all bullshit, and you know it.”

It infuriated her that he didn’t seem to react to her outbursts. Instead, he continued with her Miranda rights as he placed handcuffs on her wrists. It had been a long time since she had been in cuffs, but the fear that grabbed her when the steel met the skin was a feeling she could never forget. When the man pulled her up to her feet, it was only then that she realized how much she had pummeled the woman who had knocked on her door.

Becky’s nose was bleeding along with her upper lip. For a moment, she felt bad for attacking her, but with all the rage she had built up inside, it didn’t faze her one way or the other. The woman was a central part of the reason the two had split up in the first place, and that anger hadn’t gone anywhere. Becky was wiping her nose when the officer spun Maggie around. Only then did she see that it was Officer Mitchell Smith. She immediately hated the way she had spoken to the man. Out of all the officers in the department, he was the only one she had any trust in.

Though the cruiser was only at the end of her driveway, the walk seemed as though it was taking an eternity. Benny was missing, and instead of going to arrest the man who had taken him, the police were arresting her. She couldn’t believe what was happening, but there was no use in fighting it. Even if she wanted to, Maggie knew she couldn’t take back the fact that she had just attacked a woman in front of the police.

“You know Jack took my son. Why aren’t you looking to arrest him?” Maggie said when they reached the cruiser.

“I’d love to be out there hunting him down right now, but that’s not the way the system works. We have to wait for the twenty-four-hour period to end before it’s going to do us any good.”

“If you got an APB out for his truck, it wouldn’t take you long to start getting calls.”

Mitchell sighed. “I understand that, but now I have to take you down to the station instead of doing what I came out here to do in the first place. Why’d you have to attack her, Mags?”

“You know why. She’s the reason my family separated in the first place. If it wasn’t for her, this wouldn’t be happening to me.”

“That’s not the only thing that would be happening without her.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know if you’re going to want to hear it, but just sit here for a moment while I talk to Becky.”

Maggie started to say something, but she held back as the officer closed the door after putting her in the back. It was the first time she had ever been in the back of a cruiser, but at that moment, it didn’t matter. She watched as Mitchell walked back over to Becky and checked on her. Even though she didn’t regret what she had done, there was a small part of her that started to feel bad for the woman. Jack was the one who’d had the affair, and whether or not Becky knew he was married shouldn’t have been a factor. Still, the only thing that kept going through her mind was finding out where Jack was going.

The weight of everything that had just happened started to get to Maggie as she looked through the window to see the officer and Becky still talking. She didn’t know what they were saying, but it didn’t look good for her up to that point. She knew she was going to jail, and she cursed under her breath as she started to realize how badly she had messed things up. The police weren’t willing to start the search for Benny. The only one who could help her son at that moment was her, and she was now going to be hauled off to jail.

After a few minutes of the two talking, Mitchell started back for his car, where Maggie was waiting. She watched him open the door and get in before pulling out of the driveway and starting down the road. She knew the way to the station and the direction they were headed. It wasn’t until they were a mile from her house that Mitchell said another word to her.

“You know, Maggie, I think you have every right to be upset with Becky for what happened, but Jack’s the one who cheated, not her.”

“I know,” Maggie muttered.

“I’m not saying you were wrong or right because that’s up to you to figure out on your own. I’m just doing my job, and you haven’t made it very easy so far.”

“Yeah, I know that, too. Still, I don’t even know why you were at my house. I thought you weren’t going to be able to look into anything until tomorrow.”

Mitchell smiled. “That’s what I was going to tell you, but before I do, I’m going to say one thing. You’re going to have to apologize to Becky.”

Maggie scoffed. “Why in the hell would I apologize to her?”

“Because when everyone else at the department wanted to wait until tomorrow to do anything, she’s the one who got me to see that we should come out and file the missing person’s report.”

She was stunned by the news. The woman who had wrecked her life was the only one who could see what was going on. Still, no matter what Becky had tried to do for her, Maggie could only see the anger inside herself. She didn’t care about anything other than finding Benny, and she was willing to fight through them all to do it.
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Even as the officer pulled into the station, the full extent of the situation hadn’t struck Maggie. She was still thinking about the events that had led to her arrest, including the fact that Becky was the reason the police were even willing to start looking into the abduction early. Still, she couldn’t just forgive the woman over one proper thing she had done. It wasn’t like she had anything against her in the first place, but the fact she was the first woman she had learned about in Jack’s long line of infidelities weighed heavily on her mind.

A few minutes after pulling up to the jail entrance door, she was pulled from the back of the police car and guided through a set of locked doors that could only be opened by the person operating in the central office. Officer Smith was polite as he led her down a long hallway, stopping her at the end before the processing desk. A female officer came over and checked her for weapons before she was led to a holding cell. It wasn’t until the door closed behind her that she realized the magnitude of the situation. She was in jail, and somewhere out there, her ex-husband was on the run with her son.

She was kicking herself for being so stupid when she looked out the window of the holding cell and spotted Becky coming through one of the other doors. Just seeing the woman’s face brought on more rage, but it wasn’t like it had been before. Part of her was grateful to the woman, even if she did ruin her marriage. Maggie was surprised when she approached her cell door, and the guard reached down and unlocked it for her. Stepping into the cell, Becky smiled at her.

“I know you’re pissed at me, and you have every right to be,” Becky said. “The thing is that I haven’t heard from Jack since last night. Even when I spoke with him then, he seemed off. I don’t know how to explain it, but he definitely wasn’t himself.”

“All I know is that he took off with Benny after picking him up from school early. After that, he broke into my house and stole a bunch of my son’s clothes. He also took his passport, which was locked up with his passport. I don’t know where he’s going, but I need to get out of here so I can track them down before he gets out of the country.”

“I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

Maggie nodded, but she wasn’t sure what to think. The woman seemed to be apologetic. It was strange to see her in such a vulnerable position, and part of her was starting to wonder if Becky really knew Jack was married. Surely, she had seen her visit her husband at work for lunch, but maybe her ex-husband was a good enough liar that he had fooled the woman as he had done with her.

“Right now, the only thing I know is I need to get out of here and fast. What can we do to speed this process up?” Maggie asked.

“I’ll figure something out, but I need you to know something first. It’s true Jack and I had an affair, but at the time it was happening, I really had no idea he was married. He had no pictures on his desk, and he never wore a ring. I swear to you, Maggie, I didn’t know.”

She sighed. “We can work that out later. He didn’t wear a ring because he said it interfered with the job. I never suspected he was sleeping around. As far as the pictures, I tried to bring him some to work, but he said he didn’t want the male officers to always be staring at them.”

Becky shrugged. “I guess he’s been lying to everyone. I never would knowingly do that to another woman.”

“I don’t know what to believe, but I have to find my son. If Jack’s taking him out of the country, I don’t have much time.”

Becky looked at the floor, and something in Maggie snapped. She had already been lied to by her husband for years, and the woman he had cheated on her with was standing in front of her, telling stories. It didn’t matter what the truth was. She needed to get out of the cell and look for her boy. Maggie gritted her teeth and tried not to let the rage inside of her take over.

“I’m truly sorry for everything. I just wanted you to know the truth about what happened.”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to gain here, but I don’t have time for apologies. If you really are trying to get me to forgive you, help me find my fucking son before that bastard disappears with him.”

She watched the woman’s face grow pale before she turned around and disappeared down the hall. Maggie started to wonder if she had screwed things up by snapping at her, but she wasn’t concerned. There were more important things going through her mind. Worst-case scenario, she’d bail herself out in a couple of hours and start looking for her son. Whatever Jack was planning, it wasn’t going to be difficult to figure out, but she couldn’t do it from behind bars.

The more she thought about Jack and everything the man had done, the more her heart started to race. A lingering thought in the back of her mind was that the man would get out of the country with Benny, and it would be almost impossible to get him back if she didn’t stop him before that could happen. Maggie went down a list she had made in her mind of proceeding with the search when she finally got out of the cell, but before she could fully come up with a plan, she looked up to see Becky coming back to her cell.

She was grinning from ear to ear, but Maggie wasn’t sure why until Becky lifted her hand and dangled what she was holding for her to see. It took a moment for her to realize what the woman had in her hand, but when she saw the same set of keys the other officers had used when they led her to the holding cell, she knew what was happening. Becky was helping her to escape, and Maggie couldn’t believe it.

“What in the hell are you doing?” Maggie asked.

“I’m getting you the hell out of here. There’s not a mother in this world that should be locked up for trying to protect her family. You don’t deserve to be in here, especially when Jack is on the run with your son.”

“You’re going to get in a lot of trouble for this.”

“Probably, but you let me worry about that. Let’s get you the hell out of here so you can find your son. Just follow my lead and act naturally. I’ll handle the rest.”

A second later, they were heading down the hallway and to the door Becky had come through. The hustling cops and others sitting at their desks were too busy to look up. Within a few minutes, the two women were out a side door, heading for the parked car she assumed belonged to her rescuer. Maggie knew there wasn’t any way the woman was going to be able to keep her job after helping her escape, but she was thankful when they reached the car, and they both got in.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” Maggie said.

“All I care about right now is that you find that son of a bitch and get your son back, but don’t thank me yet. We still need to get off the property without getting caught. Besides, it won’t take them long to figure out what happened and notice that you’re missing.”

Maggie could sense the panic in the woman’s voice, but she also knew she was right. She quickly slid down in the passenger seat as low as she could get so as to not be seen. Becky shifted the car into drive and maneuvered through the parking lot like a pro. It was only after she felt the speed of the car pick up that she pulled herself back into the seat and put on her seatbelt. She still couldn’t believe Becky was helping her to escape.

She quickly mulled over the idea that the woman had been telling her the truth. It wasn’t inconceivable that Jack would lie to her. After all, she had been married to the man, and he had lied to her for most of their marriage. Still, she wasn’t ready to forgive and forget just yet. She needed to find her son, and the only person with a head start on the matter was her sister, Rose. Hopefully, by the time they reached her house, she would have something for them to work with.

“Can you take me to my sister’s house?” Maggie asked.
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As Becky pulled the car into Rose’s driveway, it was easy to see the look of shock on her sister’s face. Rose had a habit of looking out the big front window when a car would pull in. As soon as they were parked, she saw her sister, and immediately she disappeared before reappearing as the front door opened. It was a small town, and Rose almost always had her scanner blaring. It wasn’t hard to figure out that she had heard about the arrest.

Maggie thought the surprise was from her being out already, but as Rose made her way to the car when they got out, her sister glared at Becky. She could see things were about to get worse for the woman, but before she could stop her sister from saying anything, Rose walked right up to her.

“What in the fuck do you think you’re doing here, whore? You decided that breaking up a happy marriage wasn’t enough, and now you get my sister thrown in jail. You sure have some nerve, don’t you?”

“To be fair, your sister attacked me first. Though I can understand why she did it, in the scheme of things, she shouldn’t have done it in front of a cop.”

“So, what now, then? Do you plan on adding insult to injury by driving her around?”

“That’s enough, Rose,” Maggie said, stepping between the two women. “We don’t have time for this. To make a long story short, Becky is the reason I’m not in jail right now.”

Rose glared at her. “Speaking of which, how in the hell are you out already? There’s no way they got you in front of a judge that fast.”

“Well, that’s a story for later, and I’m sure there’s going to be consequences for both of us. Let’s just say that for now, Becky is on our side. She just wants to help us find Jack and Benny. So, we’re going to let her.”

“Fine. What can she offer us right now?”

Becky shrugged. “I don’t have any idea where he was planning to go. He never mentioned anything.”

Maggie sighed. “You mentioned that he seemed off the last time you spoke to him. What was he saying?”

“Just that he was going to do something to ensure he never lost Benny. I don’t know. It didn’t sound like he was going to do anything rash, but then again, I never expected him to kidnap his own son.”

“Is there anything you do know that can help us?” Rose snapped.

“I don’t know, but I know he has a cabin on the edge of town. I don’t know if he’ll go there, but I think it would be a good place to start. That is, if you haven’t already.”

She couldn’t believe what Becky had just said. While she had already convinced herself that the man was a lying cheat, he had never mentioned he owned a cabin. Dozens of questions rushed through her mind, but none of them mattered. How long he owned the cabin outside of town wouldn’t help her find her son any faster but knowing that he had one would.

“I never knew he had one,” Maggie muttered. “I wonder how much more I’m going to find out through this about the man I thought I knew.”

“I don’t think he was honest with either of us,” Becky said. “He purchased the cabin with cash so we would have a place to go together.”

“On the one hand, you’re telling me you didn’t know he was married, but it didn’t seem suspicious to you that he bought a place for the two of you to do whatever in?” Maggie snapped. “How do you expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t know. I just figured he didn’t want to take me to a raggedy hotel. He told me it wasn’t the right fit for what we had.”

Rose chuckled. “Wow, girl. You have a lot to learn about men. He was playing you from the start.”

“I realize that now, but at the time, he was just a nice guy I worked with who seemed genuine. I didn’t know about anything else.”

Maggie was seeing red. The emotional roller coaster the woman was putting her through was almost more than she could take. It seemed like one minute, she wanted to thank Becky for what she was trying to do, but then she would turn around and say something else that made her want to punch her in the face. Even if it were true and the woman had no idea that Jack was married, she had been dumb enough to believe the man, even when all the signs had pointed in the other direction.

She knew they were running out of time, but it took everything she had not to lunge at the woman again. Maggie bit her tongue and tried not to maintain her composure. In her mind flashed images of the two together, and she was going to be sick. It wasn’t until her sister touched her shoulder that she was able to pull herself back to the present. Glaring at Becky, she tried to formulate her words so she didn’t create another situation in which she went to jail again.

“I need you to take me to that cabin, Becky.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Rose said.

Maggie sighed. “I don’t have much choice here, sis. I mean, he’s already got a head start on us, and if he’s just down the road, I need to get there.”

Rose grabbed her arm and pulled her off to the side. If it wasn’t her sister grabbing her, she would have snapped, but she was willing to hear the woman out, even if it wouldn’t change what she was going to do next. When they were far enough away that Becky couldn’t hear them, her sister stopped and glared at her.

“I know you want to find Benny and Jack, and I’ll do whatever I can to make sure you do. The thing is, you don’t know a damn thing about that woman.”

“I know I attacked her, and they took me to jail for it. I also know she just helped me escape and brought me to your house,” Maggie said. “Right now, that’s good enough for me.”

“She’s the reason your marriage is ending.”

“If you don’t think I know that, then you’re wrong. Let’s face it, though, my marriage ended a long time before she came along. I was just too blind to see it until I found out about her.”

“I still think you’re making a mistake. What if something happens out there? You’re already in enough trouble as it is.”

“Yeah, so what does it matter now? If I can track them down before they disappear, it will all be worth it. I’ll spend some time in jail if it means Benny isn’t stuck with that piece of shit. Besides, do you have a better idea?”

Rose sighed. “No, but I think we should devise a plan before we go busting down doors. What if they’re setting you up?”

“I don’t think they’re working together. She wouldn’t help me get out of jail just to turn around and help me find him.”

“Maybe, but I want you to be careful until you know more.”

Maggie hadn’t thought of it like that, but now she was. Still, none of it made sense to her. She nodded to her sister to let her know she would be careful, but in the back of her mind, she wasn’t worried. The woman had at least proven she was willing to break the law to help her find Benny, even if she had proven that she wasn’t the smartest woman in town.

“I’ll make sure to keep you in the loop with whatever we find. I just know I have to get over there and check it out. Benny can’t be stuck with that man.”

Rose sighed. “All right. I’ll be here if you need anything but remember what I said.”

“I will. I’ll be careful, and if anything feels off, I’ll get ahold of you.”

Rose pulled her into her arms and promised that everything was going to work out. Maggie still wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t going to just lie down and give up. As they walked back to Becky’s car, she nodded at the woman, and they both got back into her car. A moment later, they were back on the road, heading to the secret cabin Jack had purchased for their affair. The thought sickened her, but finding her son was the only thing she was going to focus on.
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They were still heading toward the cabin, and Maggie was still thinking about everything she had talked to her sister about. Thoughts of Becky and Jack together were at the forefront of her mind. No matter what Becky had done up to that point to help her, it still wasn’t enough to dull her hate for the woman. Some things still didn’t make sense, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get past her feelings.

She knew she needed to focus on her missing child and the man who took him. It made sense that he would stop and take some of Benny’s clothes. After all, no matter what kind of man he was, up until then, he had been a great father for the most part. Still, a lingering thought of why he had taken her gun was still there. There wasn’t any way around it. It just didn’t add up.

Suddenly, she remembered an old derringer that Jack had. It was something that had been left to him when his father had passed away. If he had taken her gun, it had to be because he didn’t know where his own was hidden. When the two first separated, Jack had come by to get some of his things. It originally was being stored in their bedroom closet, but a gun without a case was not something she wanted lying around for Benny to find. After deciding to move it, Maggie figured out that there was a loose panel above the washer and dryer that her son never would be able to reach, and she had moved it to that hiding spot. Her ex never would know it was there, and that was why he had taken hers.

“I need to stop by my house before we head to the cabin,” Maggie said.

“What for?”

“I just need to grab something.”

The one thing she agreed with her sister about was not trusting anyone. After all, the man she had trusted her life to had turned out to be one of the biggest liars she had ever met. Knowing the woman had fallen for the man’s lies didn’t help, and there was no amount of trust between the two. A moment later, Becky was pulling the car into her driveway.

“Stay here; I’ll be right back.”

Becky sighed. “Are you sure you don’t need my help with whatever you’re doing?”

“I’m sure. Besides, you’ve done enough by helping me so far. Just stay put; I’ll be right back.”

The woman nodded, and Maggie exited the car and rushed into the house. Climbing up on the dryer, she reached for the loose board and moved it. As she reached into the opening, she felt the handle of the derringer and pulled down the gun and box of ammo. After loading the gun quickly, she made sure the safety was on before climbing back down and tucking the weapon in her pants.

She pulled her shirt over the gun to ensure it couldn’t be seen as she thought about the woman waiting for her in the car. Even though there was a hatred there she could never explain, there was something about how she was helping her that stood out. Maggie couldn’t be sure, but it was almost as though she was trying to make up for her mistakes. She made a mental note to keep her thoughts to herself until Benny returned home. Until then, she would have to tolerate the woman who had ruined her marriage and caused the reaction that ultimately had led to her son being kidnapped by Jack.

After making sure the doors were locked, Maggie rushed back to the car and got in. Without saying a word, Becky pulled the car onto the street and drove off toward the cabin. Her heart was racing, anticipating what they would find when they got there, but she could only hope they’d make it there while her son was still in the cabin. The drive was awkward enough as it was, though Becky continued to try to make small talk, which only made things worse.

“You know, I’d never expect you to forgive me, but I really like this town and my job,” Becky said. “I just didn’t realize things would turn out this way.”

“I understand that. I never imagined I’d be searching for my son after my ex-husband kidnapped him, but here we are.”

“I know. Jack was nice to me when I first started in the department. I guess, in a way, they all were, but he took the time to make sure I knew what was expected on the job. I never thought he was married. He just made things easy.”

Maggie sighed. “The man has a way with women. I’ll give him that. How long have you been in the area?”

“I guess it’s been about five months. Honestly, I’ve been alone for quite some time. The available job is what brought me here originally. Well, that and the idea that it wasn’t the city. I couldn’t stand living in the city any longer. It’s just too busy, and the people don’t really care about each other.”

“That makes sense. So, do you have family around here or back where you’re from?”

Becky shrugged. “My parents died a long time ago. I’ve been on my own for longer than I can remember, but I don’t complain about it. I’ve become the woman I am today because of the things I’ve been able to overcome.”

“That’s a positive way to look at things. I have to ask, what made Jack approach you?”

“I don’t think I have an answer for that. I just know he was one of the first people to give me any guidance. He never spoke about having a wife or anything like that. He was just kind and made the transition so easy. After a while, I thought we just clicked. When he asked me to dinner, I thought I had hit the jackpot.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’ve never had a man treat me the way he did. Now, looking back, I know it was all a lie, but when we first started seeing each other, I thought he was my soulmate. Everything just meshed well with him.”

Maggie wasn’t sure what to say or how to respond. The amount of rage pushing through her soul was hard to control, but when she glanced over at the woman, she could see a level of hurt that couldn’t be faked. It had never dawned on her that Becky was actually just another victim in the situation. Though it was awkward to think about, she knew it was true. Jack had created a situation in which he had hurt both of them with the lies he had told.

Still, it didn’t change the way she felt about the woman. Maggie hated that she was the reason things had ended the way they did, but there was a small part of her trying to understand what Becky felt on the other side of things. Maybe, just maybe, the woman was just another person hurt by the words of a man full of himself and lies.

“I think Jack just uses the people around him to his benefit.”

Becky sighed. “I think you’re right, but things were so good for a moment that I was blind to everything else. The signs were all there, but I missed them. That’s why I brought the police to your house. I love my job and the people of this town, but I know I screwed things up.”

“Not everything is broken, but you have a long way to go if you think I’m going to forgive you.”

“I know, and I accept that. It’s hard knowing I was so susceptible to his lies. I can’t believe he tricked me the way he did. I just hope it’s not too late to fix things here. This town has really become my home.”

Hearing the pain in Becky’s voice once again, Maggie felt a twinge of guilt for treating her so badly. Jack had been behind everything and all the pain they were both going through. She tried to shrug it off, and a big part of her wanted to continue to hate the woman who had come between them, but her heart was softening some.

When Becky made a left turn into the cabin’s driveway, Maggie took a deep breath and switched her focus to finding Benny. He could be right behind the next door. Her hopes were high that, at the very least, they’d find some clues as to where they were heading next. She let out a breath as the woman next to her parked the car.
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There was nothing she could do to calm the racing in her heart. Everything about the situation felt wrong, from who she was with to her son going missing. It was hard to believe Jack was the one who had taken him. No matter their differences, the idea of his kidnapping Benny was still baffling to her. Becky brought the vehicle to a halt, slipping it into park and killing the engine as she did. She didn’t want to think about using the small antique gun. Just a few days ago, if she’d had Becky alone, there would have been bloodshed without question. Now, they had to work together if they were going to find Benny.

Though it was a struggle, Maggie did her best to remember that Jack had played the woman now helping her as well. While they did not have the history the married couple had, nor did they have a child between them, she knew the heartbreak Becky felt was real. Maggie couldn’t be certain if she trusted the woman or if that would ever be an option, but she was thankful for her help, nonetheless. It was because of her that Maggie wasn’t sitting in a prison cell.

They needed a plan. Charging at the house with their one small gun drawn wouldn’t do any good if Jack was inside with Benny. She had no idea if the man had completely snapped mentally or what was going through his mind at all. The only thing Maggie was certain of was that Benny was in danger. Be it psychological or physical, she couldn’t be certain. Jack was obviously not the same man she had married and fallen in love with. There wasn’t time to contemplate how much of his stories and their life together had been a lie.

“I was thinking it might be a good idea if Jack doesn’t see us approaching the door.”

Becky looked surprised. “Wouldn’t he have seen us pull up if he was in there?”

“That’s true, but with how much traffic goes in and out of this place, he might not be paying attention to who comes and goes,” Maggie said. “We can’t be seen going up to the cabin.”

“Do you really think he would do something to Benny? I mean, that’s his son, no matter what else might be happening.”

“Honestly, with how he’s acted over the last few days and everything you said about how he was last night, I don’t want to take any chances. I don’t know what he’s capable of. I never thought he would kidnap our son, but here we are.”

Maggie wasn’t sure how else to respond. If anyone had asked her months ago if she thought anything would be happening like this, she would have said no. Things were different now, and there was no way of knowing what the man would do. Something had snapped inside of her ex, and there was a large part of it all that she felt responsible for. As a matter of fact, she felt like she was to blame for it all.

If she had been a better wife, maybe her husband wouldn’t have spent the last few years cheating on her. Suddenly, the emotions of it all started to get to her. If she knew anything for sure, it was that she needed to find her child.

“I don’t think he would go that far,” Becky said.

“Well, I can’t be sure of anything at this point, so we’re going to play it safe. It doesn’t matter what I think right now. I’m not chancing my son’s life on it.”

“Lead the way, Maggie. I’ll follow your lead from here on out.”

They both moved carefully and quietly for their doors. She was happy to find that Becky was moving with as much stealth and silence as she was. They had to get to the cabin without being detected. There was no telling what Jack’s mental state was. Her heart pounded with anticipation as she thought about holding her little boy once again. There was a hole in her soul each minute he was away from her. Without knowing if he was safe or not was slowly starting to eat her alive.

Eventually, she knew she would have to let the police know about the cabin in the woods, but they needed a little more time first. Making their way slowly to the cabin in the frigid temperatures, Maggie indicated for Becky to head off to the left while she took the right side of the cabin. There were only a few windows, all ones they could easily peek through if they were careful. Jack would be on edge, though, keeping a close watch for anyone on his tail.

She cursed under her breath after she poked her head over the third and final ledge, only to find the dark curtains drawn. There was no way for her to see inside the house beyond knowing that a light was on. Suddenly, Maggie heard someone moving through the darkness near her and spun around, ready to fight for her son’s freedom if needed. Instead, she found Becky quickly approaching her in a couched position.

Maggie let out the breath she’d been holding. How was it that a woman she hated just a few days ago was now her partner in crime? She still couldn’t believe they were working together, nor that her husband had kidnapped their little boy. Nothing made sense anymore.

“What did you see?” Maggie asked.

“I thought I saw someone lying on the floor in the cabin.”

“Was it Benny? Was he the one you saw on the floor?”

“No. Couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw long hair. I think it was a woman. I don’t know.”

“Okay, we can’t wait. We need to get in there and see what in the hell is going on. Did you see any other movement inside?”

“No. I didn’t see anyone moving around, but I don’t think the woman moved, either. I didn’t see who it was, but I don’t think she was breathing.”

Maggie sucked in a deep breath. She didn’t know what to think, but if the woman inside wasn’t breathing, she had no choice but to go in. With everything going on, she wasn’t sure what to expect. Her heart was racing.

“I have to get inside. You wait here, and I’ll see what is going on.”

“I want to go with you. I need to see if that girl is okay,” Becky said. “Besides, I don’t think you should go in there alone. What if you need help?”

“If I need help, I’ll yell for you. Other than that, I need you to stay here.”

“Come on, Maggie. You can’t expect me to stay behind. What if Jack is still in there?”

“Well, if he’s in there, it’s going to be bad for both of us. I’ll check on the woman, but I’m sure that if Jack is inside, he’s going to call the police. I need you to stay here because I might need you to bail me out of jail. Got it?”

Becky nodded in understanding as Maggie moved to the front door of the small cabin. Moving quickly and quietly, she pulled out the tools she had used before to pick open the lock on the door. Maggie couldn’t help but hold her breath as the door creaked, groaning beneath its own weight as it popped open. Immediately, she stood and stepped inside, tucking away the tools again and pulling out her weapon. She couldn’t hear anything. In that moment, Maggie knew her son wasn’t in the cabin. It didn’t appear anyone had been there for several hours.

Still, she knew someone had been there recently. There was trash in the can to her right and dishes drying on the rack. It appeared that they had left in a hurry. She found herself with more questions than answers. They had to look around the cabin to see if there were any traces of Benny before she could outline a scenario of what had happened in her mind. There was the matter of the woman on the floor. She might be able to answer some questions if they could get her to come around.

Instantly, she went to the unconscious woman, rolling her over and pressing her fingers on the lady’s neck. Maggie could feel no pulse, her stomach dropping as she quickly retracted her fingers. She knew they had no choice but to call the police. Glancing in Becky’s direction, she shook her head, indicating there was no point in dialing for an ambulance. Everything had taken a dramatic turn for the worse. Maggie was kicking herself; she had thought it couldn’t possibly get any more terrible, but she’d been wrong. Her son might be with a killer.
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Immediately, she tried to assess the situation but knew they needed to call the police. Becky was already starting to hyperventilate behind her, but she didn’t turn to deal with the woman. They had to think rationally. She could have her hysterics for a few minutes before they called the police, but that was all Maggie could give her. At least it would give her a little time to search the small quarters. Glancing at the dishes, she could see only two of them had been eating there. She couldn’t believe her son had been there not long ago.

Guilt coursed through her. Had she put aside her pride earlier, there was a chance that she might have found him. Instead, Maggie had lashed out at Becky, assuming the woman had something to do with kidnapping Benny. She wasn’t sure if she could ever forgive herself for the hours lost heading in the wrong direction, but there wasn’t time to dwell on it. Becky was talking frantically to herself, running the idea of fleeing the scene through her. Maggie knew it wouldn’t do them any good to leave.

As a matter of fact, it would only make matters worse. She wasn’t going to risk being tossed in jail again by adding evading a crime scene to her list of transgressions. Turning her attention toward her accomplice, Maggie crossed the room and shook Becky. She had to snap the woman out of the daze she’d lost herself in. They needed to act fast if they were going to find Jack and Benny. Not finding them wasn’t an option. Her son was her life. Without him, she had nothing left to live for. Her marriage was in shambles; everything they had built besides Benny was a lie.

“What are we going to do?” Becky asked.

“We’re going to call the police. They’re going to need to know what is going on and that Jack has snapped.”

“I meant for us. They’re going to believe we are the ones who killed this woman. I know how they think. Hell, I’m basically one of them.”

Maggie sighed. “They probably will think we are involved, but it will change when they realize the woman has been dead longer than we’ve been here. Either way, I have to call them.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Why don’t we just get the hell out of here? We’ll just leave and make an anonymous tip after we’re gone.”

“I know that sounds like a good idea, but I don’t have a choice. As a private investigator, I have to work with the local police at any time. Even if that means I go back to a jail cell.”

“I understand that,” Becky said. “But I don’t like it. I don’t think we should be here when the police show up. They’ll arrest us first and then ask questions later. It’s not worth the time they’re going to put into investigating us.”

“You’re probably right. They’re going to look into us, but that’s what they should do. After all, we’re in a place we shouldn’t be, and there’s a body here.”

“Why can’t we call in anonymously?”

“There’s nothing wrong with that idea, but I have a legal obligation because of what I do to call the police and cooperate. You do, too. You’ve made a promise to protect and serve, even if you only work in the office, right?”

Becky dropped her head. “I guess you’re right.”

“I am right. Besides, you promised to follow my lead. You need to trust me.”

Becky still didn’t seem very confident, but she grabbed her phone nonetheless and dialed the number for the precinct. Listening to her accomplice give the person on the other line the address and the details of what they had found, she quickly glanced around the room. The only thing she had touched was the deceased woman and the doorknob. Anything she looked at from that point on would need to be done without leaving prints. She could justify the two locations they would find it, but nothing else. After her last encounter with the officers, she didn’t want to give them any reason to hold her.

While they waited for the police to show up, Maggie continued to search the house. It was surprisingly nice, which only served to infuriate her more. How many secrets did Jack have that he’d kept from her? She knew there was a certain level of “good old boy” mentality around town. Never in her life would she have anticipated the number of lies. It had two bedrooms and a bathroom, each outfitted with completed bedding sets and furnishing. The man could barely coordinate his outfits when he wasn’t in uniform. How did he make it so cozy in the cabin?

Her cheeks flushed. There was a half-dozen photos that she’d taken of Jack and Benny together but not a single one of her or them as a family. The bastard had made it his bachelor pad, completely void of the woman who had cooked, cleaned, and given him a child. Everything he’d told her was a lie. When she found him, he would be lucky if the cops were there and could stop her from murdering him. How could she be so blind? Becky yelled for her from one of the bedrooms. She quickly turned out of the bathroom and headed in Becky’s direction.

“The computer was already gone, but I was able to go through the printer and print off the last document pushed through,” Becky said.

“I’m pretty impressed you were able to do that.”

“Well, when you’ve worked in the office like I have, you tend to make a lot of mistakes. So, I’ve had to learn how to fix things. It wasn’t too difficult if you know how to get through the menu and settings.”

Maggie smiled. “Honestly, I didn’t even know you could do something like that. Great job.”

“Thank you, but you’d have to thank the police department for that. If working there taught me anything, it was that with a handful of other tricks I learned along the way.”

“Well, I’m happy to have you here, then. What was the last thing he printed?”

“He printed off some tickets for a flight,” Becky said. “The son of a bitch is trying to leave the country.”

“I figured he was going to do something like that when I found Benny’s passport was missing. Let me guess, he’s headed to Mexico?”

“Not even close. He’s taking Benny on a flight to Switzerland. The flight is leaving out of Monarch Airport in two hours.”

“Dammit,” Maggie cursed under her breath. “That’s not good. If I’m thinking right, Switzerland has no extradition treaty with us.”

“That’s right. He could take Benny there, and you’d never be able to get him back.”

She hated to admit it, but she knew the woman was right. If Jack could get to Switzerland with Benny, she’d have to fight to get him back or to even see her son again. She couldn’t let that happen. Whatever she needed to do, she’d do it if it meant she could stop him from getting on that flight.

Outside, Maggie saw the flashing lights of a police cruiser and knew they were out of time. She grabbed the printout and set it back on the printer. It was too late for them to keep their prints off the document, but at least they didn’t need to share with the police that they had printed it off. While she was obligated by her oath as an investigator to talk with the officers, she wasn’t about to share anything extra. She grabbed Becky’s hand and dragged the woman back into the main room.

They were going to show a united front and not keep secrets from the officers. Even if they wanted to come up with a plan, they were completely out of time. The officers burst through the door in a flurry of movement. By the looks of things, they had brought out the entirety of the force after Becky’s phone call. It was nice that they still had friends in the precinct, but it wouldn’t be easy to convince them they didn’t have anything to do with the woman’s death. She had no idea the lady was on the floor, but they would know soon enough.

One way or another, Becky was going to help her stay in the loop with what was going on. She was confident she had made a good friend. Even if the start of their relationship had been rocky, Maggie had come to rely on Becky in the short amount of time they’d been working together. When she saw the chief of police bumbling through the front door, her heart started to race. He wasn’t going to let them off without interrogating them.
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She knew immediately that the officers were going to have questions. Thankfully, though, when they came in and herded the two women outside, the chief opted to speak with Becky first. Maggie was intrigued by the process, keeping a watchful eye on what the coroner and the officers inside were doing with the woman’s body. She hadn’t expected to see an ambulance arriving along with them. It didn’t appear to matter that the woman was already dead, confirmed on the phone call they’d had earlier with Becky.

Her stomach was rolling by the time the chief and Becky made it over to where she was standing on the small porch. They had already shared the information about the flight Jack planned on taking with the officers. She heard over the radio from one of the cars that they had officers already patrolling the airport for him. Hopefully, they would catch her estranged husband and kidnapped son within the next few hours, and they could put the entire thing behind them. She was ready to have Benny back and to know Jack was in jail where he belonged.

Maggie wasn’t worried about him getting preferential treatment. The kidnapping would soon be national news, and there would be nowhere for him to hide, including behind his badge. No amount of ties within the local government would save Jack after that. If he wanted to break the law, she wasn’t going to stop him. As a matter of fact, she wanted him to push it further. The more mistakes he made, the longer he’d be rotting in prison and out of their lives. Maggie’s body shook with rage as she thought of her husband. She wasn’t going to let him hurt her son or take Benny away, either. Jack had crossed the line.

As she watched the chief start to move in her direction, she was still amazed that she and Becky hadn’t been put in cuffs. She was sure they were going to place the two under arrest, but up to that point, Maggie was still a free woman. The chief nodded at her as he approached.

“Maggie, do you think we can talk for a second in private?”

“Sure, Chief.”

Maggie followed the man back into the bedroom. The feeling in her gut was indescribable. She felt like she was going to be sick when she thought about her son being trapped with a man who possibly was a murderer. When the two entered the room, the chief turned around and glared at her.

“I need you to give me a step-by-step replay of what happened.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. I didn’t have anything to do with this. We came here looking for Jack and Benny. When we couldn’t get an answer at the door, we took a look through the windows and spotted the woman on the floor.”

“That’s all you have for me. You just came here and saw the woman on the floor?”

“You can try to spin it however you’d like to, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’ve told you everything we know.”

The chief sighed. “If that’s all you can tell me, then I guess that will do for now. The only thing I can tell you is that it wouldn’t be a good idea to leave town anytime soon. I’m also going to tell you that you need to stop doing your own investigation. Let us handle it.”

Maggie nodded. “I just want my son back home. I’m not going to look into anything from here on out. Thank you for taking the case seriously. I don’t want to start any more trouble, so I think I’ll just go home and let you do your job.”

When she came back out, Maggie found Becky already headed in the direction of their car parked at the end of the driveway. She quickly jogged down the driveway to join the woman. Climbing into the passenger seat, she closed the door and shook her head. Becky was silent as well as they pulled away. What else was there to say to each other? Their time together was coming to an end, and Maggie didn’t know how she felt about it. After all, Maggie had never expected to be paired up with Becky in the first place. Given everything they had learned over the past few hours, there was no doubt in her mind that Becky was going to go her own way as soon as Maggie was dropped off.

They drove silently down the road. It wasn’t long before the village came back into view, and her house appeared on the right. The car came to a stop, with Becky slipping it into park. She didn’t know what to say to the woman. Without her help, they never would have known about the cabin or about the deceased woman inside. Jack might have already made it onto his flight had Becky not intervened to help Maggie try to locate them. She would forever be indebted to Becky despite how they had first met and what she had done with Jack. , Becky had been played in much the same way Maggie had been.

Reaching for the door, Maggie thanked Becky one last time for her help and prepared to climb out. She didn’t know what her next move would be, but she knew she wouldn’t rest until Benny was safely back home. No matter what the police thought, she was the best person to find her child.

“Hey, Maggie. Before you go, I was thinking about something that might help you out with finding Jack.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I just know that I’m not going to sit back and wait for the police to do their job. They’re bad at the little things; the only thing I can think of is how bad they will screw this up.”

Becky smiled. “That’s what I was thinking about. You know, I still have access to the precinct login at the precinct. I’m still logged in on my laptop, so until they take me out of the system, I can still look into everything the precinct knows.”

“So, you can still log in and check out the results for anything they’re looking into?”

“Yes. They still haven’t deleted my information. So, if you want me to, I can check out what they’re doing and how far they’re coming along with the investigation.”

Maggie sighed. “I…I don’t know what to say. I can’t believe you’d be willing to do that.”

“I mean, I don’t see why not. Jack kidnapped your son. I’ll do whatever I can to help you get Benny back.”

“That would be amazing. I don’t really trust them to do the right thing because Jack is one of them.”

“I don’t blame you at all. Everything I witnessed working there was nothing but the buddy system. I’ve seen some shady things but nothing illegal.”

“Well, since we’re on the same page, I would be grateful to have your help. I think we could really gain some information from the system. I’d love to have whatever you can dig up.”

Maggie was completely blown away by the woman’s offer of continued help, but she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. Having access to everything the police precinct did would give them a huge leg up. They quickly grabbed her computer and moved to the house. Maggie knew it had to be strange to any of her neighbors watching. Hours ago, she was trying to beat the woman to a bloody pulp, and now they were working it together. With each passing minute, Maggie found herself becoming more comfortable with Becky.

When she opened the door and they stepped inside, Maggie couldn’t help but feel relieved to be back home. They were in a close search of finding Benny and Jack than they had ever been before. She was confident that with Becky’s access to the police precinct and her determination to find her son, Jack wouldn’t get away with kidnapping Benny. Her phone started to vibrate, and her neighbor’s name appeared on the screen. She quickly ignored the call and slipped her phone back into her pocket. Every minute counted in the hunt for Benny.

It didn’t matter what they thought. The fact of the matter was that Becky was helping her, and that meant Maggie could forgive her past transgressions. She couldn’t blame Becky for falling for Jack. He had been a con artist, one who had fooled them all. Maggie was ashamed by how well he had played them both. How many other women out there had fallen for his charm and the lies of the cabin? Maggie was going to find out everything about Jack. All of his lies were going to be uncovered if it took her the rest of her life.
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The calls didn’t stop after the first one. She watched Becky set up her laptop in the living room, still baffled they were working together. It didn’t matter that the trust between them was starting to grow. Maggie still kept a watchful eye on the woman. Yet nothing seemed out of place. She was doing exactly what she’d said she would when Maggie came back into the room with two cups of microwaved coffee. She wanted something fresh, but it wasn’t life and death, not with Benny’s life on the line. There was haste in everything they did. Each second counted as if it might be his last.

It was killing her not to have access to the police records, and Becky was on her way in. Her phone vibrated again, but she wasn’t going to answer it. When she saw her sister’s name appear, a surge of guilt moved through her. Rose wouldn’t understand why she was working with Becky. It wasn’t a conversation Maggie was ready to have with anyone in their circle. Sometimes forgiveness was more important than holding a grudge. As much as she wanted to share with her sister what they had found in the cabin, she had to prioritize her time.

Things were going to get worse before they got better. With the police on Jack’s trail, it wouldn’t be long before he was forced to change his plans or turn himself in. Given his behavior up to that point, Maggie was confident he wasn’t going to show up at the station and repent for what he’d done. No, she knew what happened to officers when they went behind bars. Jack wouldn’t let himself get caught, and if he was cornered, he would go down fighting. She couldn’t bear the thought of her son being caught in the crossfire.

“I was able to log into the system, and after digging around for a bit, I found the information we were looking for,” Becky said.

“At least we’re getting somewhere. What did you find?”

“Well, I had to go through some other files. It seems that even after they identify someone, it takes another person to enter the information which hasn’t been entered yet. Still, I was able to root around on the server and find the case file by using the case number assigned. Turns out, the woman in the cabin’s name is Connie Perry.”

“That name sounds familiar.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too, but just with the first name. The last name doesn’t sound familiar at all.”

Maggie paused. “You know what? That’s the name of the woman I thought Jack was originally having an affair with before I found out about you. I thought they were having an affair months before you came into the picture.”

Becky sighed. “Now that you mention it, I do remember having a conversation with him one night.”

“What do you mean? What did the two of you talk about?”

“We were talking about our past relationships, and he brought up his ex. Again, I had no idea he was married, and one of the reasons was that he told me that his ex was named Connie. I almost guarantee that’s the same woman.”

Instantly, the woman blushed. It made her wonder how well Becky truly knew the man she’d been with. Jack hadn’t been honest with either of them, but at least Maggie wasn’t alone. She had her family, friends, and little boy, but Becky was new to the area and barely knew anyone. Maggie couldn’t help but feel sorry for her as the woman pieced together how her former boyfriend knew the deceased woman.

There was only one explanation. They hadn’t split up quite as quickly as Jack had led Becky to believe. It wasn’t right that Jack was able to play so many women so well, and Maggie felt like the biggest fool of them all. Suddenly, there was a knock at the front door, and Maggie jumped into action. She bolted to the door and jerked it open, regretting the decision immediately as her sister shoved her way inside. Instantly, she saw Rose’s cheeks flush with rage. She knew her sister was furious but didn’t want Becky to see them fighting over the situation.

Grabbing hold of her sister’s arm, Maggie dragged her sister to the back bedroom and closed the door. It was a good thing, too. Almost immediately, Rose started berating her for having the woman who had slept with her husband over for a late-afternoon coffee. If Rose knew the extent of it, Maggie knew she’d flip out. Maggie wasn’t the type to keep secrets, though, no matter the consequences.

“Why in the hell do you have Becky with you?” Rose snapped. “That woman had an affair with your husband, and the two of you are walking around like it didn’t happen. What in the hell are you thinking, Mags?”

“Keep your voice down. Look, I know that from the outside looking in, it doesn’t look like something a sane person would do, but you need to trust me. Becky has been a huge part of my being able to get anything useful, and she’s been a big help so far. Plus, she’s still got her access to the precinct computers.”

Rose sighed. “I do trust you, but I want you to watch your back, too. Not that I think she’s a part of this at all, but she’s one of the reasons this has happened.”

“The thought has crossed my mind, but she’s been used by Jack, just like I have. For now, she’s helpful. With her access, we’re able to keep tabs on the case.”

“Well, I think you should know I just got off the phone with Beverly.”

“She’s one of the women who works down at the precinct, right?”

“No, she’s one of the officer’s wives. Off the top of my head, I can’t remember which one, but she let me know that they were pushing the media briefing hard. Beverly said they are getting ready to talk to the press.”

She was completely blown away by the news. How could the police make a call like that without alerting her? It didn’t matter that they had their petty disagreements; they were about to tell the world that her little boy was missing and hadn’t so much as given her a courtesy call. Maggie tried to keep her temper under control. It wasn’t Rose’s fault the police were acting like total children. After all, they had a lot of face to save. The kidnapper was one of their own.

“Are you all right, Mags?”

“Yeah, sorry. I just can’t believe they went ahead with the conference, even though they didn’t tell me about it. I had no idea they were getting ready to do one now.”

“Unfortunately, I think they did that on purpose.”

Maggie sighed. “Why wouldn’t they tell me about it? I mean, I’m the mother, and I think I have a right to know what is going on with the case.”

“I agree with you,” Rose replied. “I just think they are starting to believe that you’re getting in the way of the investigation.”

“Getting in the way? I’m the only reason they’ve gotten as far as they have. They wanted to wait twenty-four hours before they even started to look into it. Now what? They want to jump up on the podium and act like they’ve been doing a great job?”

“Basically, yes. They don’t want to look bad in front of the public. You’ve been a loose cannon from the start. Now, I’m not saying you shouldn’t have done it. Hell, I would have, too, if it were one of my kids, but you’ve left them out of the loop on a lot of things.”

“Well, now I’m glad I have. If they want to keep me out of my own child’s case, then they don’t need me. I’ll find Benny on my own.”

Rose smiled. “Don’t shoot the messenger, sis.”

“I never would. I just can’t believe it,” Maggie replied. “Thank you for stopping over and letting me know what you heard. It means a lot to me.”

Following her sister back out of the house, she was relieved when Rose left without any further drama. The look she’d shot Becky hadn’t gone unnoticed, but at least she’d kept her mouth shut. Maggie knew she’d still be in the dark if it weren’t for Becky’s access to the department. Now they had to work together to figure out what Jack’s next move would be. She hated that he was a smart man. The quality had once been one of her favorites, but now, it would work against them. He would be on edge now, ready to run and take cover as soon as he knew they were on to him.
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The search for clues had to be paused long enough for Maggie to turn on the television and find the local news channel. The briefing was slated to start in a matter of minutes. She had no idea what to expect from the coverage. Maggie was still reeling from the fact that she hadn’t been invited to speak at the conference. While she knew her emotions were unhinged, it didn’t seem right to let the precinct take the lead. How could they possibly know what she was feeling or what they were up against when they still refused to accept her insight into the situation?

She sat on the sofa next to Becky as the scheduled programming blipped out and the chief’s image appeared on the television. Her heart was racing. Immediately, she noticed the reporters were gathered at the base of the steps of the police precinct. Maggie had half a mind to drive down there and interrupt the whole thing, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good for Benny. For the next few minutes, all the attention needed to focus on him and finding his kidnapper. When the chief of police started to speak, her heart raced more.

“All right, we’re going to get this started. There will be time for questions at the end, if you have any. Now, we have a missing child, which many of you already know. The child in question is a seven-year-old named Benny Deaver. He was pulled from school early by his father, Jack Deaver. We are looking for any information that will lead to finding either of them. Most importantly, we want to get Benny back to his mother.

“What you might now know is that Jack Deaver is a police officer. He has many skills because of his continuous training for the job. He’s going to know our every move, so we need the public if we’re going to find him. You’ve all been given a flyer with the information you need. It has a picture of both the father and son, along with a description of Jack’s truck. Are there any questions?”

“Yeah, does the department run any kind of background checks on their employees?” a reporter asked.

“We have a comprehensive background check that everyone has to go through, but we believe there were other circumstances that led to Jack going off the rails. We’re not going to speak on those today, but we do know there were other things at play. This is about finding the young boy, not how we’re doing our job.”

“Isn’t it true that Jack and Maggie were in the middle of an ugly separation?”

“I don’t know where you are getting your information, but yes. The mother and father were separated, but again, this is about locating a kidnapped child. If there are no questions about how to help find him, then we’re done speaking for now.”

When the chief again left the podium, Maggie didn’t feel any better. While he had given the media the information about Benny and Jack, there was no emotional plea for Benny’s safe return. When the television returned to its regularly scheduled programming, a banner at the bottom informed the watching community of the AMBER Alert issued for Benny. She knew it would continue to run until they found him or until the media no longer cared. Maggie didn’t know what she was supposed to say or where they were supposed to go from there.

Becky hadn’t discovered anything new on the precinct’s server. Eventually, Maggie knew the police would figure out that Becky was still logging in and helping her to find Jack and Benny. That knowledge alone did little to ease her mind. It was nice to see that the police were making an effort, but at the same time, it felt like it was too little too late. After all, they had refused to believe her early on in the kidnapping. Granted, she had been wrong about Becky’s involvement, but that didn’t mean she was wrong about anything else.

Jack had to have a backup plan in place. He wouldn’t take the passport without one. She couldn’t even be sure they would find anything solid at the airport when they arrived. Maggie was certain that even if they did, that information wouldn’t be given to her. The police had made it perfectly clear that they didn’t value her insight, even though Maggie and Becky were closer to the situation than anyone at the station. They had to find out what was happening. She shook her head and sighed, wondering where to go from there.

“It’s going to be all right, Maggie,” Becky said. “The police are working the case, and even if it’s because of their ego alone, they’re going to find your son and bring him home.”

“The damn police are more useless than Jack,” Maggie snapped. “I mean, come on. It’s easy to see they’re already covering their own ass in the whole situation. There wasn’t any kind of emotion behind that.”

“I see it, too, but even if that’s the only reason they decide to do their job, they’ll still do everything they can.”

“I just can’t believe that. I knew there was some corruption there even before Jack and I split up. They always look out for their own. Now that Jack is in the wind, they don’t know what to do. It’s up to me to find my boy.”

“Well, that might be true. I don’t know. Aside from what I saw while working there, I don’t know much about what they do for each other. I do know that several of the officers are true to the job. They care about doing what is right. The one thing I can tell you for sure is that I’m not giving up until we find Benny. If they can’t find them, I know we will,” Becky said.

Maggie was completely blown away by how kind the woman was being. After everything that Maggie had put Becky through, she never would have suspected that the woman would become her ally. It was both touching and confusing. She wanted to continue to watch the news, to hope the statewide alert would start bringing in tips, but the silence was slowly consuming her. They had to get out of there. They had to try to find her little boy before it was too late. The only thing she cared about was bringing him back home safely. She didn’t care if she never saw Jack again, if he flew the country, never to return, as long as he left Benny behind. He was quickly becoming cornered, though, and Maggie knew how poorly that could go.

“Hey, Becky, I’m going to make a fresh pot of coffee if you’re interested in having a cup.”

Becky sighed. “I know things aren’t looking good so far, and I’m going to help in any way that I can, but if you need some time alone, I can take off for a little while and give you some room to breathe.”

“No. I don’t think I should be left alone right now. Besides, it’s been nice to have someone here beside me through all of this.”

“In that case, I’m not going anywhere. Whatever you need, I’ll be here. I know it might sound strange coming from me, but I feel like I’m a part of this. It’s nice to feel useful.”

“Well, if I know anything about Jack, it’s that he can make you feel like you’re nothing. I just think it’s better for us both if you’re here.”

Becky smiled. “Thank you. I really didn’t want to go. Anyway, I’m going to keep checking the computer for any updates they enter. There has to be something we can use to track him down.”

“Jack’s smart, but he’s not thinking straight right now. I hate to say it, but our only chance is if he makes a mistake and leaves a trail. Hopefully, the news conference was seen by someone who puts in the call and tells us something we can use.”

“I’m on it. I will take a cup, if you don’t mind.”

Grabbing both of their now-empty coffee mugs, Maggie rose and headed back for the kitchen. She was still struggling to wrap her mind around the fact that Becky was the one helping her, but she was grateful for the aid, nonetheless. As she started to clean out the coffeepot and make them some fresh brew, her mind again turned to her kidnapped son. Nothing was going to stop her from finding him. If Jack thought he was going to get away with it, he had another think coming. Even if she had to follow him across the ocean, Maggie would get Benny back.
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They had been sitting there for almost an hour when her new friend’s laptop chimed. They were exhausted and started to doze on the sofa as they watched the evening news. The story of Benny’s abduction was quickly starting to spread like wildfire. Her phone had been blowing up. Under the chief’s guidance, she had changed her voicemail to instruct anyone with tips to call in directly to the precinct. Knowing they have their ear on the ground, so to speak, at the police station made her considerably more agreeable when it came to helping the police and getting along with them.

At any time, though, Becky could decide she was done helping Maggie, and she would be left without any insight into where her child might have gone. Despite giving the officers a tip about the airport, Maggie was disheartened to know they hadn’t yet discovered anything. She couldn’t stand the thought of spending another night without her little boy. Eventually, she was certain her parents would fly back from the vacation time they were on in Florida. They had been blowing up her phone, but she wasn’t ready to talk to them.

Instead, she let Rose handle the communications with her friends and family. It wasn’t long before she heard a knock on the door and knew her sister had returned. Now that the kids were home and settled, she could leave them with her husband and help Maggie on the hunt. With her sister’s knowledge and contacts, along with Becky on the computer, keeping tabs on the police department, she started to feel like things were going to come together fast.

“Has there been any news on Jack or Benny yet?” Rose asked.

“Nothing useful yet,” Maggie said. “The calls are coming into the tip line, but as of now, they’re only being checked for accuracy by the other officers. We don’t know anything more than we did before.”

“That’s normal anytime a public announcement is made on a case. Tips come in, but people only think they spotted someone or their vehicle. It’s usually more of a mess than anything else.”

“Still, I was hoping to get something from the calls.”

“Well, I’ve been staying busy, helping the locals and search teams comb through the forest. Unfortunately, we haven’t had much luck on that side, either.”

Maggie scoffed. “We already know Benny is with Jack.”

“I know, but people want to help, and there’s no telling what kind of things we might find if we thoroughly check the area. It’s all useful in its own way.”

“Maybe, but I think it’s a waste of time. He has Benny. He’s not going to just leave him in the woods and take off on his own. He wants to keep Benny because he’s his son but also to hurt me. He’s not giving up that leverage easily.”

Instantly, Maggie felt bad for snapping at her sister. She knew Rose was only trying to help. Half of the volunteers didn’t believe Jack could do something so horrible, while the other half assumed he had gone off the deep end and taken Benny’s life, along with his own, somewhere in the woods. She couldn’t think about the terrible ultimatum. There was no denying that Jack had his fair share of issues, proven by the laundry list of affairs he’d had over the years. Yet Maggie refused to see him as a killer.

There was no question the man was cornered and frightened, knowing he was going to spend the rest of his life in prison, but he wouldn’t harm Benny. Yet the mere thought of never seeing her little boy again was enough to make her stomach lurch. She had to get a hold of herself, to keep looking for anything they might have missed before. Jack had always talked about taking Benny to his great-grandfather’s fishing cabin. Yet the cabin they’d found didn’t have a lake anywhere around it.

“You know, you look like you’re awfully deep in thought. Anything going through that mind of yours that you’d like to share?”

“Honestly, I’ve just been thinking about everything. I have something I’ve been pondering on, but I have to ask Becky a question.”

Rose nodded, and Maggie quickly turned and walked back toward the living room. She knew her sister was close behind, but she wasn’t thinking about that. Becky had access to the precinct system but was curious if she could access any information from the surrounding counties. The programs were often connected to each other, especially in smaller towns, to make things easier to access.

“Becky?”

“Yeah, what’s up? I haven’t seen anything yet.”

“I figured you’d let me know if you did, but I had another question. Is there any way for you to gain access to any of the surrounding areas?”

Becky smiled. “You mean like adjoining counties records?”

“Yes. Does your login grant you that information as well?”

“I believe there’s a way to do it, but it might take me a few minutes to toy around with the program. I might have to call in a favor with a friend over at the state office, but I can make that happen.”

“Thank you. Just do what you can. I have a theory, but we need that access.”

“Sure thing. I’ll make the call and see what I can’t get done on that end. I’m pretty sure my friend will push it through, and then we can dive into whatever you’re thinking.”

Rose cocked her head, giving her sister an inquisitive look. Maggie quickly explained her reasoning for asking about the surrounding areas. If Jack was smart about things, and he had proven he was, he would keep another property somewhere else. Finding it was another matter altogether. It had been pure luck that they had found the first cabin. She knew the odds weren’t in their favor when it came to finding another one. More than likely, Jack would have used the fake name and documentation to purchase whatever property he might have kept in the area.

Each new clue they uncovered was a terrible trip down memory lane. Jack had received a hefty settlement from his grandfather’s estate, yet he’d never shared that information with her. Instead, he’d slowly accessed the money over the span of years to make it appear like he was working overtime. Those long nights, late shifts, and exhausted days were all lies, though, little flecks of deception she was now going to use against him. For weeks, she’d slowly been working on uncovering Jack’s lies, but now, there was so much more on the line than just their wedding vows. As Becky ended the call she was on, the woman turned to the sisters and grinned.

“I like the joy you have right now. What did you do?”

“Oh, I just called my friend at the state records office. It didn’t take her long to get me a login covering the entire state. So, we can now look up any properties statewide. Hopefully, whatever you’re wondering about is something I now have access to.”

Maggie smiled. “I never doubted you for a moment.”

“Thank you.”

Rose chuckled. “Well, I’m not sure what to say right now. I certainly believe that’s one of the most impressive things I’ve seen someone do.”

“Honestly, I’m just trying to do my part to help out. I’ll do whatever I can to get Benny back home where he belongs.”

“You’re doing a great job so far,” Maggie said. “I don’t know if we’d be as far as we are if it weren’t for you.”

Becky smiled. “Like I said, whatever it takes. I want to see Benny home with you and Jack locked away. He deserves all the karma that’s coming for him.”

“He’s going to get it. I just hope we’re the ones who get to deliver it.”

“That makes two of us.”

Rose laughed. “Hell with that. It makes three of us. I want to see that bastard rotting away in prison for what he’s done. No one should put a child or mother through the things he’s put Maggie and Benny through.”

“I think we’re well on our way,” Maggie said.

Before the conversation could go any further, Becky’s computer chimed in, and she quickly turned around. Maggie’s heart was racing. Every time her new friend got an alert, Maggie’s reaction was the same. All she wanted was to find her little boy, no matter the circumstances. The sisters gathered around the laptop along with Becky as she opened the newly sent file. It was an e-mail correspondence between the chief and the medical examiner. When she read the words, Maggie gasped.

“Oh my God,” Rose whispered.
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Maggie had hovered over Jack’s shoulders enough while he read through police reports to know what she was seeing. The information, though, was still startling. She couldn’t believe what they had discovered. The woman, Connie, had been four months pregnant at her time of death. Everything was starting to come together now. Connie must have gone to Jack and told him about the baby. Whether he was happy about it, they couldn’t yet be sure. Her death was still somewhat a mystery, though it was apparent she had died from strangulation.

Suddenly, a single letter next to the woman’s name on the document made Maggie gasp once again. Her eyes darted to Becky, who had seen the letter as well. It was news to them both. Right away, Becky pulled up a second tab for a search bar and typed in the woman’s name. The state database would offer them more insight into Connie and Jack’s relationship. Rose nudged her sister’s arm, and Maggie turned to glance at her. She could tell from Rose’s confused expression that she didn’t understand what was happening. In her defense, she didn’t have nearly the experience that Maggie and Becky had with official government reports.

“The information suggests that the woman from the cabin, Connie, was four months pregnant at the time of her death. Something that neither of us expected to see.”

Rose gasped. “Do you think it was Jack’s?”

“It’s the most likely scenario. My guess is that she went to him to give him the news. After that, we can’t be sure without getting some more information first.”

“So, it’s possible Jack was angry with her about the pregnancy and killed her? What in the hell is going through that man’s mind?”

“I don’t know, but it could be the reason behind his snapping and how Becky said he wasn’t himself the last time she spoke with him. Until we learn more, we don’t know anything for sure.”

“Okay,” Rose said. “What are you looking into now?”

Maggie sighed. “Well, if you look at the document and then next to the woman’s name, you can see a letter M typed into the file. That signifies the woman was married. Becky is looking for any information on who her husband was.”

“I’m going through the files now. It might take a minute to dig through it all, but then again, there might not be much on her, and it could be easy to find.”

“What?” Rose muttered.

“Let’s just see what else we can find on the woman before we say much more. Right now, we’re just throwing out our thoughts. Until we know more, it’s the same as knowing nothing at all.”

Maggie could appreciate the complete shock on her sister’s face. If you didn’t understand the lingo in the department, it was a hard report to decipher. As it was, though, there might be another player in the death of Connie. She was no longer shocked by her husband’s decisions, nor that he had been so willing to have an affair with a married woman. Jack had no moral compass, and to make matters worse, it seemed he had no conscience, either. If the police knew about Connie’s husband already, they weren’t talking about it over the radio or via e-mail. Becky had the police scanner app already open and running on her phone.

Minutes later, they were looking at a marriage certificate for the deceased woman and her husband. There was no separation or divorce paperwork on file, but that came as no shock to Maggie. It would be some time before they knew if the fetus she’d been carrying had belonged to Jack. His DNA would already be on file as a police officer, a program he wasn’t thrilled about when it was initiated the year before. Now, Maggie understood why he had been so against it. Every woman he slept with could now come out of the woodwork and stand against him.

His crimes, though, had now gone so far beyond adultery that she wasn’t sure if it mattered anymore. Given how high profile the case was and the fact that it involved a local officer, she knew it would be a priority to get answers from the coroner. While Becky worked her magic on the keyboard, they could only wait and watch. Suddenly, the computer chimed again, and Becky started clicking through files.

“Looks like we got some more information from the medical examiner again,” Becky said. “They’ve put rush orders on everything dealing with this case. He requested a DNA test for the baby, and the results came back. Turns out that the baby was Jack’s.”

“How can they be sure?” Rose asked. “Wouldn’t they have to have Jack’s DNA to test it against?”

“He’s an employee of the state as an officer of the law. His DNA is on file with the department and the state department. They just ran it against what they already had and came up with a match.”

“That makes sense. I didn’t think about that. I can’t believe it.”

“I…I think I’m going to be sick,” Maggie muttered.

Though she was already sitting, she still felt dizzy. The feeling in the pit of her stomach felt like it was rising up to her throat, and it suddenly became hard to breathe. It was all too much. Not only had he cheated on her, but he had gotten another woman pregnant, and now he was on the run after kidnapping her son. She barely even knew what was happening.

“Becky, grab Maggie a bottle of water out of the kitchen, please,” Rose said. “Sis, just take a deep breath and stay with me here.”

The room started to spin around her. Believing that your husband was having multiple affairs and having the proof right in front of you were two completely different things. Had he known the child was his? Had Connie gotten the opportunity to tell him before he’d choked the life out of her? Maggie focused on taking several deep breaths to stop the world from spinning. Seconds later, Becky was handing her a cold bottle of water from the fridge, and she slowly started to sip it. They had to find the woman’s husband and learn what he knew about the affair, if anything.

“We’re going to figure this all out together,” Rose said. “Now, are you good?”

“As good as I’m going to be until that prick is behind bars for good and Benny’s back home. Give me the address of Connie’s husband. I think we need to pay the man a visit and see how much he knows.”

“I’ve already got the address here. The police have entered the information into the file, but from what I can tell, there’s not a single officer headed that way yet.”

“Honestly, that doesn’t surprise me much. I told you that I didn’t trust them to do their job as it is. There just proving me right with everything they do and don’t do. Now, I’m going to go talk to the husband myself. We need to figure this out.”

“You’re definitely not going out there alone. Are you crazy?”

“I don’t care who goes with me, but we’re going to have to find out any information the man can give us. If the cops aren’t going to do their job, then we will.”

Becky chuckled. “You got that right. I’ll head over there with you. I think I want to know what’s going on just as much as you do.”

“What am I going to do if the two of you leave?” Rose asked.

“We need to have someone stay here at the house. Just in case the police come by and check in on us. Not that I think they will since they haven’t had much interest in figuring out the rest of the case, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

As happy as she was to see her sister and Becky getting along, she didn’t like the idea of either of them coming with her. The officers had made it clear to her and Becky that they were supposed to stay out of the investigation from that point forward. She had already asked so much of her sister and Becky that asking them to continue to be accomplices didn’t feel right. One look in their direction as they hashed out a plan, though, and Maggie knew they were never going to let her go alone. A warm sensation moved through her body, knowing she and Benny were loved.

It was hard to believe that one man had brought them all together and turned them into a united front. He was going to rue the day he had decided to deceive them all. Soon Benny would be back in her arms, and Jack would be behind bars for the rest of his life.
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It didn’t take long for them to come to a decision. Becky and Maggie would go to talk with Connie’s husband, while Rose stayed behind and kept watch on the computer and the house. She would have been just as happy with her sister going along and Becky staying behind, but she knew anyone who came to her front door wouldn’t believe Becky was there with Maggie’s permission. There would be a time to work out their awkward relationship, but they needed to focus on finding Benny and Jack. Leaving the town behind once again, Maggie prayed they would finally get some answers.

It was infuriating that the police weren’t doing their due diligence on the case. Though, it came as no great shock to Maggie. She knew from her work as a PI and how Jack spoke that the bulk of the officers left the busy work to the lower staff members. If it was as simple as notifying a spouse that their partner had died, they would likely take their time to make it out there. It gave Maggie a leg up, though, on the hunt. She wasn’t nearly as conspicuous as the officers in their patrol cars. They rode in silence for some time until she couldn’t take it anymore. She had to keep herself awake.

“So, do you think when all of this is said and done that you’re going to want to stay at the department and keep working there?” Maggie asked.

Becky shrugged. “To be honest with you, I haven’t thought about it at all.”

“I was just curious. You mentioned you liked the town and the job, so I figured you would try to work it out.”

“I don’t know. I do love the job, but I’ve made some mistakes along the way. I couldn’t even tell you if I’m going to have the option to stay on.”

“What do you mean?”

“After helping you escape and all that I’ve been doing on the case that isn’t exactly legal, I doubt they’re going to give me the choice to keep working there.”

“Damn, I hadn’t thought of it like that. I’d hate to see you lose your job because of me. It’s just not right.”

Becky smiled. “I might have made some poor decisions, but helping you hasn’t been one of them.”

“Even though I appreciate the help, I don’t want you to see you lose your job. Especially if it’s something you enjoy as much as you’ve said you do.”

“Seriously, it’s not even a matter of choosing right now. There’s no competition at all when it comes to the job and finding Benny. Benny is the most important thing right now. I don’t care about the consequences.”

Maggie didn’t know how she was ever going to thank the woman for all the help she had been. She hated that Becky was going to lose her job for helping her find Benny but had no intention of letting it go at that. She would use every platform in her arsenal to make sure the world knew how awesome Becky had been during the investigation, especially when the rest of the department was ignoring every alarm that Maggie sounded. It was still baffling to think about how much their relationship had changed in such a short length of time. Jack had fooled them both, though, and Connie, from the looks of things as well.

Though Maggie had a harder time feeling sympathy for Connie, knowing she was married, too. How could anyone do something so terrible to a person they were supposed to love? Maggie couldn’t begin to fathom the heartbreak Jack had caused, nor the rippling effect it would have throughout the community. He had turned neighbor against neighbor, forcing the entire village to take sides. She desperately wanted to believe that there was still some good in her husband, but everything in her instinct told her that the man she had married was completely gone now.

“About how far out are we right now?” Maggie asked.

“From here, we’re only a few miles away. We should be there in a couple of minutes.”

“Good. Now, I need you to listen to me and trust me, okay?”

“What are you talking about?”

“When we get there, I want you to stay in the car. You’ve already done more than enough for me, and I don’t want you to have to do anything that will get you in trouble with the law.”

“I think I’ve already done that.”

Maggie chuckled. “I suppose you’re right, but I don’t want you to have to do anything more. If there’s a chance you get to keep your job at the end of this, I’d like to try to help if I can.”

“That’s not your call. Besides, I’ve broken the law half a dozen times as it is. It’s not going to make a difference if I stop doing it now. There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you alone with Connie’s husband, either. We still don’t know anything about him.”

“Well, I can’t make you stay in the car. So, if you want to come along, and I can’t change your mind, the only thing I can say is thank you. You’ve really been amazing through all of this. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to thank you enough.”

As the road in question came into view, they fell silent once again. Soon they would arrive at the man’s house and hopefully get some answers. Still, Maggie knew they were running a risk as well. If he had no idea his wife was having an affair and was nothing more than a bystander to the whole thing, she would be shattering his world in a matter of minutes. To make matters worse, they had no legal right to be there. The information they had obtained had been done so illegally.

Despite the level of respect that she had for the court of law and due process, Maggie didn’t care about any of it. Jack had obviously gone off the deep end, and her son’s life was dangling on the line. He was out there somewhere, fighting for survival, and she was going to do the same. Maggie’s phone chimed, alerting them that they had arrived at the address in question. Becky glanced at her as she put the car into park.

“I can’t tell for sure, but if you ask me, it looks like someone is home,” Becky said. “Between a few lights being on and the car in the driveway, I’d say there’s someone there.”

“No matter what happens next, you stay behind me. Follow my lead and do whatever I say. I don’t want you getting hurt in there.”

“You know that just because I worked in the office doesn’t mean I wasn’t in training to be an officer, right?”

Maggie smiled. “Be that as it may, I still want you behind me.”

“I have your back. Whatever you want me to do, I’ll listen. Plus, I promise I’m not going to freak out like I did last time.”

“Good, because we definitely can’t afford that. It’s okay that you did. There’s nothing wrong with how you reacted in that situation. It was scary, and finding a body like that can make people react in ways that they never expect.”

“Well, I know this has to happen, and you need me here with you, not stuck in my head like before. I’ll be fine.

“All right, I trust you to handle this better than last time. I’d still prefer you go back to the car and wait, but I know you’re not going to. You’re here with me, and everything is going to be just fine. Follow my lead and keep it together.”

“I can do that,” Becky replied.

“All right, there’s no time like the present. Are you ready?”

Maggie watched as Becky drew a ragged breath and nodded, her eyes darting back to her companion for a split second as she did. There was no denying the woman was afraid of what they would find, but Maggie wouldn’t let anything happen to either of them. Enraged husband or not, he was another clue in the case of finding her son. She had never been a fan of torture but could easily find herself doing it if he didn’t want to answer her questions willingly. The law held no value to her in a world without Benny. As they climbed out of the car and headed for the front door, Maggie quickly prayed the man would be civil and not give them a reason to call the police. The last thing she wanted was to sit in an interrogation room again.
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Maggie’s heart was still pounding when she knocked on the door. A TV was playing on the other side of the thin wood, but she heard no movement. Knocking a second time, they waited patiently as she glanced around the neighborhood. It looked incredibly similar to her own, with white picket fences outlining each yard. Given the bitter chill in the wind, it came as no shock that no one was milling around outside. She was still surprised, though, that no one seemed to be poking out through curtains or doors. The neighborhood appeared to be less nosy than her own. Knocking once more, she called out for the man and got no response.

Her eyes darted to her companion. There was a churning in her gut that she knew well, an instinct telling her something was wrong. As much as she wanted to ignore it, to turn around and leave, her curiosity wouldn’t let her. Wiggling the doorknob, Maggie was surprised to find it was unlocked. She wouldn’t need her lock-picking tools to get inside. Before she could push open the door the rest of the way, though, Becky grabbed hold of her arm to stop her. Despite the woman’s willingness to offer her aid, Becky was assuredly not the law-breaking type.

“We need to get in there,” Maggie said.

“I know you want to investigate, but after everything else we’ve been a part of so far, I don’t think it’s a good idea to break in. Not only is it illegal, if the homeowner is in there, he can shoot us without any consequences.”

“What do you mean?”

“We have a stand-your-ground law in our state. If we start to break in, he has the legal right to defend himself.”

“Okay, I understand that. Still, we knocked and rang the doorbell, and no one answered. He’s probably not even home. I don’t think we have anything to worry about, and we still need answers.”

Becky sighed. “I’m just telling you what I know. I’m all for taking a look around, but if we enter the house without being invited in and the man is home, it could get ugly really fast.”

“I think he would have at least come to the window if he was home, but he didn’t,” Maggie said. “I really just want to snoop around a bit. It’s not like we’re breaking in to steal anything.”

“It’s not a good idea, Maggie.”

“I’ve had worse ideas. If you have any fear about what comes next, then you can go back to the car. I’m going inside to see if we can learn anything about the woman Jack was sleeping with.”

Becky pursed her lips, her hand slipping away from Maggie’s arm as she shook her head. Despite her trepidations about entering the house, she seemed willing to stand by Maggie’s side, as she had stated before. Giving her new friend a comforting nod, Maggie pushed open the door and stepped inside. Right away, she was assaulted by a putrid smell, one she knew all too well. Her stomach clenched as her eyes darted around to find the source of the odor. The living room was empty, despite the TV playing the local news. The same could be said for the kitchen and a petite countertop’s black and white television.

Moving farther into the small house, Maggie pushed open one of the doors standing ajar, and immediately covered her nose and mouth with her arm. The heat in the house had been cranked up to combat the chill outside, accelerating the decomposition process. The man had a gunshot wound to his skull; his head rolled back in the chair he was slumped in. It was a graphic crime scene, to say the least. In one hand, his muscles had contracted around a gun. And the other was a slip of paper. Immediately, Maggie stepped toward it but quickly froze.

“Maggie, what are you doing?”

“Whatever you do, Becky, don’t come back here. You don’t want to see this.”

“Seriously? Don’t tell me that you found another body. I don’t think I can handle another interrogation from the police.”

Maggie sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s exactly what I found. It’s Connie’s husband. From the looks of it, he committed suicide. Won’t know for sure until the reports come back from the examiner, but it sure looks that way.”

There was a pause from down the hallway on Becky’s part. Maggie knew she needed to keep her away from the scene in front of her, but she wasn’t going to keep things from her. She deserved to know what they had found. Still, it took several moments before the woman spoke again, and when she did, she could hear the confusion in her voice.

“Should I call the police?”

“This isn’t like last time when we were in Jack’s cabin. There are different circumstances this time around. I think it would be better if we just called it in from the road. You’re right about one thing, and that’s the fact that I don’t want to go through all the questioning again. Benny doesn’t have time for it and neither do we. I don’t want to be here when the police show up this time.”

“I’m with you on that. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

She knew her friend had an abundance of questions. At the last crime scene, Maggie had been adamant about getting ahold of the police right away. Unfortunately, two crime scenes in a row were a different matter. They wouldn’t let them leave as easily a second time. She had seen enough suicides in her career to know it was obviously one. There were always small indicators right off the bat when it was a stage scene and someone else was the killer. Grabbing hold of her friend, Maggie spun around and headed back for the door. It was a dead end in more sense than one.

She didn’t let go of Becky again until they were at the car. On her way out, Maggie had already wiped their fingerprints from the knob. As Becky pulled away from the crime scene again, Maggie’s head spun. She had no idea what their next move was going to be but prayed Rose was having more luck than they were.

“I don’t know what we should do next,” Becky said.

“Well, I don’t want to be anywhere near that house. I’ll call in the tip in a few minutes.”

“What direction should I be going in?”

“For now, take us back to the house. I hope Rose has had a little better luck than we have. Maybe she’ll have found something by the time we get back.”

“You said you’d call the police in a few minutes, but are you going to leave your information?”

“I thought about it, and I just don’t see the point. There’s no reason for us to be part of the open-and-shut case they’ll make of his suicide. I’ll call the tip line and tell them anonymously.”

Becky sighed. “I’m sure they’re going to have some questions, and even if I’m not up to the line of questioning we’d be subject to, I don’t understand why you wouldn’t just leave them our information in case they need it.”

“Normally, I would, but these aren’t normal circumstances. See, you’re thinking from a cop’s perspective. Benny can’t afford for us to waste time on this.”

“What do you mean? I know we shouldn’t waste time on it, but filing a report and witness statement is still important. It’s part of the process.”

“The man is dead, and it’s obvious he committed suicide. There’s no need to have a statement when the evidence is already there. Besides, there’s no way we can slow down investigating Jack. I can’t afford to be thrown back in jail, and you can’t, either.”

Becky fell silent next to her, and Maggie knew she had frightened her friend. It was a very real scenario. Grabbing her phone from her pocket, she quickly dialed the anonymous tip line and let them know about the suicide. Soon enough, they heard the call go out over the police scanner, and an officer responded that he was en route. As they traveled in silence, Maggie wondered if she had made the right decision to call in the suicide at all.

Minutes after she had placed the call, something else came out over the radio. It was of no use to them. The officers were switching to a private channel. She cursed under her breath and quickly dialed her sister’s number. If something was happening with regard to Benny’s kidnapping, Maggie needed to know. She was quickly tiring of being left out of the loop. She had a right to know what was going on.
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She kept the call with her sister short. The woman had been listening to her own scanner app and watching the computer closely. As soon as she had learned of the suicide at the address that Maggie and Becky were heading to, she’d grown worried. Now that they were ahead at home and knowing that they had nothing to do with it, Rose was able to take a steady breath again. Despite knowing they wouldn’t be back at the house for another half an hour, Maggie was anxious to get back and formulate a new plan for finding Jack and Benny. Hopefully, they would get a hit off the information Becky had fed into the statewide database.

It was nice that the program could run on its own without needing someone there to babysit it. No sooner had she ended the call with her sister than her phone began to ring again. She almost answered it without checking the number. When she saw the police chief’s line appear on the screen, Maggie let the phone continue to ring until it switched to her voicemail. Her eyes darted to Becky. Right away, she knew her acquaintance was questioning the decision she’d made to ignore the chief’s call.

“Why didn’t you answer the call? The chief could be updating you on something involving Benny,” Becky said.

“First of all, I highly doubt that’s what he was doing. He hasn’t given me a single update up to this point, and there’s nothing we don’t already know. Secondly, I just need a minute to think things through.”

“Do you think he knows we were in that dead man’s house?”

Maggie had to think about the question. It seemed logical that any other precinct would be contacting her to check in and let her know anything that had been moving with the investigation, but the simple fact that the chief hadn’t even told her about the press conference made her realize he wouldn’t be keeping her in the loop. Still, the question lingered in her mind for several moments before she replied.

“I guess it’s the only reason he’d be calling. Like I said, he hasn’t been helpful at all up to this point, so I doubt he’s calling to update me on anything they’ve found. I just need to be ready for him to call back.”

“I don’t like the sound of that. Why couldn’t he just be a good cop?”

Maggie chuckled. “He might be, on any other case. For now, though, I think we should play it safe.”

“What are we going to do if he knows about us being in the house?” Becky asked.

“I don’t know yet. Give me a second to think about it.”

Taking a deep breath, Maggie formulated a story in her mind. She wasn’t going to lie to the man. It would be too easy for him to disprove her story and discredit her as a private investigator. She would answer any questions he had, but she wouldn’t go down to the station. Beyond breaking and entering, she had done nothing wrong. Plus, even that charge would be a stretch, considering the door was already unlocked. Maggie had done her due diligence by calling in the body. There was nothing he could throw at her and make stick.

Yet her nerves refused to settle down. All she could think about was the brief period of time that she had spent in the holding cell. Those moments had been tortured to her, knowing Becky was out there somewhere and she was helpless to do anything. Now that she had roped in Becky as an accomplice, her new friend wouldn’t be able to bail her out a second time. Honesty, whenever possible, was always the best policy in her mind. She had staked her reputation on it and wasn’t going to stop now. If that meant she was a wanted fugitive for a while, then so be it.

“Hello, Chief, this is Maggie,” she answered, putting the phone on speaker.

“Hey, Maggie. Thought you’d want to know that we’ve made some progress on the case. We received some information on the abduction that I’d like to go over with you.”

“What did you find out?”

“Well, I think it would be better if we went over it together in person. Can you come down to the station?”

Maggie sighed. “I’m out looking for my son, Chief. Is this something you can just tell me on the phone?”

“I know you want to find Benny, but so do we. Besides, you’re not supposed to be away from the house. Where are you?”

“Look, I’m not sitting around at home while the rest of the county is looking for my child. It doesn’t matter where I am. I’m trying to find Benny. I’m not taking time away from that to come to the station unless it’s important.”

The chief scoffed. “Fine, but you better not be involved with the actual investigation. Leave that to us. We know what we’re doing.”

“Just tell me what you know. If it’s not something that takes me away from looking for my son, I’ll come down to talk. Otherwise, I’m staying out here until we find him.”

“Fine, but I’ll be keeping a watch on you. Well, we had a tip that he was near the airport. Jack and his truck have been seen at the airport, but I’m not going to say anything else over the phone.”

By the time she ended the call, her mind was twisting in a dozen different directions. She wasn’t sure she trusted the chief, but he had given her no indications that he was lying, either. Maggie had spent months researching the subtle cues that liars had after learning of her husband’s betrayal. She was a quick study and never would forgive herself for not learning the skill early on in her career. It could have saved her years of heartbreak had she been able to see through her husband’s many lies.

Her phone started to vibrate again in her hand, and she saw her parents’ names appear. Cringing, she ignored the call. They would call Rose next, and she knew her sister would answer. Rose always had the ability to calm her parents’ nerves. She didn’t want them to come back to their hometown and join the search for Benny. Her father had warned her against Jack all those years ago. Now, she was sure if her father found him first, he’d be a dead man before a trial was started. Maggie didn’t want any more blood on her hands. She already felt guilty for Connie’s death and that of her husband. Had she let her husband’s lies stay in the dark, they might both still be alive. She shook the thought from her head. It wasn’t her doing. It was Jack’s.

“What do you want me to do here, Maggie? Where are we going?”

“I don’t think I have any choice other than to head to the station. I can’t chance not knowing what else the police know.”

Becky sighed. “I’m sure you’ve already thought of it, but do you think they’re setting you up? It could be a trap.”

“I know what I could be walking into, but if we want to have any chance of knowing what the chief knows, I don’t think there’s any other option. If he has some valid information that will help us find Benny, I need to know what it is.”

“I understand. I hope I’m just overthinking things, but I could see the chief using the information as a chance to bring you in.”

“If I thought there was any other way around going in, I’d have told you. Right now, I just don’t see another play here.”

“Whatever you want to do, I’ll do it. I just don’t want to see you get played, but I think you’re right.”

Maggie sighed. “I don’t see any other way. We’re going to have to take our chances with the chief and hope he’s not setting me up somehow.”

“All right, I guess we’re going to the station.” Becky chuckled. “It’s been nice working with you if this ends up being some elaborate trap. I have your back, either way.”

Maggie thanked her as she made a U-turn and headed in the direction of the police precinct. She was still blown away by how wonderful Becky was as a person. As much as it pained her to admit it, Maggie was truly starting to like the woman on a personal level. She could see why Jack had fallen for her. A spark of guilt surged through her. Maggie had made Becky’s life a living hell for so long that she wasn’t to blame for any of it. She had been a victim of Jack’s manipulation, just like the rest of them, just like Maggie.
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As they pulled up in front of the police precinct, Maggie’s nerves immediately started to fray. She hadn’t been expecting the media circus still taking place on the front steps. Immediately, though, Becky jumped into action. Before she had brought the vehicle to a complete halt, they were skipping away again and swerving around to the back of the building. Maggie was impressed with her acquaintance’s skills, wondering what else she didn’t know about the woman.

Becky quickly ushered her over to the back door, where she keyed in her entry code. They were able to slip into the building before the reporters out front knew what was happening. She was incredibly grateful for the woman’s quick thinking. At least now she understood a little more why she hadn’t been part of the initial news briefing. With the reporters following her around, there was no way she could continue to search for Jack and Benny on her own.

They had only made it a few steps into the precinct when the chief came barreling in their direction. Right away, she regretted the decision to come to the station. She could tell he was furious and obviously knew she was the caller behind the anonymous tip. For a fleeting second, she considered racing back out the back door and getting away before she was back behind bars.

“Just where in the hell have the two of you been? I told you specifically to go back home and stay there. Now you’re telling me that you’ve been out looking for your son. What are you trying to pull here?”

“I…I’m not trying to pull anything. I’m looking for Benny, just like the rest of you should be doing.”

“This isn’t some kind of game, Maggie. You could get yourself in a lot of trouble by sticking your nose in our investigation. I’m only looking out for you. You want to be out of jail when your son comes home, right?”

“Well, of course, I do, but it’s not like you’re giving me much—”

Becky cleared her throat and stepped up. “Look, we’re here at your request because you said you had information regarding Maggie’s son, Benny. There’s no other conversation that needs to take place.”

The chief’s face dropped. “You’re already on thin ice around here as it is. If I were you, I’d be watching my step. Your job can disappear if it hasn’t already.”

“If things are going to keep running the way you’ve been handling this case, I wouldn’t want to keep working here, anyway. Besides, I’m sure there are more than a few reporters waiting for a leak to come from this department. Maybe I just make a few phone calls and let people know what is really going on with the local police. I think you forget just how much I learned during my time here. I know how the game is played if you want to play hardball.”

He scoffed. “Just go wait in interrogation room one. I’ll be in there in a minute.”

Maggie was completely blown away by Becky’s quick response and tough demeanor with regard to the chief. She couldn’t believe how willing the woman was to put everything on the line to help her. Guilt coursed through her. At that moment, she vowed to right all the wrongs she had done toward Becky over the last few months. Becky turned to her and gave her a wink before leading the way to the interrogation room. When they stepped inside, Maggie was claustrophobic. Immediately, it started to settle in, but Becky quickly grabbed a chair and propped open the door, keeping them from being locked inside.

She couldn’t believe what a huge asset Becky had become. Maggie was genuinely excited to learn more about her. It would have to wait until they found Benny and Jack. With every minute that passed, she worried Jack would slip further into whatever psychotic break had triggered his actions. Where would he draw the line? The chief came in minutes later, glaring at them both along with the chair, keeping the door propped open. She didn’t move it, though, as he sat down across from them, opening a file to reveal crime scene photos from the cabin.

“I know these are going to be hard to see, but we found Connie’s husband.”

“Where did you find him?” Becky asked coyly.

“He was at his home on the other side of town. Turns out that he’s the one who killed his wife at the cabin and then went home to kill himself.

Maggie sighed. “If he killed himself, how would you know what he had done to begin with?”

“He admitted it before he went through with the act. He left behind a suicide note, and it laid out exactly how he did it and how he left her. It wasn’t hard to put things together after that.”

“Did he say anything about Benny and Jack?” Maggie asked.

“Unfortunately, he didn’t. The note he left behind was only his admitting his crime before committing suicide. There wasn’t any mention of the boy or his father. So, we’re not any further on that side of things.”

“I don’t understand,” Becky said. “How did he gain access to the cabin?”

“We’re still looking into a few of the details, but there’s no reason for us to believe that Jack had anything to do with her death.”

Immediately, her heart sank. She had been holding on to the hope that the man might have seen something. Instead, there were more questions than answers once again. While she knew he was tied to one of her husband’s mistresses, there was little information beyond that. Her mind immediately changed direction, shifting back to the information the chief had given her on the phone. There had been a spotting by his officers at the airport. It was now the only solid lead they had. Quickly gathering herself together, Maggie turned her attention back to the chief and the conversation at hand.

It was obvious at that point that he wasn’t going to arrest either of them. That meant they still had some small hope of finding Jack and Benny before they completely disappeared. The media release would make it harder for him to catch a flight, but not if he headed for the border instead. Flying out of Mexico, or perhaps even Canada, would be significantly easier for Jack now. They were running out of time before the trail went cold.

“Okay, so you told me on the phone that there had been sightings of Jack at the airport. What do you know about that? Is he still there?”

The chief sighed. “Unfortunately, he’s no longer there. On a good note, though, he didn’t make his flight. Somehow, he managed to spot the police before getting out of the truck and took off before he ever got out.”

“What about my son? Was Benny spotted with him?”

“No, but again, he took off before we could close in on him. Benny very well could have been tucked down low, or we just didn’t see him. Either way, it’s a good sign that he’s still somewhat local and not on his way to a foreign country. It means we have a real shot at catching him.”

Maggie drew a deep breath. “Were you not able to follow him?”

“None of my officers were near their vehicles at the time. By the time it was called into central, he was out of sight. We’re still canvassing the roads around the airport, but there’s been nothing yet.”

“Thank you, Chief,” Becky said. “What are we going to do from here?”

“We aren’t going to do anything. My men are searching the area, and calls are still coming in on the tip line. It won’t be long, and we’ll have him in custody. Maggie, I’m only going to tell you once. You need to go home and stay there this time. I’ll call you with anything we learn.”

Maggie nodded and paused. “Would it be all right if we see the footage from the camera?”

To her surprise, after contemplating the question for a split second, the chief nodded. In an instant, he was on his feet and leaving them alone in the interrogation room. Her heart was racing. Never in a million years had she thought he would actually agree to it. Still, perhaps there was something in the video that they had missed, something a fresh set of eyes would pick up on. When Becky asked how she was holding up, Maggie smiled and told her she was fine. It was a lie, but she couldn’t bring herself to face the truth. She knew the statistics of how many children were recovered by non-custodial parents each year, and those numbers were grim.
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She was starting to wonder if the chief had changed his mind after they had been sitting alone in the room for several minutes. Part of her wanted to flee from the station and not look back, hoping they could find Jack and Benny on their own. She still wasn’t sure she trusted the chief not to try to lock them both up to save face. Becky seemed to sense that her companion was ready to run. She placed her hand on Maggie’s arm, giving it a comforting squeeze as she smiled at her. Maggie let out a sigh and shook her head.

It was impossible to stay calm while sitting in the small room. She felt like a criminal despite doing almost nothing wrong. The few legal infractions she had didn’t warrant her nerves being shot. Yet she couldn’t make her mind understand that, nor her pounding heart. It took every ounce of power she had to refocus her attention and remind herself they were there trying to find Benny and Jack. Nothing else mattered but locating her son. The anxiety and panic attacks would have to wait. It was going to come, though, of that Maggie was certain. She hadn’t realized that delayed panic attacks were a thing until late in her adult life. Now, at least, she knew how to prepare for them.

“It’s all going to be all right; I promise,” Becky whispered. “If he thinks for a moment that I have access to the inside scoop and I’m willing to pass it on to the reporters, he’ll back off. He thinks too highly of himself to let that happen or anything else that could ruin his image.”

“I can see him thinking like that. I guess I owe you another thank you. I can’t imagine getting through all of this on my own without knowing how the system works. You’ve really helped me more than you know.”

“I’m just doing the right thing. Anything for Benny, as long as Jack goes to prison for a long time.”

“Well, I appreciate all that you have been doing. I never thought it would come to this, to begin with, but it keeps getting worse in every direction we look.”

Becky smiled. “I wouldn’t go thanking me just yet. There’s still work that needs to be done, and I’m not sure I’ll have a job at the end of this. I might need you to hire me at your investigation firm by the time this is over.”

Maggie laughed. “You’re welcome there anytime you need. You’ve proven yourself to be quite the asset.”

“Good, because I love the work. I just might have to look into doing it somewhere else. I don’t mind. The more I see how this place is run, the more I’d prefer to move on. I just don’t want to have to leave this town.”

“The door will be open if you need it. I promise you that.”

Despite the lighthearted and carefree atmosphere of the conversation, Maggie meant every word of what she said. Becky had been vital in getting her so far in the investigation. It wasn’t just her access to the precincts database that she had to offer, either. It was her know-how when it came to both communicating with people and infiltrating the system. She could see the woman being a valuable asset if they could put their past behind them. By the time the chief had returned, Maggie felt ten times better, thanks to Becky.

“There is something else that you should know,” he mumbled. “We found Benny’s phone outside of town. It had been tossed out on the side of the road. We think Jack ditched it on the way to the airport.”

Her heart lurched. She hated herself for not downloading the tracker on his phone and Jack when she’d wanted. Yet her husband, so doting and loving at the time, had talked her out of it. He’d claimed she was being paranoid. Grinding her teeth, Maggie tried not to let her rage show. Maggie hadn’t been paranoid; Jack was a lecherous pig who had fooled her from the moment she laid eyes on him. She couldn’t let the anger consume her, no matter how hard it pressed. Benny was out there somewhere, waiting for her to find him and bring him safely back home.

“I’ll tell you right now that it’s not exactly the best quality video, but it’s the only thing we have right now,” the chief said.

“All I can say is thank you for letting us take a look at it. I’m just trying to make sure Benny is all right.”

“Well, I know that. I hope he is, though nothing has pointed in the direction of Jack being willing to hurt him. I just want it to stay that way.”

Before she could respond, there was a light tap on the door before it opened. Rondo poked his head in and nodded in the direction of the chief. It looked like the conversation was going to be important, but it was obvious that they wouldn’t be saying much in front of the two women sitting in the room.

“What is it, Rondo?”

“Sorry, Chief. You have a phone call in your office. I told them you were busy, but they said it was really important that they spoke with you immediately.”

“All right. I’ll be there in a moment,” he replied before turning back to them. “Take your time with it, but I’ll be back in a few minutes to discuss the repercussions of both of your actions. Don’t go anywhere.”

Maggie glared at the man, not liking the sound of what he had to say. As she watched him go, Becky spun the laptop around to reveal a paused video on the monitor. She had a few choice words for the chief, but they would have to wait until after he returned. When the man had left them alone again, Becky pressed play on the monitor, and they watched in silence as Jack’s car pulled into view. It wasn’t a great angle, and she had seen better-quality in home movies from the nineties, but it was clearly Jack who stepped out of the parked car seconds after it appeared on the screen. Her heart skipped as the pixelated image fluttered.

There was movement in the back seat, but it was impossible to tell anything more. Jack disappeared off the screen, and for thirty tension-filled seconds, she watched and waited. Suddenly, he appeared again with his phone in his hand. His movements were different from before. There was a stiffness to them. He’d spotted the police officers scattered throughout the airport. How had he managed to slip past them? That was still a lingering question that tormented her.

“Wait, can you go back and zoom into his phone?”

Becky smiled. “Sure thing. I don’t know how much we’ll be able to see with this quality, but I can zoom into whatever you see. What is it that we’re looking for here?”

“I can’t be sure, but I thought I saw an outline of a state on the screen. It was blurry and a little hard to make out, but I’m almost positive I saw it.”

Without hesitating, Becky rewound the video and started zooming in on the phone in Jack’s hand. A few moments later, they waited for the system to catch up and clear up the image. She couldn’t believe how much they could do with the video, even with the poor quality they were working with.

“I don’t know if you’re seeing what I’m seeing here, but it looks like he’s heading south.”

Maggie scoffed. “We are definitely seeing the same thing, then. He’s probably got a backup plan that involves Mexico, but there’s still time to get to him before he leaves the country.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know yet, but we don’t have a lot of time to spare sitting in here.”

Becky sighed. “Well, you’re going to have to make a decision fast. The chief won’t take long on that call, no matter who is on the other end. He’ll be back any minute, and then we’re in for an earful. Tell me you have some kind of plan in the back of your mind about what we’re going to do next.”

She couldn’t believe what they had just seen. It changed everything. The police were never going to listen to her if she told them that she had a heading on where Jack was taking Benny. Instead, they had to get out of there before the chief decided he wanted to keep them under closer watch. Her eyes darted to the door before moving to Becky. The woman nodded, a silent understanding passing between them as they both quietly rose and moved for the exit.
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They moved outside without being spotted. She was grateful for that much as they snuck back into Becky’s car. The woman quickly pulled away from the police precinct in the direction of the highway. Maggie was happy to see that Becky had the same idea she did. They weren’t going to wait around for the police to make a move. Instead, they were going to go in search of Jack and the cabin themselves. Hopefully, they would find out more as they went. She was surprised the police hadn’t yet put out an APB on Jack’s car.

Though she wasn’t all that surprised if she really thought about it. They were still trying to save face. She hated them for that. Before they reached the highway, her phone started to ring, and she saw the chief’s number appear. She had no intention of answering the call, knowing he would only try to slow them down. Instead, she let the call go to voicemail and turned her attention back to the road that unfolded in front of them.

Maggie was about to call her sister to get an update on her when her phone started ringing once again. It wasn’t a number she recognized, and for a brief moment, she contemplated not answering it. The only thing that changed her mind was the familiarity with the area code. It was Harriette’s general location. Maggie answered the call, despite her weariness to do so.

“Where are you, Maggie?” Harriette asked.

“Right now, we’re heading south. It seems to be the lingering question on everyone’s mind, but I don’t mind telling you what we’re up to. Why do you want to know?”

“I put out feelers on the names you gave me, and I ended up having a friend at the FBI reach out to me. Turns out, she saw the news briefing. It’s going to sound a little crazy, but she already had the precinct under investigation.”

“They already had a file open in the department. What for?”

“She didn’t get into the specifics of what they were looking into. She just told me they were already investigating the place. She offered to step in and take control of the investigation into Jack and Benny’s abduction. Do you want her to help?”

Maggie chuckled. “Is that even a question?”

“I had to let you make the decision on it. She wouldn’t take the answer directly from me.”

“Hell, I feel like I already like this woman. Tell her I said yes. I would appreciate all the real help I can get.”

“I’ll let her know, and as soon as I know anything more, I’ll pass it on to you.”

“I appreciate it. Call me as soon as the agent gets there. I can fill you and her in on everything we know.”

“Will do, Mags. I told you we’re going to find Benny, whatever it takes.”

She couldn’t believe the wonderful news. Despite the chief’s best attempts to keep things under wraps and to hide the corruption from within, Harriette had come through for them. With the FBI on their side now, Jack didn’t stand a chance of hiding from them. Still, her stomach flipped at the notion. Once Jack was cornered and realized he wouldn’t be able to escape with their son, would that be the straw that broke the camel’s back? The questions continued to weigh on her mind. Whether it was the fatigue, the fear, or the rage, something was constantly swirling. There would be no peace of mind until Benny was back home.

What would he do when he had nowhere else to go? She didn’t want to think about it. Maggie made short work of filling in Becky on what Harriette had said. She could see the relief in her new friend’s eyes at the mention of the federal government. When her phone started to ring again and her sister’s name appeared, Maggie quickly answered the call on speakerphone. Whatever Rose had, she already knew she would want Becky to hear as well. Becky had earned her place on the team.

“I just got word that the police have put out a silent APB for Jack’s truck,” Rose said.

“What does that mean?” Maggie asked.

“It just means that the police are searching for his truck, but they haven’t released the APB to the public. It’s more of an inter-government type process,” Becky said. “It’s common in abductions. Otherwise, they’d receive a call to the tip line from everyone who thought they might have seen a truck that looks like his.”

“Is there anything else?”

Rose sighed. “Not a lot but his truck was spotted heading south near a nature preserve. Last time he was seen, he was still in the southern part of the state.”

“How long before the locals can make it there?”

“The closest unit is still two hours out. He’ll be long gone before they make it down there to do anything.”

Maggie sighed. “Can you send me the information for the nature preserve?”

“I’m already on it, sis. I’m sending over the GPS location and address. Just click the link, and it will take you in the right direction.”

“That’s why you’re the best, Rose. I can’t thank you enough for being on top of this whole thing.”

Rose chuckled. “I know I’m the best. Just go get our boy back. Whatever you need.”

Her eyes moved to Becky’s as she ended the call. Immediately, the woman’s foot pressed down on the gas pedal a little harder as they raced down the empty highway. It was well past rush hour, and people were already settled into their cozy homes for the night. As soon as her sister sent through the GPS coordinates, Maggie put them into the navigator and watched the ETA jump onto the screen. Just as she suspected, they were a little over an hour away from the location. They would get there before any police officers could, but it would take them several hours south of her home.

They wouldn’t be there for the federal agents when they arrived. Harriette would need to act as a liaison for them. Plus, if the chief found out they were going to check out the location before the police arrived, she knew he wouldn’t hesitate to toss them both behind bars. If Jack had their little boy out in the wilderness, though, they wouldn’t make it through the night. She had to get to him before it was too late. As soon as they left the county, though, Maggie understood they were crossing a line they couldn’t go back over. The chief would have it out for them.

“I know you’ve said you’re willing to do whatever it takes to find Benny, but this is your last chance to get out of here without getting into too much more trouble legally. Now is the time to walk away if you want out.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I just want you to know that we’re going to be breaking the law big time going through with this. We’re going to be directly interfering with their investigation moving forward, and I want to give you the choice to stop now before we do.”

“That doesn’t change my mind even a little. I told you the most important thing is finding Benny. I don’t plan on changing that now.”

Maggie sighed. “I’m not saying I’m not grateful to have you here, but why are you being so helpful?”

“I just don’t like to see someone hurting the way you are. No woman deserves what Jack has done to you.”

“Are you sure that’s the only reason? I can handle Jack once I get my hands on him.”

Becky chuckled. “Trust me, I believe you there. I just want to see this through to the end.”

“Well, thank you for having my back. I still don’t get it, but I’m grateful.”

“It’s just something I feel strongly about, and I like you. I wish I had met you before I met Jack, but I can’t change that. Still, I know how it feels to lose someone close to you. It’s not something I care to think about, but I certainly wouldn’t wish the feeling on anyone else. I’ve never felt pain like that before, and I haven’t since. I just want to help you get your boy back and see Jack pay for what he’s done.”

Maggie could tell there was more to the woman’s story than she was letting on. She wasn’t going to press her with questions. When Becky felt comfortable, she hoped she would share it with her. Until that time came, though, Maggie was happy knowing Becky’s intentions were true. Whatever had happened in the past, it obviously still weighed heavily on the young woman’s mind. As they flew a good twenty miles over the speed limit, she hoped they weren’t too late to stop Jack from making a terrible mistake.
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The more time they spent together, the more Maggie learned about Becky and vice versa. She knew the only way she would ever get the woman to trust her was if she shared the details of her own past. It was hard to talk about learning about Jack’s infidelity the first time. Unfortunately, while Becky had been at that discovery point, she had learned of the ones before her quickly. It wasn’t hard for her to understand that her aggression before had been misplaced with Becky. No matter how long it took for Becky to trust Maggie, she was happy to put in the legwork.

Despite the terrible circumstances that had thrust the pair together, Maggie had to admit they made one hell of a good team. She still couldn’t believe Becky was on her side. It wasn’t long before the two of them were swapping stories about their childhoods and the men they had dated in the past. She was still baffled to find how much they had in common. Maggie was genuinely enjoying getting to know the woman in spite of the awful reason they had been thrust together. Jack had no idea what he was doing when he had played the two women. He had created a force that neither of them could have foreseen.

“Not like we have a lot going on right now. Why don’t you tell me about your history so I know who you are?”

Becky shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. I mean, I lived with my parents until they died when I was young. I think I told you that much.”

“You did, but I wasn’t sure where you went after that,” Maggie said. “I think I remember you saying California.”

“That’s right. After they passed, I ended up going to stay with my aunt and uncle. They had a daughter of their own, and my cousin and I grew really close. Most people would mistake us for sisters, anyway. When I turned sixteen, I left home and headed out on my own.”

“Didn’t you like it there?”

“It wasn’t that I wasn’t grateful for everything they did, but I was still angry about not having my parents around to raise me. I was young and dumb. After that, though, I drifted around for a long time before deciding to go to college and settling into an adult life.”

“What about your aunt, uncle, and cousin? Are they still in California?”

“When I said I was alone for a long time, I meant it for the most part. My aunt is serving time in prison, and my uncle passed away over a decade ago.”

“I’m so sorry you went through all that,” Maggie said. “I can’t imagine that kind of loss.”

She wasn’t sure what to say to her friend. It was obviously an incredibly sensitive subject. It made sense, though, given how little she had spoken of her family throughout the time they had spent together. The last thing Maggie wanted to do was make Becky feel like she had to talk about things with her. It didn’t mean the conversation had to die down completely. A couple of the woman’s stories of her youth had included a younger cousin who was as close as her sister. With a sister of her own, Maggie could understand how strong that bond could remain, even for decades after she grew up.

In fact, Rose was still one of her closest friends despite their rough childhood. The age gap between them was just enough that both sisters adored fighting as teens. As adults, though, she couldn’t imagine a world without Rose. They did everything together. Their bond was one that would last forever. Maggie had never spent much time in California but had occasionally visited the state for vacations over the years. She could understand its appeal with the warm weather and beautiful beaches. Still, her home would always be right there with her family.

“You told me about your aunt and uncle, but you didn’t say if your cousin is still in California. Is she still there, too?”

Becky went silent for a minute, and Maggie knew there was something more to the story. She didn’t want to pry, so the two carried on in silence before Becky suddenly cleared her throat and started to say something that pulled her from her thoughts.

“I honestly don’t know if she’s still there or not.”

“You don’t keep in touch with her? I know you said the two of you were close. I don’t mean to bring it up like that, but I’m curious about what makes you, you.”

“It’s all right. I just haven’t talked about it in a really long time, and every time I do, all those emotions come flooding back in.”

Maggie sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s okay. You deserve to know, and I like talking to you,” Becky replied. “Several years after I moved in with my aunt and uncle was the last time I saw my cousin. I would have been ten, and she was eight years old.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. What happened to her that you didn’t see her again?”

She cringed, regretting pressing the woman for answers. It didn’t seem like Becky was holding anything back or that she didn’t want to talk about it. If that were the case, Maggie would have quit pressing immediately. Instead, it seemed like Becky was waiting for Maggie to keep asking questions. It was as if she couldn’t bring herself to talk about it unless she had some sort of guidance. Whatever had happened to her little cousin had obviously left some serious emotional scars on the woman. If their friendship was going to extend past the extenuating circumstances it had started under, Maggie desperately wanted Becky to feel comfortable sharing her past with her.

It was a good reason for her to flee the state and leave her family behind as well. Maggie had some insight into how it felt not knowing where a beloved family member was. With her little boy missing, the thought was consuming her. After a few minutes, Becky cleared her throat, and it seemed like she was willing to talk about what had happened to her cousin. Maggie waited patiently, ready and willing, when her friend was finally able to talk about it.

“I’m sorry. It’s just going to take me a minute to get through it. I was devastated when it happened, but my cousin was kidnapped. We were never able to find the kidnapper, so we were never able to find her, either.”

Maggie sighed. “I’m sorry. Can you tell me how it happened?”

“Well, we were both just playing in the yard. I remember that like it was just yesterday. We were running around and playing hide and seek. It was her favorite game, and no matter how many times we played, it was the only game she’d play outside.”

“I remember playing that with my sister as a kid. It was one of our favorite things to do together.”

“Yeah, ours too. It was her turn to hide, but by the time I finished counting, she was gone. I looked everywhere for her, but she had just vanished. It was the last time I ever saw her. The whole thing was devastating to us all, but it was hardest on my aunt and uncle. It drove them apart over time. I think the not knowing was the hardest part.”

“I guess I could see how that would happen,” Maggie said, shocked at hearing the woman’s story. “Is that why you’re so hellbent on helping me find Benny?”

Becky sighed. “It’s definitely a huge part of it. I know what it felt like never to see my cousin again and not know what happened to her.”

“You know that it’s not your fault, right? I mean, that has happened thousands of times over the years.”

“I know it wasn’t, but it doesn’t change the fact that I can’t let that happen to someone else. I’ll do whatever I can to help you get Benny back just so you don’t have to feel what I’ve felt for most of my life.”

There were no words for her to communicate how she felt as she reached across and gently squeezed Becky’s arm as they rode in silence. It was truly a feeling that few on Earth knew and a camaraderie between them that Maggie never would have dreamed about. Suddenly, everything about Becky made sense. Her willingness to help Maggie, her honesty, and her sharp attention to detail. The poor girl had lived through an abduction once. She didn’t want Benny to suffer the same fate as her cousin had all those years ago. Closing her eyes, Maggie silently prayed they would find Benny safe, not only for herself, but for Becky’s sake as well. She needed to see that there was still hope, that the world still had some good to offer.
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When they reached the general vicinity of where Jack had been spotted, both of their attention was diverted to keeping a watch out for his vehicle. The plan was simple; they were going to do a basic grid search until they found something or the police showed up. Either way, Maggie felt better about being out in the wilderness searching for her son as opposed to sitting at her house doing nothing. At least she felt like she was contributing, even if they didn’t find anything. Thus far, though, they had been one step ahead of the police at every turn.

With the knowledge that the FBI was on its way, Maggie tried to keep the optimism in her soul alive, though it was a struggle. It had been nearly two days since her son had been taken. With Jack’s knowledge of the law and how to evade it, they could be anywhere at that time. Moving slowly down one road after another, Maggie was starting to lose hope when they reached the outskirts of the town that butted up to the thousand-acre track of the national forest. The long driveways became farther and farther apart the longer they were on the road. Suddenly, the car skidded to a stop.

“Does that look like Jack’s truck to you?” Becky asked, pointing out the window.

Maggie looked in the direction she was pointing but didn’t see anything.

“Where? I can’t see anything out there.”

“If you look down the driveway toward the barn on the right side. The door is open, and there is a truck in there.”

She looked again, but it still took her a moment to see what the woman next to her was seeing. When it finally caught her eye, she had to squint to see anything. Even then, she wasn’t sure if it was the truck they were looking for. Though it looked to be the right color, they’d have to get closer to be sure. Maggie knew what they would have to do next, and it was once again something that would involve them breaking the law. She suddenly worried she was starting to like the rush of breaking the rules, but she knew it was only because she wanted to find her son.

“I’m not really sure if that’s his or not, but it looks a lot like it. There’s only one way we can be sure if it is or not,” Maggie said with a smile.

“I’m not sure if I like where this is going.”

Maggie chuckled. “How do you feel about doing a little trespassing? It’s the only way we can be sure.”

“Why the hell not? I think that’s the lowest level of crime we’ve been a part of up to this point, anyway.”

Maggie couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Sure enough, it appeared to be a silver truck similar to the one her husband drove. Despite the glow of the light above the barn, she couldn’t make out the plate number to know if it was his. Right away, Becky turned her car around and headed down the driveway. There were lights on inside the house, but that did little to ease her nerves. At their last location, she’d been optimistic and had found Connie’s husband dead in his bedroom. It was starting to feel like they were the bad omens for anyone in Jack’s path.

Becky brought the vehicle to a stop outside the barn, the headlights flooding the area and revealing her husband’s license plate number on the back of the truck. Instantly, her heart started to pound as she jumped out of the passenger seat and raced to the abandoned vehicle. She cupped her hands over the back window, ignoring Becky as she called after her. Benny’s bookbag was still sitting in the back seat, but there was no sign of the driver or her little boy otherwise. Her body trembled as she backed away from the truck. He’d left it behind. It could only mean that he’d found something else to get them to their next destination.

“I think I just saw someone moving around inside.”

“Well, that’s a good sign compared to the last two times we were checking out property.”

“What do you think we should do?” Becky asked. “Would it be a good idea to go to the house and let them know what is going on?”

“It’s a good idea. At least we know they are alive. Maybe they can tell us something about the truck in the barn.”

“That’s a good point. They might already know something, but if they do, that means the cops might be on the way already.”

“That’s true, so let’s keep this quick and to the point. I’d rather not be around when they show up. It would be better for both of us if we’re not around here for that.”

“I think we’ve caused enough trouble to last a lifetime. Let’s just let them know what’s going on and see if they can tell us anything on their end.”

Maggie smiled. “Sounds like a good idea. Let’s get this over with before the police get here.”

The pair headed in the direction of the house. She knew the police never would find the truck on their own, at least not for hours. Once they were done talking with the property owners, she would call Harriette and let her know what they’d found. The FBI could handle it from there. She wasn’t going to offer any information to the local police from that point forward. The only law contact she wanted was with the federal government. They climbed the steps two at a time, but instantly Maggie was on alert when she saw the door was already ajar.

Moving to the edge of it, she peaked around the corner when she heard a noise inside. To her complete shock, she saw a man lying on the floor, his hands and legs bound together and a large strip of black tape across his mouth. His eyes filled with relief when he saw the two women approaching. As carefully as possible, they helped him to his feet as they untied his arms and legs. Maggie didn’t rip the tape off his mouth, instead letting him do that himself. As soon as it was done, though, she pressed him for answers about what had happened.

“Thank God you’re here. Though, y’all don’t look like any cops I’ve ever seen before.”

“That’s because we’re not. We were just passing through, looking for someone. What happened here?” Maggie asked.

“Well, we had a man and a little boy show up on the porch. Looked like they were doing all right, but they were having car problems. I invited them in to use the phone.”

“What happened after that?”

“I don’t rightly know to tell you the truth. I mean, one minute I was walking into the kitchen to see if they’d like to have something to drink, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up on the floor. The man must have hit me over the head because I’ve got one hell of a headache now.”

“You just let a stranger walk into your home?” Becky asked.

“Well, hell, darling. Look where we are around here. It’s not like there’s a lot of crime. Still, the man had a little boy with him, and the poor little guy looked exhausted. I figured they’d been walking for a minute and needed to rest. Now, looking back on things, I wish I had just left things alone. Marge always said I had too big of a heart for this world.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us?”

“Not really. He took me by surprise, and by the time I came to, they were both gone. I just hope that boy isn’t in any trouble. The man looked like he was the boy’s father, but he still didn’t look like he wanted to be there.”

“Do you have a vehicle anywhere on the property?”

“Sure, there is. I got a truck in the barn. I’ve had it for years. Why do you ask?”

“Did you see a pickup in there?” Becky asked. “I mean, besides the one we already looked at.”

Maggie shook her head. It was clear to them that Jack had stolen the man’s truck and left his truck behind. Now the police were searching for a vehicle already found, and once again, Jack had a head start on them. They had to get a hold of the federal government immediately and put out a new APB for the pickup. As Becky helped the elderly man to the kitchen and poured him a glass of water, Maggie pulled out her phone and stepped into the other room. Dialing Harriette’s number, she waited for her friend to answer. They had to move quickly. Jack was starting to become violent. Which in her mind only meant that Benny was in more danger than she had originally thought.
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Her plan to call Harriette quickly dissipated when she realized she barely had a signal inside the house. Instead, she opted to text her friend all the information she had on the pickup truck and its license plate numbers. Giving the information to the chief would be pointless. He was determined to make an example out of her at every turn. Instead, she needed the FBI agents who were about to overthrow everything to have the numbers. They would be able to search for the truck in a much larger capacity than the chief and his precinct, anyway. As she sent the message and turned to head back to the others in the kitchen, her phone started to ring.

Looking down, she saw that it was her sister calling. While she could justify texting Harriette, if Rose was calling, it was because she had something important to share. Quickly jogging through the house to the door, she ran outside in search of a signal. Standing outdoors in the frigid temperatures, with the phone held high above her head, she managed to answer the call and heard her sister on the other end. It was awkward, to say the least. Plus, she didn’t like being out in the open where any police officer driving by might spot and recognize her. Maggie knew they’d soon be flooding their area. Finally, she found a place that gave her some signal, and she answered her sister’s call.

“What do you have for me, sis?”

“I have an address for a cabin that might be Jack’s.”

Maggie scoffed. “How can we tell that it might be his?”

“Well, I had to do some digging to get through all the red tape, but it looks like the place used to belong to his great-grandmother, and it was in her maiden name at one point or another. Still, it’s possible that he left it in her name, and he could be heading there next.”

“All right. That sounds like a solid lead. I’m glad you’re as good at this stuff as you are. Where is this place?”

“It’s about two hours from where you are now. Again, it’s south of your current location.”

“Great. Send me the address as soon as possible. That will be where we go after we leave here.”

Rose sighed. “I’ll send the information, but I have to tell you the police already stopped by here, looking for the both of you.”

“Did they say what they wanted?”

“No, but they weren’t all that friendly. So, I can only assume it wasn’t for anything good. Just watch your back out there. Not only do you need to worry about Jack, but these pricks have it in for the two of you.”

“Thanks for the heads up, sis. We’ll keep our eyes peeled.”

After she thanked her sister, she quickly returned to the house. The farmer seemed to be in better spirits after Becky’s tender care. After thanking the man for the information and promising the police would soon be on their way to get his statement, she dragged Becky back out into the cold and waiting car. As soon as they were back on the road and she had a signal, she called in the information to the anonymous tip line. Whether or not the police got it, she didn’t care. She already knew the information had been relayed to the federal government.

Her only goal in calling it in to the locals was to cover their own rears. They had barely made it back out onto the highway when her sister sent the address via text. She quickly programmed it into Becky’s GPS as they headed farther south. Seconds later, her phone started to ring again, and Rose’s name appeared. She couldn’t imagine anything else transpiring so quickly but was happy to see her sister was on top of things. Without Rose at the helm, Maggie knew they would be flying blind.

“What’s up, sis? We’re heading to that address now.”

“The FBI put out an APB on the pickup he stole from the farmer. Unlike the silent one the police put out, this one went nationwide.”

“That’s good. Glad the FBI is on it.”

“Well, unfortunately, that’s not the only reason I’m calling. The chief just came pounding on the door like he was going to break it down. When I answered, he was giving me all kinds of hell and wanted to know where the hell the two of you were.”

“He’ll just have to do his job on his own for once. I’m not telling him a damn thing.”

“You might not have to.”

Maggie sighed. “What does that mean?”

“He was going on about some anonymous tip and wanted me to tell him where you were. I think he’s lost his patience because he’s getting a warrant prepared for you and Becky. If you’re found, you’ll be arrested on the spot.”

“I’m not too worried about that. The FBI is on the way to the department to shut down their investigation as we speak. It won’t be much longer until he’s not heading up any investigation.”

“Either way, just be careful. I doubt he’s going to let this slide, even if the FBI does step in.”

After promising her sister they would be careful and watch their backs, she ended the call. Silence fell over the cab of the vehicle as they moved down the road. She could tell Becky was nervous. Maggie was starting to regret putting the call on speakerphone. She didn’t want Becky to feel like she was trapped in the middle of things. It wasn’t too late for her friend to back out and go back to her quiet life. Would it be a quiet life, though now, knowing the FBI was coming to clear out the local police?

Maggie hated that she had pulled Becky back into the investigation, and now there was likely a warrant out for the woman’s arrest. No matter what had happened in their past, Becky had been nothing but helpful. Now she was going to pay simply for her association with Maggie. Things were going to get worse before they got better. The more the FBI dug into the chief and his shady operation, the more dirt would be flung around. The last thing they wanted to do was be in the middle of town when that happened. As far as Maggie was concerned, they were safest right where they were, headed far away from the chaos that was soon to erupt in their small community.

“This is truly your last chance,” Maggie said. “If you’re going to back out, this is the time to do it. I’m going to be wanted as it is, but I don’t want you to get stuck in the same category as me just because we’re working this together.”

“Hell, Maggie, I’m in too deep as it is. Even if I backed out now, it’s too late. I wouldn’t change my mind for all the gold in Mexico.”

Maggie chuckled. “Damn, all the gold in Mexico? I think I might have to take a minute on that offer.”

Becky smiled. “No way. I’m in this until the end. We’re getting Benny back home.”

“Thanks for sticking with me. You’re a really good friend, and I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“I’m just glad you’re letting me help. I want nothing more than to find Benny and bring him home safely. I just hope Jack doesn’t do anything crazy.”

“I think Jack is in a bad place, but I don’t think he’d do anything to hurt Benny. He’s been a good father, no matter what kind of man he is.”

“I hope you’re right. So far, it looks like he’s taking care of Benny. I just don’t want to back him into a corner, and for one reason or another, that change. I don’t know what he’s capable of, but I agree with you. I don’t think he’d hurt Benny.”

Maggie fell silent. She desperately wanted to believe what she had told Becky was true but knew Jack had completely gone off the deep end. The wound on the elderly man’s head was a testament to that. She wasn’t certain Benny’s life wasn’t in danger any longer. If he couldn’t have their son, would he let anyone? Refusing to entertain the thought, Maggie forced herself to return her attention to Becky and strike up the conversation once again. She was desperate to do anything to keep her mind distracted. The closer they got to the cabin address, though, the harder that juggling act became in her mind. It was too much to think Jack would do anything to their son.
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After twenty minutes on the road, the call came out over their scanner apps at the same exact time. The chief had painted them both as criminals to the media, vigilantes with no regard for the law, determined to take the case into their own hands. Despite knowing the FBI would soon be able to correct everything they were doing, she hated that Becky’s name, along with her own, was being dragged through the dirt. That sort of thing stuck to a person, no matter the damage control done after the fact.

Thankfully, it hadn’t gone out nationwide yet. Only those inside the state were hearing the briefing he had released. He hadn’t stopped at putting out a warrant for their arrest along with an APB on their vehicle. The chief had taken things one step further and shared that information with the journalists waiting on the front steps of the precinct for an update. She was furious but tried to keep her temper under control when her phone rang, and she saw it was the same number Harriette had contacted her from before.

When she answered the call and expected to hear Harriette, though, Maggie was surprised. The woman introduced herself as the lead FBI agent in charge of their case, the abduction of her son. Maggie was relieved to be talking with someone from the federal government. She was starting to wonder if they were ever going to come to her aid. The more the chief slandered her name, the harder it got to believe that he was going to get the karma he had coming.

“My sister called and told me the chief was going to be getting a warrant for our arrest. I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear you’re in charge now,” Maggie said.

“Well, he did get the warrants, but we’re working to reverse that decision now. It shouldn’t take long to retract, but if you run into any officers trying to enforce it, have them call me. I need to let you know that we already sent a team out to the cabin.”

“We’ll give them your number if we do. How long until the team gets there?”

The woman sighed. “The two of you are going to make it there before my team does. Look, I can’t ask you to stand down, but I will request that you do. We don’t know how Jack is going to handle the situation or where his mind is at right now.”

“I know, but I can’t do that.”

“I understand. As a mother, I didn’t think you would. I’d be the first one through the door for my kid, too. I’m just going to ask that you both use extreme caution.”

“We’ll both do what we can, but if my child’s life is at stake, I won’t be waiting for backup. I hope your team is in a hurry because I’m not sitting around until they get there.”

“They’re in a hurry; don’t worry about that. Do whatever you feel like you need to do. We have backup en route.”

Ending the call with the FBI agent, Maggie glanced at her companion. Becky gave her a nod, and Maggie knew the woman agreed with her decision. If they waited for help to come, it might be too late to save Benny from the terrible situation he was in. There was little question in her mind now that Jack had gone off the deep end and wasn’t going to give up easily. They continued on in silence as Becky looked at the GPS hooked to her vent. She zoomed in on the location, running her finger over the screen to get an idea of the area. Maggie could appreciate how thorough the woman was being.

“I was looking at the map, and it looks as though the cabin is just outside of a small town that’s in the area. It has a pond right next to it as well,” Becky said.

“Now I wish that the FBI had gotten there sooner. If we had more weapons and manpower, we’d be able to cover the whole area.”

“We could wait for the FBI, but in all honesty, we still have Jack outnumbered.”

“Yeah, but I wish I knew what he was thinking. He can’t believe he’s going to get away with this. What’s his plan here?”

“No idea, but I know you have a mother’s love on your side, along with your investigative skills. You’ll figure it out on the fly much quicker than he will. You’ve gotten us this far, and I know you’ll get us the rest of the way. Benny knows that, too.”

Maggie smiled. “Maybe you’re right, but it doesn’t make me feel any better about the situation.”

“Hell, I know that. Still, you should know as well as I do that you’re never going to let anything happen to Benny. Push comes to shove; you’ll know exactly what to do. I have all the faith in the world in you. We all do.”

She hoped they had placed their faith in the right government body. It was obvious the locals weren’t going to do anything. They had already made that decision the moment they had learned it was one of their own being accused. It was that same corruption that had turned her off from becoming an officer years ago. Instead, she had become a private investigator with the freedom to help those who truly needed it. Suddenly, her phone started to ring again. When she saw the chief’s name appear, she knew it was going to be a heated discussion. For a split second, she considered not answering the call, but then she saw Becky pull out her own phone.

The woman unlocked it, opened up a voice recording app, and set it down in the middle between them. Maggie thought it was a brilliant idea. If she was going to be talking with the chief, she wanted every second of it recorded. Someone out there had to believe her that he was on a distorted power trip, trying desperately to cover up his own shortcomings and those of his deputies. If he had something to say to her, then he should have no problem with the call being recorded, not that she was going to tell him. It was her right as a citizen. Knowing the law was always a good idea if you planned on breaking it at any point.

“What in the hell do you think you two are doing? I said to keep your asses at the house until I let you off the hook,” the chief screamed. “Not only that, but I’m pretty sure I told you to stay in town.”

“We’re looking for my son, which is more than I can say about—”

“I’m going to have the two of you thrown behind bars on so many charges that you’re both going to spend years in jail. You’re interfering with my investigation and putting your son’s life in jeopardy.”

“You’re not going to do a damn thing. These empty threats are ridiculous. The FBI has already been in contact with me and told me they have a team on their way.”

He scoffed. “It’s going to be a cold day in hell before I let you get away with breaking the law. You can’t just do what you want without repercussions. Time and time again, the two of you have ignored my orders and left town. If you think for one minute that you’re going to get away with it, you’re wrong.”

“Well, consider this your warning. You’re going to go down, just like Jack. You’re crooked, and we all know it.”

“I’m not going anywhere. What gives you the right to threaten an officer of the law?”

“Don’t you have to do work as an officer? So far, Becky and I have done everything while you sit around on your hands, protecting the man who took my son.”

“Bitch, you have no idea the can of worms you’re opening here. I hope Jack kills the two of you and gets away with Benny. Now that would be justice if I’ve ever seen it.”

Her hands were trembling when she ended the call. Maggie was livid, enraged at the way he had spoken to her. Still, they had the entire thing recorded, and he would be unable to deny that it had happened later on. She was going to make sure he knew he’d made a mistake by going up against her and her family. For now, Maggie just wanted to find her son and get him back home safely. The crooked chief of police and those aiding him could wait until Benny was recovered. Maggie could only pray that Jack could be reasoned with, though she wasn’t optimistic given his quickly escalating behavior. Her stomach rolled. They had to find them.
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They were near the outskirts of the small town when they saw a vehicle passing them for the first time in at least forty minutes. At first, Maggie thought it was just another SUV on the road, but quickly realized it was a police cruiser. The state trooper had obviously heard the APB that had been put out for them. She watched, her heart racing as the car skidded to a stop a quarter mile away from them after passing. There was no question in her mind that the officer had spotted their vehicle. They were the only ones that traveled so late in the evening on the country lanes. With the frigid temperatures outside, no one wanted to leave their homes.

“Shit,” Maggie muttered. “It looks like we’ve got company.”

Instantly, Becky’s eyes stared into the rearview mirror, where they watched the police vehicle whip around in the middle of the road. Suddenly, Becky cut the wheel hard to the right. It bottomed out for a split second as they bounced down a road that Maggie hadn’t noticed was there before. There was no way it was anything more than a narrow gravel back road, barely able to call itself public access. Still, they had disappeared into the thick forest before the police cruiser managed to make its way back around. Eventually, the officer behind the wheel would see their tracks in the snow and know which direction to go, but it gave them a few seconds of a head start.

“What are you doing?” Maggie asked.

“I’m telling you right now that we are too close to let a couple of redneck police stop us now. I’m doing whatever it takes to lose these bastards.”

“Where have you been all my life? I could have used a sidekick like you a long time ago.”

Becky laughed. “Apparently, I’ve been around, just picking all the wrong men along the way. I think I’ve finally learned my lesson. I’m swearing off all pigs from here on out.”

“Sounds like you have the right idea. Where’s this road go?”

“I don’t know, but according to the GPS, it comes out and opens up to another highway. I figured it would be better to take our chances here than having them track us down before we get to the cabin.”

“I think you made the right choice, but I wouldn’t call this much of a road.”

Becky smiled. “Hell, I’ve taken smaller roads in bigger vehicles. Just because I grew up in California doesn’t mean I drive like it. We’re going to pull out the other side of this and be just fine. Wait and see.”

“I trust you, but I don’t know if your car is going to make it through unscathed.”

“You let me worry about that. As long as it gets us to that cabin, I don’t really care about the car. We’re going to get your boy back.”

Suddenly, a pair of headlights appeared behind them, and Becky gunned the little car’s engine. She swerved around corners, hitting bits and pieces of ice but navigating them flawlessly as they moved. Seconds later, they popped out onto a main highway and were able to accelerate around another bend. She was completely blown away by the woman’s skill behind the wheel. If Maggie ever found herself in need of a getaway driver, she knew who she was going to call. The officer would find them eventually, but he didn’t have near the woman’s skills.

Now that they were on the main road, there was a little more traffic behind them, but no one was on the road in front of them. It struck her as a little strange, but she let it go as Becky slowed her speed so as not to stand out among the other drivers. They didn’t need to draw any more attention to themselves than they already had. Hopefully, the FBI would work quickly, and they would not be wanted individuals for long.

Still, even with that in the back of her mind, she was impressed with how well Becky was handling the car on the small road. Maggie wasn’t sure if she would have fared any better, and she had been driving on roads like that her entire life. She suddenly found herself wondering where her new friend had learned to handle roads like the one they were on.

“Where in the hell did you learn to drive like this?”

Becky smiled. “Believe it or not, a lot of the country roads in Cali can get like this. Now, obviously not in the city, and it has been a long time, but it’s like riding a bike. When I went through the police academy program, I was top of the class in the driving portion, but I still couldn’t be a cop when I graduated.”

“Why not? It looks to me like you’re plenty qualified.”

“Well, I don’t do too well with the sight of blood. I got queasy almost immediately, and they didn’t like that. Besides, I hated the calls we would get where women and children were being hurt and couldn’t do anything about it. I like the work, but it’s hard to walk away just because someone is too scared to press charges.”

“Yeah, but the laws are changing for the better. Police can now press charges if the call is made.”

“I know, but the blood still gets me,” Becky said. “Looks like we have an entirely different problem now.”

Her stomach dropped when they rounded another corner and saw the flashing lights of two police cruisers a half mile ahead. Despite the darkness of the night, she could clearly make out what was happening. It was only then that she noticed the vehicles behind her had already come to a stop. There were two more police cars behind them, though they hadn’t turned on their lights and alerted the women to their presence. She hated herself for being caught in the situation, but more so for getting Becky tangled up in it.

They had been so close to finding Benny. She couldn’t believe that all hope was lost now. With the spike strips being laid on either end of them, there was no way they could make it through. Her eyes moved to Becky’s, who looked just as infuriated as Maggie felt over the changed circumstances. It was the chief’s doing. His tendrils reached considerably further than Maggie had realized. The error had cost them everything.

“I’d love to say that the car can get through this, but I don’t think it’s going to make it over. What should we do now?”

Maggie sighed. “I guess we’re out of options here. We’re going to have to stop.”

“Dammit. We are so close, and now it’s going to end like this. Why can’t the good guys win just once?”

“I know, but there’s nothing else we can do.”

The two women sat in silence as the police cars started to approach. Maggie agreed with how Becky felt. She was on the verge of finding her son and stopping the man who had taken him. Now, they were left waiting for the mercy of the police, who were waiting to take them in. Suddenly, from out of nowhere, the radio sounded off, and they both heard the news that the warrants had been rescinded.

It was the best thing she’d heard in some time. Though it had taken longer than she would have liked, the FBI had come through and gotten them both off the wanted list. She took a deep breath and looked over at her friend, who was smiling just as big as she was.

“Well, looks like the FBI held up their end of the bargain,” Becky said. “I thought for sure this whole thing was about to end right here. I guess you have friends in high places.”

“Plus, the ones in low places, too.”

Becky grinned. “Are you ready to get to the cabin and put an end to this?”

Maggie slowly nodded and rolled up her window. She was still in a shocked state of complete bewilderment as the cops moved past them and down to the spike strips. As soon as they were recoiled, the two women passed through. She wasn’t surprised when the officers didn’t follow after them. It was likely the chief’s quest that they not have any aid. She hated him and his anger. All the man wanted was for her to slip up and prove that he was right, that she was the villain all along.

Grinding her teeth and glaring at the police as they passed by, Maggie vowed to make sure each one of them was held accountable. When they wore the badge, their only goal was to help those they were sworn to protect, but the chief had corrupted them, poisoned them against that core value, and Maggie would make them pay.
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When they arrived at the cabin, it was eerily silent. She had expected to show up and find the stolen pickup along with her son and husband camped out in another lavish hideaway, but instead, the cabin appeared dilapidated and barely functional. Yet the truck was there, and it wasn’t long before the two women were inside the structure, looking for clues. It was obvious the man and kidnapped boy had been there not long before, but they had since left the area.

It was what they found in the disgusting bathroom that worried her the most. Her son’s beautiful locks had been hastily chopped off, and boxes of hair dye were tossed on the floor. The pungent stench of its ammonia still lingered in the room. They had already fled the scene, and now, any descriptions of them would be wrong, along with whatever vehicle they were driving. Maggie felt like she was going to be sick, the situation continuing to darken with each step of the hunt. She sat down on the edge of the dirty bathtub, her spirit sapped.

They were never going to find Jack and Benny now that they had no idea what they looked like. The trail was starting to grow cold. How much longer could they keep running from the media? Eventually, she knew the journalists would realize the mother of the missing child was on the run as well and turn on her. They wouldn’t be able to go anywhere without being spotted.

“Are you okay, Maggie?”

“I don’t know anymore. I just don’t see the point of fighting the facts. We’re never going to find Benny, and that’s just something I’m going to have to accept. Might as well start now. My little boy is gone forever.”

“Fuck that,” Becky snapped. “It’s not true. Not a damn thing you said is true. I know it looks impossible right now, but we’ve already come this far. Can’t you see how close we are? Just because it hasn’t gone the way you saw it going doesn’t mean you can just give up now. You have to hold on to that hope. Do you think Benny has given up? No way, that boy is waiting for you to find him because he knows how amazing his mother really is.”

“I still hope we find him, but he’s one step ahead of us, no matter what we do. I just don’t think I can keep going on like this. It’s just one disappointment after another.”

“You forget that it doesn’t matter what you feel like. You’re not doing this for yourself. You’re doing it for Benny.”

“I know, but look where it’s gotten us so far. We were wanted by the police before Jack was ever wanted. It’s a losing battle. We should just let the FBI take it from here. Benny will be better off with them handling things.”

Becky sighed. “Listen to me, all right? You have to keep fighting, not for yourself or Jack or anyone else, but for Benny. That little boy is counting on you, and I know I don’t want to let him down. We can still find him. Just have a little faith.”

She wanted to have the same faith as her friend, but it no longer seemed to be alive in her. The very notion that God was allowing her son to continue to suffer broke her heart. There was nothing in the cabin for them, no clue or next step to take. He’d learned from his past mistakes and made sure to take anything of consequence with him. Even the boxes of dye had been mixed together and saturated in something to make the color indistinguishable to read on the box. Maggie wasn’t sure how much more she could take before they were forced back home.

The idea of sitting at her empty house alone, though, waiting and watching as others hunted for Jack, made her nauseous. She would know if he slipped up, if he used his credit cards, or stood too long in front of a camera. Maggie was certain someone would find him. Jack had already proven he’d stop at nothing to get away with kidnapping their son. Would she stop looking, though? Never. Not as long as there was a heartbeat left inside of her. Drawing a ragged breath, she stood and headed back for the front door.

“What’s our next move?” Becky asked, following after her.

“I don’t know right now. I know there isn’t much we can do until the FBI gets here, but I don’t have another move yet.”

“No matter how bad this feels right now, we’re going to find him. You know that, right?”

Maggie sighed. “I don’t know. I want to believe that, but it’s hard to think there is going to be any other outcome other than the ones we’ve already run into.”

“It’s not over yet,” Becky said. “I’m not giving up hope that the next lead is going to take us right to him. We can’t stop now just because things get tough.”

“Maybe, but I don’t know what kind of hope I have left in me. I can feel the depression creeping in, and I just want to stop.”

“Well, we’re not going to do that. I won’t let you because you’re not yourself right now. Let me have enough hope for the both of us.”

Moving through the snow, she looked down at the fluffy accumulation and saw the tracks where the truck had plowed through. There was something else, though, another set of tracks that didn’t belong to either of the vehicles sitting in the driveway. As she walked down the lane, Maggie realized the tracks both came in and left in the snow. It told her that Jack didn’t have a vehicle lying there in wait. He wouldn’t risk calling a car service, either. Someone had to be helping him escape.

Rage surged through her, knowing that her estranged husband had an accomplice. Anyone who would help him kidnap her little boy was as evil as Jack as far as Maggie was concerned. She liked to think there were still good people in the world, but at that moment, she was struggling to have faith in humanity whatsoever. After seeing how the chief had treated Becky and herself, Maggie was left wondering if kindness was a dying art. She refused to let the darkness settle in, though. She had to keep the hope alive for Benny’s sake.

“What are you looking at?” Becky asked.

“There were other tracks in the snow here. I think another car picked them up here. From the looks of it, the tires had snow spikes. You can see the little holes poking through around that area there,” Maggie said, showing her what she was seeing.

“Holy crap. How did we not see that?”

“Because it had been plowed over, but I can see them now. If you look down that way, you can see where they lead back to the road.”

Maggie couldn’t believe how lucky she was. The depression that had set in had caused her to lose almost all hope, but as soon as she looked at the ground beneath her, they had their next clue. There was no telling where the tracks would lead them, if anywhere at all. She suddenly had a renewed energy inside. She wasn’t giving up on the search for her son. No matter what came from the next clue, Benny needed her, and she needed him just as much.

She took a deep breath and looked up at the sky above her. Maggie said a quick prayer, thanking God for the clue and praying he would keep her boy safe until she could get there. She asked that he lead them to where Benny was and ended with a hushed “amen.”

“What do you want to do now?” Becky asked. “We could follow them for as long as they go if that’s what you want to do.”

“I think that’s the best idea.”

“Let’s go then. I hope they take us straight to them. I want to see the look on that bastard’s face when he sees the two of us pulling up on him.”

As they climbed back into the car and turned right out of the driveway, Maggie prayed the tracks would lead them to whoever was holding her boy hostage, along with his captor. She wanted to believe the person was helping against their will or that perhaps they didn’t know Jack was a monster, but she’d seen enough of her husband’s true colors to know it didn’t matter. Either willing or not, he was going to get his own way when it came to escaping the country with Benny. Maggie could only pray that the body count didn’t continue to grow. She knew they were running out of time.
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By the time the spiked trail ended, they had reached the other side of the main road. They had since been cleared by local plows, and the spikes wouldn’t do the driver any good. She cursed under her breath, aggravated that they had reached a dead end. There was nothing else they could do to find her son. No matter how optimistic Becky was, Maggie found herself quickly sinking back into the familiar depression. Her friend slipped the vehicle into park, looking from left to right and back again. Maggie knew the question was coming, but she didn’t know how to answer Becky.

They needed another lead, some sliver of information that would spark something in her brain. She hadn’t become a successful private investigator by sitting around and waiting for the clues to fall into her lap. Now, though, the stakes were higher than ever. Maggie desperately needed her mind to be functioning at full throttle, despite the exhaustion she felt. Benny was counting on her to see things that others didn’t, to follow the slightest tidbit of information until she found her little boy again. There was something scratching at the back of her mind, a detail that she had let slip that she couldn’t quite recall, and it was infuriating.

“Okay, which direction should I go?” Becky asked.

“I don’t know what it is about this place, but it seems familiar to me somehow. I just can’t place how I know the area.”

“I don’t know anything about this place, but I thought I remembered Jack saying something about a girl he used to date down this way.”

Maggie thought about it for a minute, but nothing came to her. There was something about the place that stuck out, but for the life of her, she didn’t know why. Her thoughts started to come together when she thought about what Becky had said. After another moment, it started to come back to her. Jack had a girlfriend before they were married who lived in the area. Suddenly, she found herself wondering why he was headed that way.

“He was dating a girl before me, and if I’m not wrong, she was from around here.”

“That makes sense. That would have been a long time ago, so that’s why it didn’t come to you right away.”

“That’s right, though,” Maggie said. “He dated her for a while before we met and eventually wed. I am curious about something else.”

“Are you thinking that the two of them are still a thing with how loose he’s played things with all of us?”

“That’s exactly what I’m wondering. It would explain why he picked this area to bring Benny to.”

Maggie held on tight as her friend spun the car around and headed in the direction of a town. She was desperately trying to remember the woman’s name. It had been so recently that she’d spoken it to Harriette. There had been three of them, but one stood out against the rest. Maggie knew part of the problem was her exhaustion. She had been running her mind in overdrive for almost two days straight. Now it was a miracle she was functioning at all. Pulling out her phone, she quickly texted Harriette in the hopes the woman would have the information readily available.

It was a long shot, Maggie knew, but it was the only one they had left. Almost immediately, her phone started to ring. She saw her friend’s name appear and quickly answered the call. Her heart was racing again before Harriette even spoke. She knew she wouldn’t call her unless it was something of significant importance. There had to be a detail, something that had triggered the flow of information again. As soon as she answered the call, she put it on speakerphone so Becky could hear the conversation as well. Having no secrets between the two of them was working out well. It gave her a second set of eyes and ears to run things through.

“Do you have something?”

“I think I got something that should be useful. The woman you’re wondering about is named Jean Carroll. The little town close to the cabin is the address on file for her. She lives in the village,” Harriette said. “I already sent you the address, but I wanted to tell you in case the message didn’t go through.”

“How far out is the FBI?” Maggie asked. “I’ll go in with what we have, but it would be nice to know a timeline on when they will arrive.”

“Well, I already passed the address on to them as well. They’re just a few miles behind you, so they’re not going to get there too much longer after you do. Still, they’re headed to the cabin first.”

“They won’t find anything there.”

“I told them that, but they have to follow the breadcrumbs before they can move to the next. I can’t promise they’re going to get there like I originally thought.”

“Well, we’ll deal with it when we get there. Anything else I should know about?”

Harriette sighed. “Just be careful about how you approach them. We know Jack isn’t thinking straight, but this woman has a record of assault. She’s not going to be afraid to get her hands dirty, so watch your ass.”

“If they have my son, I won’t be afraid to get mine dirty, either.”

Knowing the woman in question had a record made Maggie significantly more uneasy about dragging Becky along. If Jean knew Becky was yet another flame of Jack’s, and they still had something going on, it could spell disaster for all of them. She didn’t want her son to be caught in the crossfire if it went that far. Shifting in her seat, she watched the road slowly move by as they searched for the address. Right away, she could tell it wasn’t the best neighborhood, and she worried even more for her son’s safety.

“It looks like you’ve got something on your mind,” Becky said.

She sighed, unsure of where to start. Becky had been amazing throughout the entire ordeal. Now, she couldn’t ask her friend to risk her life. They’d been exonerated by the FBI, but the immunity wouldn’t hold if they pushed too hard. Maggie wouldn’t be able to forgive herself if Becky ended up in prison or the morgue in her efforts to help Maggie find Ben.

“I need you to wait in the car when we get there.”

Becky scoffed. “I’m not going to do that. We’ve come too far, and I’m not letting you go in there outnumbered.”

“I don’t want you to get hurt. Breaking the law is one thing, but if something happened to you, I can’t be responsible for it.”

“Don’t worry about me, Maggie. I have police training and some martial arts training to go along with it. I can handle myself if it comes down to it.”

“It’s not that I don’t think you can handle it, but I wouldn’t be able to handle the guilt if this goes sideways and something happens to you. No one is going to die because of me.”

“None of this is your fault. I promise that you don’t need to worry about me. Jack is the one to blame for everything that has happened, not you. Stop trying to take responsibility for something you had no control over.”

Maggie knew she couldn’t control what the woman chose to do, and it wasn’t like Becky wasn’t making sense, either. Jack was the reason for everything happening. Even the pregnant woman’s death and her husband’s could be directly linked to the man she once thought she couldn’t live without. Even though she didn’t want to be the reason for someone getting hurt, she understood it was her choice to make.

“Okay but be careful.”

Becky smiled. “No matter what they say about you, you’re an amazing mother and an even more amazing woman.”

Maggie blushed. “Thank you.”

They were only a few blocks away from the address in question now as her heart pounded. Even though they had a little way to go, she could see the lights on at the address and movement on the inside. Her gut turned, wondering if her son was being treated well or if they were looking for a way to get rid of him. She didn’t care at all about Jack or the woman he was with. Only her son and her friend’s lives mattered. If Becky wasn’t going to wait in the car, at least Maggie could take the lead heading into the house. She would use herself as a shield if needed. All she wanted was for Becky to get her Benny out of there before the bullets started to fly. Slipping her gun into the back of her jeans, Maggie took a breath to steady herself. It was time.
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Right away, Maggie noticed there were tracks for two vehicles in the driveway, but only one was parked. She didn’t know what to make out of it as Becky brought the car to a halt a few doors past the home in question. The move was a good one, not wanting to draw attention to their presence there. As the pair crept away from their vehicle and up the driveway, her worries were confirmed when she saw four tire chains lying on the ground where they’d been discarded.

The vehicle sitting in the driveway didn’t look like it had been driven in some time. Broken down and rusting, it fit in well with the rest of the neighborhood. She couldn’t believe the hunt had brought them across not one but two of her husband’s lovers. Whatever game he was playing, she was sure he was enjoying himself to the full extent. How many women did he have tucked away? His work had taken him out of state on numerous occasions. While he’d claimed it was for some training course or another, Maggie was now certain that, too, had been part of his web of lies.

“I can see that the door is open from here. I think we should play it safe and take it slow, but we need to get in there and see if there’s any sign of them,” Maggie said.

“You do remember what we ended up finding last time, right?”

“I know, but I don’t see any way around this.”

“We can wait out here and keep an eye on things until the FBI gets here.”

Maggie sighed. “I wish we could, but I don’t think that’s much of an option at this point.”

Becky sighed, but Maggie never took her eyes off the door. Something inside of her knew Jack was told they were being followed from one location to another. The threat the chief had made was clear to her. There were still some officers at the station willing to pass along that kind of information. A chill ran down her back when she thought of it being a trap. Her friend must have been on the same page because a moment later, she voiced her own concerns.

“It’s a bad idea. Not only has it been one thing after another, but you also know there’s someone feeding him information on what we’re doing. He might know we’re coming already.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Maggie replied. “I have to go inside and see what I can find. We’re getting closer, and if they’ve already moved on, I don’t want them to have too much of a head start on us. Stay here and keep watch.”

Maggie carefully slipped inside the house, her eyes scanning the room for any signs of her son or danger. There was nothing out of place. Despite the rough area of town, the home seemed to be cozy and comfortable, if not slightly run-down. Hanging on the wall near the entrance was a picture of an attractive blonde. She was leaning against a large jeep with one arm draped around Jack. The photo was obviously recent. Maggie ground her teeth together. He wasn’t just cheating on his wife; he was cheating on all of his girlfriends at once as well.

How had he maintained such a large web of lies over the years? There was something she was missing, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. As she moved around to the edge of the living room, she saw a woman sprawled out on the floor. The white collar of the waitressing uniform was covered in bright red blood. Her stomach lurched. Immediately, she went to the woman and felt for a pulse. To her shock, the woman was still alive. Maggie gently shook her, talking softly so as not to spook the woman as she moaned and slowly started to come to.

“What happened to you?” Maggie asked. “You look like you took a hell of a hit on the head.”

“Yeah, you could say that,” the woman said. “Jack gave me a call and said he needed a lift. I was already working late since I work nights, so I hadn’t seen anything on the news.”

“What happened after you brought them here?”

“Well, everything was fine, but Jack seemed off from the start. I shrugged it off. Until we got here. It was me, Jack, and Benny. Jack was in the kitchen, so I thought I would turn on the television so Benny had something to watch. The first thing that popped on the screen was the story of the kidnapping. Next thing I know, I’m being hit over the head, and I was out.”

“Can you tell me everything about your car?” Maggie asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Jack took your car and left. I need to know everything you can tell me about it. What kind of car do you drive? What color is it? Everything.”

“It’s a green Jeep, but you don’t even need all of that. I—”

“I need to know everything about it if we’re going to find them.”

“I was just trying to tell you that you don’t need that. I have a GPS tracker on it. You wouldn’t believe how many cars get stolen around here.”

She quickly typed out the vehicle’s information in a text message to Harriette and Rose, promising the woman that the police were already on their way. The FBI agents would be there soon, especially since Maggie had been keeping Harriette in the loop on everything. Once she was back outside, Maggie shared what she’d discovered with Becky. Instantly, the woman’s cheeks flushed, and she could understand why. They had all been played for fools by Jack.

At least they had another solid lead. Maggie was certain now that Jack was out of his mind. It wouldn’t be long before he tried to switch out vehicles again. They needed to locate him before he had the chance. Thankfully, they had friends in high places. Now it was time to make those calls and get Benny back. She was ready to strangle Jack and watch him rot in a jail cell. Before she could finish telling Becky what they were going to do next, her phone started to ring. Seeing Harriette’s number, she quickly answered and put the call on speaker for Becky to hear as well.

“I didn’t think you’d be able to get back to me so quickly. What do you have on the Jeep?” Maggie asked.

“I didn’t have to do much of a search. By the time I entered the information into the database, a call had come through on the emergency services that matched the description and was in the area.”

“What does that mean?”

“The vehicle’s system already alerted the authorities. These new things have all kinds of gadgets on them. You’d be surprised at the information they could put out in an emergency.”

“I know you’re trying to be helpful, but I just want to know what direction they’re heading in so we can get a jump on them,” Maggie said.

Harriette sighed. “What I’m saying is that the car has been in an accident, and the vehicle’s emergency services sent out an alert to the local authorities and medical response teams. It’s a mile from your location.”

“Benny’s been in an accident?”

“That’s right. I can’t give you any more information because that’s all I know. The location is being sent to your phone now with the coordinates for where the alert was pinging from.”

“Thank you, Harriette.”

She froze in place, hoping her son was still safe. The roads had been slick the entire time, but thinking about her son being in a car accident made her heart jump. She barely heard Becky thank the woman and end the call.

Maggie could feel her chest constricting at the thought of her son being in a car accident. Knowing that Jack had lost his mind made her question if it was an accident or a deliberate attempt to end their perceived pain and suffering. She felt like she was going to be sick as Becky grabbed her arm and tugged her toward the car. It didn’t matter what happened now. Their fates were already decided.

Her body felt numb, but not from the cold, as she climbed into the passenger seat. Every move she made felt like she was trying to fight her way through a cloud. It wasn’t until the vehicle lurched forward that Maggie snapped out of it. Letting her fury and fear consume her, she focused on the road to keep from getting sick. If Jack did anything to harm her little boy, she would make him suffer for the rest of his life, be it an hour or a century, he would pray for death.
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She barely had time to process the shifting emotions before they were rolling up on the crash site. From the looks of things, the Jeep had plowed into a massive oak tree. Instantly, she was racing away from Becky’s car to the vehicle, the sound of sirens already approaching in the distance. There was a large blood spot in the driver’s seat but nothing else beyond the shattered glass. Maggie tried not to get sick as she screamed out for Benny. There was no response, save the silence and echo as her voice carried across the frigid land. Becky joined her seconds later at the site.

“We need to split up and look for them,” Maggie stammered.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea—”

“Please, Becky. You’ve stood by me this long. If Benny is injured somewhere or bleeding out, we could save him.”

“Okay, you’re right. I’ll take the other side of the road. You stay on this side,” Becky said.

Maggie nodded, grabbing her phone and turning on the flashlight as she called out for her son once again. She didn’t care if Jack could find her by hearing her calling out. As long as she found Benny and knew he was safe, Jack could do what he wanted with her.

She continued to look all around her, trying to find a sign of the direction they were headed. The high-traffic area made it difficult to follow any tracks, but she knew they couldn’t have gotten far on foot. She hoped Becky was having better luck than her, even though she wasn’t too far away. Suddenly, she heard Becky scream out her name, and Maggie took off running in the direction of her friend.

The moment she came upon Becky, she could see the concern in her eyes. As she surveyed the area around her, Maggie stopped on Benny, lying unconscious in the snow. Her heart dropped as she rushed to his side and fell to the ground beside him. Tears were already starting to fall as she started to shake her little boy and called out his name. A moment later, his eyes opened, and he started to wake up again.

“Oh, baby. I’m so glad I found you,” Maggie said.

“Mom?” he muttered as he started to come to.

“I’m here, honey. What happened?”

“Dad was going crazy. He started saying all these things, and I didn’t know what he was doing. I grabbed the wheel to try to stop him.”

“Do you know where your father is now?”

Benny shrugged. “I don’t know where he went after the wreck. He poked me with a needle or something and ran off. I heard him say something about bait, but then he was gone, and I fell asleep.”

Her stomach dropped as Benny slipped back into the drug-induced slumber. She held him in her arms as his words sank in. Suddenly, just as she realized what he’d meant about bait, Maggie heard the click of a gun being readied for fire. She stood slowly, leaving Benny on the cold ground as she turned. Jack was standing a few yards away from them, the hollow look in his eyes enough to send a chill down her spine. Maggie knew at that moment that he was completely gone, but she could no longer be sure of who he’d been before, either.

The monster had drugged her son and then used him to lure her into the forest. Even after the crash, after knowing Benny didn’t want to be with him, he’d still hurt the boy. He was one sadistic bastard. Her hands were balled into fists. She knew she’d never reach for the gun in time. Slowly, Becky stood with her body slightly behind Maggie’s, and a plan started to form. The cold metal of the antique derringer shifted against her skin.

“It’s over, Jack. We know about everything, and the police are on their way now,” Maggie said. “Just give yourself up and make this easy on everyone.”

Jack chuckled. “Oh, it’s far from over, dear. You think the two of you have been so smart, tracking me around? The thing about that is, I now have you right where I want you. Actually, it’s better than I ever could have planned for.”

“Why are you doing this? You know that no matter what you would have done to me, I would have never taken Benny from you until now.”

“Well, I guess you answered your own question, didn’t you? I can’t let you take my son away from me.”

Maggie sighed. “The police are right behind me, Jack. What are you going to do?”

“I can handle the cops. Don’t worry about that. This plan isn’t going to take much to pull off. Even an idiot like Becky could do it. You see, I’m just going to shoot you, and then I’ll shoot her.”

“How is that going to do anything? You know they’re going to know it was you.”

“Will they? Cops believe whatever I tell them. I’ll shoot you and make it look like you just lost your mind and tried to kill everyone. It’s the perfect plan, and I owe you a lot of thanks for helping me come up with it.”

“You’re lost your damn mind if you think anyone is going to believe that story.”

There was no question in her mind now. Jack was high on something. The way he twitched and continuously rubbed his nose were indicators enough, but his shifting eyes and the dark circles beneath them confirmed her suspicion. How long had he been using it? Was there ever a time when he’d been a good man, or had it always been lies? She couldn’t let herself get lost in the questions.

“What kind of drugs are you on, Jack? You’re definitely not acting like yourself.”

Jack scoffed. “You wouldn’t even know who I was if your life depended on it. You haven’t paid attention to me for years. Why do you think I needed to find other women to take care of my needs? Hell, you didn’t even know, but I’ve been getting high on coke for years. It was the only way I could tolerate your dumbass.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course, you don’t, but your stupid lawyer was able to figure it out. He looked at me, and I found out he was going to expose me. I couldn’t let that happen. So, I had to run so you couldn’t take Benny from me.”

“Robert never mentioned the coke to me, or I would have made sure you didn’t get to see Benny at all. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking about all the times I couldn’t count on you. Besides, your lawyer couldn’t tell you even if he wanted to. The man is dead and stuffed in the trunk of his car. I guess in the movies, you could say he was sleeping with the fishes, but I don’t think there’s much more than a spare tire keeping him company.”

“Why would you…I don’t understand why you would do all of—”

“The time for talking is over. There’s no need to talk when there’s nothing left to say.”

As her husband leveled his weapon at Maggie’s chest, she forced herself not to look away. The shot rang out suddenly as her heart pounded. Instantly, she waited for the searing pain, but none came as a look of shock moved across Jack’s face. Behind her, she felt Becky shaking, and Maggie realized that the bullet hadn’t come from Jack’s weapon but from the derringer in Becky’s hand. Jack was dead before his body hit the ground.

Instantly, the area was flooded with police as the weapons were taken away and Benny carted off in an ambulance. She was just about to climb into the back with him when she saw Becky emerging from the forest with Harriette and a woman dressed in a sharp suit. Becky looked up, and their eyes locked as Maggie was ushered into the back of the emergency vehicle. The pair smiled at each other, and Maggie knew their friendship was going to be a good one.

Turning her attention back to Benny as the ambulance pulled away, the tears started to fall. His eyes opened as she squeezed his hand. When he saw his mother looking down at him, the boy smiled, his own eyes glossing over with tears.

“Mommy, do I have to go with Daddy again next weekend?” he asked.

She fought the urge to laugh. “No, sweetheart. It’s just going to be you and me now.”

Benny smiled. “I think I’ll like that.”

“Me too, sweetheart, me too.”

As Maggie held her little boy, she knew they were going to be okay. They had each other and an amazing circle of people they could count on and truly call family. Finally, the disaster was over.


EPILOGUE
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She still couldn’t believe how much had changed in the six months since Benny’s kidnapping, as Maggie stood with the rest of the audience and clapped. It was a beautiful spring morning, and the town had just completed a special election for the position of chief of police. As she smiled at the woman being pinned by the mayor, Maggie was confident they’d voted for the right person. Becky turned and waved to the crowd, giving Benny a wink where he was sitting in the front row with his junior officer’s club.

It was one of a dozen such programs that Becky has started since taking on the role of interim chief. Now that the job was hers by majority vote, Maggie couldn’t wait to see what was next for their little slice of heaven. Rose nudged her side to get her attention as the group started to break off and immerse themselves in the festivities around the park.

“I saw that cute detective giving you a grin during the ceremony, don’t think I didn’t,” Rose whispered.

She burst into laughter. “Thanks, but I think you are seeing things, sister. It’s only been six months.”

“Oh, come on. You’ve got it all now. A booming career, a happy and healthy kid, a freaking police chief as your best friend, and a smoking sister. All you need now is a man.”

Maggie cringed, despite knowing her sister was mostly right. When the truth about the corrupt department went national and the truth of Maggie’s escapades to save her son with them, her office quickly became booked for the next year. The townsfolk managed to talk Becky into taking the chief’s position, and Ben was truly thriving. The community had come together and given him the role models he’d been lacking in his father. It was better than ever.

“Looks like you’ve got a suitor.”

Rose disappeared before Maggie could scold her. Just as she was about to tell the approaching man she wasn’t interested, Ben raced over to him, nearly dragging the man behind him.

“Mom! This is Scott! Remember me telling you about him? He’s so awesome. He helps teach our troop!”

Maggie blushed. “Right, Scott.”

Before Benny could make any more small talk with them, one of his friends appeared and dragged him away.

“I’m so sorry about this…” Maggie stammered. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him.”

He smiled at her. “Ah, I think that might be my fault. I might have mentioned that I thought you were amazing to him.”

“Oh, really?”

Scott nodded. “Yeah, sorry about that. I’ve got a thing about being honest. I’m kind of a sucker for it. Plus, I mean, you’re sort of a badass legend. How could I not want to meet you?”

As Maggie smiled at the man and saw him blush as well, she couldn’t help but grin. Maybe it was time for her to move on after all. She was starting to like the idea of a fresh start, especially if it was already Benny approved. He was her world and would be forever.
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