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      Conner sobbed in the back seat of the van despite his friends’ trying to calm him down. He didn’t want to be there; it wasn’t supposed to be like that. His parents were expecting him home. The pair tried their best to soothe the boy, but he couldn’t stop the cries from slipping past his lips. It was impossible to see out the vehicle’s windows, but he knew they were going fast and not in the right direction.

      “Where are we going?” he sobbed. “I want my mommy—”

      “Shut that little brat up,” the man in front snarled. “I need to think. What the hell were you thinking, woman?”

      “I thought that prick wouldn’t let us go! You saw how pissed off he was. Why didn’t you do the forms the way I showed you? Now we have to uproot everything. This is going to cause a ruckus, but don’t worry about it. It’s the same as the others, okay? We just need to get out of here.”

      “They are going to notice you’re missing.”

      “No, they won’t. No one here cares about me. Plus, by the time they figure it out, we will be long gone.”

      “I don’t know about this. I thought—”

      “I’m not paying you to think, now, am I? I’m paying you to keep your mouth shut and do as you are told. It doesn’t matter. That asshole will be dead before they find the body.”

      “Are you talking about my dad?” Conner asked in a terrified whisper. “Please don’t hurt my dad.”

      “I told you to shut up,” the woman hissed.

      “Come on, bud, it’s not so bad. I bet he’ll be fine. Before long, you’re going to forget all about him,” one of the other children said.

      “Listen to your new brother,” the lady said. “He knows what he’s talking about. Do you like fishing? We are going to have such a wonderful time!”

      “I don’t want to go fishing! I want my daddy! Take me back!” Conner screamed.

      The hand came out of nowhere, striking him with such force that he cried out again. It did the trick, though. He fell silent, softly sobbing to himself as he closed his eyes. His father would come for him; he would keep him safe. He was always keeping him safe. Conner had done everything his mother had told him. He never talked to strangers or left the park with them. He always made sure he was aware of his surroundings. Yet they’d gotten to him all the same, just like his mother had said they would if he wasn’t careful.

      The boy sitting next to him nudged him when Conner’s cries became loud again. All he wanted was to go home and sleep in his own bed. He closed his eyes and said a prayer, just like his grandmother had taught him to do when he was scared, but the whispered words did nothing to make him feel better. Despite only being eight, Conner knew he was in a bad situation. The farther they moved away from town, the more he realized that seeing his parents again wasn’t going to happen.
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      Pearl watched the man sitting across from her as he signed the paperwork in front of him. She knew he was almost fifty, getting in just under the wire in her line of work. Doug Green was talking animatedly about the upcoming birthday trip he was taking with his family the following week. At least half the new customers she met each day were like Doug. An adventure, road trip, or overseas travel always reminds people of their pending mortality. Life insurance needs no props; it sells itself to the right people. Still, she’d land a hefty commission for the new policy.

      “You ever been to Mexico?” Mr. Green asked, sliding the last of the signed forms across her desk.

      She shook her head. “Nope, but I’m sure you are going to have an amazing time. You said your whole family is going, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am! Got my wife and our son coming, his wife, and all five of their little ones. I reckon it’s going to be one heck of a good time. Of course, not many people nowadays think of Mexico as anything special, but my wife, she loves it there. She’s always telling me how nice the folks are.”

      She smiled and nodded, doing her best to listen to him while scanning the paperwork. He was her last client of the day before the weekend. She was looking forward to spending the last nice weekend before winter set in with her son. They had planned on going to the newly opened pumpkin patch just down the road from where they lived. Conner was excited to spend the day carving the orange bulbs and baking the salty seeds. It was a tradition they had followed annually since he was born eight years prior. Pearl knew it was only a matter of time before he was too old to enjoy hanging out with his mom all weekend at the pumpkin patch.

      As long as he continued to enjoy it, though, she would keep up the tradition. After a few more minutes, Doug’s excitement waned and he fell silent across from her. It was only then that she looked up at him again and smiled, pulling herself out of her own thoughts for a moment. She could tell the man had something on his mind. Pearl had been doing her job long enough to know what it was. In a move she had honed well over the years, Pearl reached across the desk and gave the man’s wrist a comforting squeeze.

      “You guys are going to have a wonderful time, Doug. There is nothing to worry about. When you first set up this appointment, you said it was just a precaution. That’s all we are doing here, giving your family a safety net in case something happens. I bet you’ll be back in here in a few weeks, telling me all about your vacation and birthday.”

      He grinned. “It is going to be amazing. The old lady won’t tell me all the details, of course, that’s got me worried. She sure does like to make a surprise out of things.”

      Pearl went back to listening with one ear as she subtly checked the time. It was already ten minutes after closing. All of the paperwork was done and scanned in. She carefully put everything into a company folder, tucking her business card into the pocket as she rose. Mr. Green followed suit and stood, extending his hand, first to take the file, then to shake hers. The retired police detective gave her one final grin at the front door before jogging through the chilly Michigan air to his waiting car. Pearl made short work of closing the office, and within ten minutes of Doug’s leaving, she was walking to her own car.

      Thankfully, she knew the appointment was going to run late. The call earlier in the week from Doug had warned her of as much. He was a talker, bless his heart. Grabbing her phone as she jumped behind the wheel, Pearl pulled up her husband’s number and waited for him to answer. At least once a week, Pearl was stuck at the office after they closed. Knowing it was going to be one of those nights, she’d asked Dillion the day before to pick up their son from the sitter’s. It rang twice before going right to voicemail. Her stomach lurched as she dialed the number a second time.

      “Hello,” Dillon answered, out of breath. “Sorry, I tried to rush to the phone and must have hit the hang-up button when I picked it up.”

      “Did you pick up Conner?”

      “Damn. I forgot it was my turn to pick him up. I’m sorry—”

      “I just asked you yesterday if you’d pick him up because I was going to be late with this meeting,” Pearl said.

      “I’m sorry, Pearl. I ended up having to work late anyway. So, I wouldn’t have been able to grab him until later.”

      She knew he was lying. Pearl had suspected Dillon was cheating on her, but she had no proof. This was just another incident that would make her wonder. She was furious, but it would do no good to argue. Either way, she was going to have to pick up their child. She didn’t mind, but Dillon had promised he would take care of it and he hadn’t.

      “Whatever you say, Dillon,” she snapped. “I’ll take care of it.”

      She quickly hung up the phone and dialed her babysitter’s number. Pearl tried to calm herself down before she answered, not wanting her anger toward Dillon to be directed toward Val.

      “Hey, Pearl, everything all right?” Val said.

      “Yeah, just running a little behind today,” Pearl offered. “I’m on my way now. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Oh no, it’s perfectly fine. I promise it’s not a big deal. Conner is happy outside with the other two older boys, playing football.”

      “Thank you so much, Val. I’ll be there shortly.”

      Pearl hung up and tried not to lose her temper as she sped toward Valerie’s house. It was infuriating that Dillion couldn’t seem to do the one thing she’d asked of him. His job as one of only three attorneys in the small community kept him on his toes, but it still stung that he’d forgotten. Things between them recently had been strained, to say the least. She longed for the days when they would lie in bed for hours, making love and talking about their future. Now, all they ever did together as a married couple was fight. Her phone rang, and she looked down, answering the call and putting it on speaker before pulling onto the road.

      “Hi, Wendy, what’s going on?” Pearl answered.

      “Hey, girl, I just thought I’d check in with you and make sure you were still going for our girl’s night out. You are still coming, right?”

      “I’ve been so busy, I nearly forgot about it. I don’t think I’m going to be able to come out this time.”

      “What? We go every month,” Wendy complained. “Why can’t you come?”

      “Well, I just have a lot going on right now, and Dillon has to work late.”

      “That’s just bullshit, and you know it. You need to have your girl time, or you're going to lose your mind. He’s always working late these days, and this is the only time you get to blow off any steam.”

      “When you’re right, you’re right. Still, I don’t think I can go,” Pearl replied.

      As soon as the sentence left her lips, she regretted it. She knew she needed time with her best friend, especially after Dillon had once again forgotten his promise to pick up Conner. She started thinking about all the things that had been going on in her relationship with Dillon as of late. The more she about it, the more pissed off it made her. The fact that he suddenly had to work late again infuriated her more.

      “I think you deserve a night to yourself, Pearl. Just come out for a—”

      “You’re right, Wendy. The hell with it. I’ve earned a night out,” Pearl agreed. “So, I’m in.”

      “That’s my girl,” Wendy cheered.

      She quickly thanked Wendy for talking her into going and hung up. As she pulled up to Valerie’s house, just two miles from her work in the center of town, she paused. Things were going to get better; she knew it. They’d reached the ten-year ache in their marriage. Her mother had even warned her that it was the time in a relationship when things were “make or break.” Pearl shuddered to think of her own traumatizing youth and how her parents' divorce had nearly broken her two younger siblings.

      Granted, Mike was an amazing partner and had stepped into the role of stepfather for Pearl and her siblings almost immediately, but it didn’t change the damage that had already been done. She shuddered and pushed the thought from her mind. Things would be different with her and Dillon. They would work it out, just like they always had.
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      “You know I’m always happy to watch him over if you’ve got plans,” Valerie said.

      “Thanks,” Pearl muttered. “Dillon just got caught up at work. I appreciate you letting him stay extra.”

      “If you could just give me a little more notice next time. Again, I really don’t mind, but when the boys have practice at six, it puts us on a bit of a time crunch.”

      Pearl cringed as she closed the back door of her car. Conner was buckled in his seat, cheerfully playing on the tablet she kept in her purse. The only time she let him use it was after work and before bedtime for a little while. Technology had never been a big win with Pearl. She wanted Conner to be well-rounded and not addicted to games, as so many youths were. She could feel the embarrassing blush on her cheeks despite knowing Valerie wasn’t scolding her. The only time she was ever late picking up Conner was when Dillon flaked, but she didn’t tell Valerie. It wasn’t in her nature to air their dirty laundry.

      “You know, he really loves going to wrestling practice with us. If you wanted him to tag along tonight—”

      “No,” Pearl quickly stammered. “No, he’s fine. I’m sorry. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      Valerie frowned. “Are you doing okay? You seem a little off today.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Everything’s fine. Just a long day at work. I’m ready for the weekend.”

      “Same,” she replied. “All right then, you know you can always call me if you need anything, right? Even if you just want to talk.”

      “Thanks, Val. I’ll keep that in mind. We’ll see you Monday.”

      “Pickup at four?” she asked.

      Pearl cringed. Mondays and Fridays were the only days of the week Dillon had to pick up Conner. She’d managed to work her schedule around the other three days to go in an hour early and leave an hour early, but she didn’t want to be late getting Conner two days in a row. She shook her head, thinking it was better to be prepared.

      “No. Dillon has to work late,” she lied. “So, I’ll be the one picking him up. Is five-ten, okay?”

      “Of course, it is,” Valerie replied. “I’ll see you Monday.”

      Climbing behind the wheel, Pearl changed her demeanor instantly and smiled at Conner in the rearview mirror. The dirty-blond eight-year-old smiled back at her, flipping around the tablet to show the math game he was playing. Her heart soared. There was nothing and no one she loved more on Earth than the excited bundle of a little boy in her back seat. As she pulled onto the road, she tried to keep the mood positive and light.

      Their house was on the other end of Jackson. Though the town boasted almost five thousand residents, it still felt like a small community. She’d spent most of her life there, having moved to the area with her mother and stepfather not long after turning ten. As they made the ten-minute drive, Conner told her all about his day at school. They pulled up to the petite brownstone shortly after.

      Within minutes, Conner was racing inside to find his best friend, a ten-year-old boxer-mix that had been a surprise addition to the family the same week Conner was born. The dog had shown up on their porch two days before she’d gone into labor. Instantly, a connection with the animal had been formed. Milk Dud, though they called him Dud for short, was part of the family as much as any of the others. She couldn’t help but smile when she heard the duo racing to the backyard for their nightly battle of tag.

      Pearl busied herself with making dinner for Conner. Half an hour after they’d made it home, the pair was sitting down at the table with a hot meal in front of them.

      “Did you have a good day today?” Pearl asked.

      “Yeah. I got to play football at Valerie’s house. It was fun. I threw the football really far, and everyone said it was amazing.”

      “That's great, honey. I’m really proud of you,” Pearl cheered. “How about school? How was school today?”

      “Boring. All we did today was the same thing we did yesterday,” Conner muttered.

      “I bet you’re excited about Thanksgiving break, though, huh?”

      “I’m excited about not having to go to school.” Conner laughed. “Do you think we could go see Mee-maw and Pappy this weekend?”

      Pearl knew he was referring to her mom and stepdad. He adored them, and they loved to spend time with Conner. She thought it would make for a good weekend for her son.

      “Sure, honey. I think that’s a wonderful idea. We can invite them to go with us to roast pumpkin seeds, too. What do you say to that?”

      “Yes!” he squealed with delight. “It’s going to be so much fun. Do you think they’ll say yes?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll ask them,” Pearl replied. “I’m sure if they don’t have any other plans, they’d like to spend some time with us this weekend.”

      “Is Dad going to come, too?”

      “I don’t know, honey. Maybe, if he doesn’t have to work.”

      “Okay,” Conner said under his breath.

      She tried not to let her irritation show as she dug into the salad on her plate. It was already after six. As Conner rambled on about all the things he wanted to show his grandparents, Pearl couldn’t stop her mind from drifting back to how things had been a year ago. Their perfect family and lives had been flipped upside down. All because of one drunken phone call. Her jaw clenched as she replayed the heartbreaking night in her mind.

      “Who is she?” Pearl hissed.

      “I don’t know, okay? Just some random drunk chick,” Dillon muttered. “My number is posted all over the city. I’m an attorney, for Christ’s sake. You know this. It’s probably just another prank call.”

      “You’ve been getting a lot of those lately.”

      “Jesus, Pearl, I’m not your father, okay?” he growled.

      It hadn’t been a random call, though. It had been a small crack in their glass house, expanding into a web of lies that unraveled in the days and weeks that followed. The trust was gone. Dillon swore to her it would never happen again, that it had been a one-night stand fueled by alcohol and undiagnosed depression. Yet the medication didn’t help, nor did the counseling or Dillon's pleas for forgiveness.

      “Mommy? Are you okay?” Conner asked.

      Pearl snapped back to the present and smiled, nodding. She sometimes forgot just how perceptive children could be. Knowing that she was once his age and in his same position made her stomach twist into knots. She’d known, even at ten, that her parent’s marriage was in trouble, and she didn’t ever quite fully recover. Quickly, she tried to change the subject.

      “How’s school going?”

      “You already asked me that, Mom.” Conner smiled.

      “I know,” Pearl replied. “I know you said it was boring, but is anything new happening in class? Are you learning anything?”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot we got a new teacher,” Conner said excitedly.

      “Really? How do you like him?”

      “Well, he’s really nice, but he’s only teaching us for a little bit.”

      “Oh, so he’s a substitute?” Pearl asked. “What’s his name? Do you remember?”

      “That’s it; he’s our substitute teacher,” Conner said. “His name is Mr. Croft, and he’s teaching us math until our regular teacher comes back. She’s going to have a baby. He used to be in the military, too. He tells us stories at the end of our class. He’s really cool, Mom.”

      Pearl was instantly happy to see her son so excited about a teacher. He had struggled with math before, and she hoped this new teacher could find a way for Conner to learn. She began to wonder what kind of stories the man would tell. Obviously, they couldn’t be too bad, or he wouldn’t have stayed a teacher for very long. The small town had a way of not accepting new things that came around. Businesses wouldn’t last long unless they were a step above in their customer service. She remembered a few years back, an adult store had taken up shop downtown, but within a year, they were closed down and chased out of town for selling “tobacco” pipes.

      “Is he helping you learn anything?” she asked.

      “He’s shown us how to do some problems easier than our other teacher did.”

      “That’s good, honey. I’m glad you have a teacher you enjoy.” Pearl smiled.

      Suddenly, she heard the garage door open. It sent a chill through her body. Instantly, she became tense, though Pearl never stopped smiling and nodding along with Conner’s story about his new substitute teacher. Seconds later, the side door opened and closed, and her husband appeared. She shot him a cold look, but he didn’t meet her gaze, instead going right to his excited son and scooping him into his arms. Her stomach plummeted when Dillon tried to use Conner as a shield, but he couldn’t hide the wrinkled state of his clothing from her.
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      Two hours later, as Dillion was putting Conner to bed, Pearl was getting ready to leave. She’d gone out of her way to look stunning for the night out with Wendy. Normally the pair would go to a restaurant downtown and have a few glasses of wine before calling it an early night, but Pearl was in the mood to dance. A quick text to her friend and she’d been flooded with destination options. More sister than a friend, Wendy had more or less been adopted by Pearl’s family when they had moved to the area. Wendy’s mother, a single, working mom, had passed away from cancer right before Pearl’s wedding.

      With no kids or spouse of her own, Wendy adored Conner and treated Pearl’s two younger sisters, Ava and Maggie, as if they were hers. Pearl had just finished dabbing on a touch of lipstick when her phone vibrated and she saw a text from Wendy that she was waiting outside in the car. One of the perks of living in a small town was the car services. It was easy to get a ride and always have a designated driver. She was just about to text Dillon and tell him she was leaving when she heard him coming down the steps. Pearl tried to get out the door before he got there but failed.

      “Hey, wait up,” he said. “Wow, you look really nice. I feel like I should be a little jealous of Wendy.”

      She glared at him. “How did your meeting go?”

      “Huh?”

      “The meeting you had late? The reason I had to pick up Conner?”

      He frowned. “Right. Listen, I’m really sorry about that. This client is super demanding—”

      Pearl scoffed. “Oh, I’m sure.”

      “Pearl…”

      “Wendy is waiting for me. Do you think your client can manage long enough for your wife to enjoy her evening, or should I call Valerie to watch Conner?”

      “Hey, I am trying to work out this marriage,” Dillon snapped. “I don’t know what you think I was out doing tonight, but—”

      “I’m leaving,” she growled.

      Spinning around, she grabbed the door and made a quick exit. She knew what he was going to say, that he was doing everything she’d asked of him. It was the truth, too, one of only a handful he told her. They went to counseling every week like clockwork. He was there when she needed him. The bills were paid, and Conner had everything he needed and then some. Dillon had gone as far as trying to get her to quit her job so she could follow her passion for photography, but still, the resentment inside Pearl persisted. As she climbed into the back seat of the waiting car, Wendy’s animated expression fell. Instantly, her friend knew what was on her mind.

      “What did Dillon do now?” Wendy asked.

      “Besides not picking up Conner from the babysitter?”

      “Did he flake out on picking him up again?”

      “Not only that, but when he answered the phone the second time I called, he seemed out of breath,” Pearl sighed. “Then, when he got home, his clothes were all wrinkled like he had been out doing something else. I just feel like it’s all happening again.”

      “You think he’s cheating again because of that?” Wendy asked. “That was a one-time mistake. He couldn’t be dumb enough to do it again. He knows he messed up.”

      “There have been other, slightly less obvious signs, too.”

      “Pearl, listen. He’s in an office all day long. He could have taken off his jacket and sat on it for hours. Just because it’s wrinkled doesn’t mean he’s cheating on you again.”

      “I know in my heart that you’re right, and I keep trying to tell myself the same thing. I guess I’ve just been waiting for the other shoe to drop. Every night, I worry about getting another call from some woman he’s sleeping with and the whole thing is going to happen again.”

      “I’m not siding with him, Pearl, but you have to know that you are trying to find something there that just might not be. All those things can be explained if you take the time to understand that he’s trying. Most men won’t even give us that. So, before you go thinking everything negative, just remember to understand that all the things you’ve told me might actually be the truth.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Pearl said.

      “You’re right,” Wendy announced. “You’re absolutely right. This is supposed to be a fun night, and we’re not going to talk about him the rest of the evening.”

      By the time she made it back to the house, Pearl had forgotten all of her cares. It was almost midnight, an incredibly late night for her. She was tired and tipsy but far from drunk. She hadn’t been completely plastered since the night she’d found out Dillon had cheated. In the heat of her drunken anger, Pearl had said things she’d regret for the rest of her life, never able to take them back. It didn’t matter what her husband had done; her words were on her conscious, not his. She prided herself on not letting her temper get the best of her. To Pearl’s surprise, Dillon was still up when she crept through the front door.

      “It looks like you had a good time,” he muttered from the couch.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I did. I’m going to bed.”

      “Can we please talk about this? You’ve been acting funny all day. The counselor said we need to communicate.”

      She ground her teeth and stormed into the living room, flopping down in the recliner across from him. It killed her to see the pained look in his eyes. They’d known each other for almost two decades. Whenever he hurt, she suffered as well. Yet that love, the care, and concern had been tainted by him. Dillon sighed, closing the book he’d been reading to give her his full attention.

      “I’m sorry work ran late tonight. I will make sure my meetings wrap by five on my days to pick up Conner.”

      “Great, I appreciate it.”

      “Pearl, I know you think I was out doing something tonight—”

      “I don’t—”

      “Please, let me finish. I have been working on saving this marriage for almost a year now. It doesn’t seem like things are getting any better.”

      “Have you?” she asked. “Have you been working on saving things? I didn’t notice because you spend most of your time at work. At least I want to believe that’s where you are, but I just don’t know anymore.”

      “What can I do to prove to you that I love you?”

      Pearl wasn’t shocked by his question, but it did take her by surprise. To be honest, she wasn’t sure what he could do. She knew he had cheated the one time, but she didn’t believe it had been the only time. Pearl needed him to fess up to all the other times he had stepped out during their marriage. Maybe then she could start to forgive him. Unfortunately, she knew if she told him that, there would be another fight, and she was too tired to deal with an argument.

      She thought about her life with Dillon. It hadn’t been all bad, and she knew there had been a lot of good times throughout the years. There were just some things she couldn’t get over. Thinking about that, she realized things would never again be the same for them.

      She wasn’t sure she knew what she really wanted from him, but she was slowly beginning to understand that his betrayal had run too deep. He had broken the sacred trust that comes with saying “I do,” and Pearl knew right then that she could never be happy with Dillon again, and soon their lives would have to take a dramatic change.

      “I think you should sleep in the guest room tonight,” she whispered.

      “Pearl, you know what Dr. Melbourne told us. Separation in the bedroom is separation in the heart.”

      “I don’t need you to tell me what our shrink said. I was there, too. I’m sorry, Dillon, but I just don’t know what to tell you. I know you love me, I really do, but you cheated on me….”

      “And you keep throwing that back in my face,” he snarled. “Don’t forget you and I were brought up in two very different worlds. I had sex with a woman. I didn’t tell her I loved her. I didn’t call her after; it was a drunken night of sex. You are still the woman I come home to and the woman I love. I don’t want our marriage to end because of a basic primal instinct.”

      Pearl snorted as Dillon cringed. He knew instantly that it had been a poor choice of words. She shook her head and rose. Despite Dillon calling softly after her so as not to wake Conner, she continued to the steps and up the stairs, not stopping until she was on the other side of their bedroom door.
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      Pearl slept like a log, though she woke long before the others in the house. By six in the morning, she was sitting at the kitchen island, scrolling the news on her laptop as she sipped coffee. The time alone had given her a chance to think and pray about the situation. Her mother, Connie, had always been a devout Protestant. Mike had claimed some of her more extreme spiritual beliefs, but the faith had stuck with Pearl, even if she didn’t hold on to the faith as tightly as her mother.

      In her hour of soul searching, she was faced with the realization that therapy wasn’t healing their marriage. Her trust was not coming back in Dillon. With a heavy heart, Pearl had done a cursory search for reputable divorce attorneys in the area. It was slim pickings, but she hoped they could move forward as friends and co-parents. She simply didn’t feel the same love for him that had been there before. Yes, there was love, but it was no longer a deep and meaningful connection that built a relationship.

      She’d finally settled on a woman based in a neighboring town about thirty miles from their home. It would be smart to use someone not from the area anyway. Pearl had no sooner emailed the attorney asking for a meeting than she heard footsteps coming down the stairs. She quickly poured a second cup of coffee and set it on the table for Dillon. Conner would be asleep for at least another hour, and she didn’t want to wait any longer to talk with her husband.

      “How’d you sleep?” he asked.

      Pearl shrugged. “I’ve had better, but it is what it is. Dillion, I think we need to address the elephant in the room. Therapy isn’t working.”

      He shifted his feet. “I know. I think we need to consider the next step.”

      A wave of relief crashed over her. At least they were on the same page. She let out a hefty sigh. Sure, there would be some sadness and more than a few tears, but at long last, they could move forward to whatever life brought them next, even though it wouldn’t be together.

      “I’ve already reached out to a divorce attorney—”

      “I think we should renew our vows, start fresh…wait; what?” Dillon stammered.

      “What? Why in God's name would I want to renew my vows? You cheated on me; our relationship is over. I think the last year has proven that. Listen, I want to do this right and make it as painless as possible for Conner—”

      “No,” Dillon growled. “No, we are going to work through things. That’s what a marriage is. You aren’t going to throw away ten years, Pearl. I know you. This isn’t the right move. It's not what you want; I know it.”

      Pearl couldn’t believe what she was hearing. How could he possibly think they would renew their vows and everything would be okay again. It hadn’t been okay since she had found out he was cheating. A rush of relief had swept over her when she thought they were going to be on the same page with the divorce. Now she was left speechless. She wasn’t sure how to move forward, only that for her to be happy, she had to.

      A million thoughts ran through her mind. She was hoping to go through the attorneys and at least be good co-parents when all was said and done. Pearl was left to wonder what Dillon could be thinking. To her, the relationship had ended long before that day had come. Did he honestly think they could be happy after the torture he had put her through? She knew it wasn’t his fault, the way she felt. The fact that he had cheated, however, was entirely his fault. The way he made her feel like he was still cheating was his fault.

      Pearl knew it would be a hard-fought battle, going through the divorce with him being as hard-headed as he could be. Her heart sank when she slowly came to that realization. She couldn’t help but think that he was going to be as difficult as possible. She was ripped from her thoughts when she heard Conner thumping around upstairs. She kicked herself when she remembered they were going to the pumpkin patch. Between the night out and her constant struggle with what to do in her marriage, it had completely slipped her mind.

      “How do you expect to go to the pumpkin patch now? Am I supposed to pretend like this didn’t happen?”

      “No,” she hissed. “Of course not. I don’t know. Can we please just talk after he goes to bed?”

      Dillon shoved his chair away from the table with more force than intended. It went toppling over. Instantly, Pearl cringed at the noise. She could remember the sounds of her parents fighting downstairs at her childhood home. They’d always get quiet when one of the girls approached, but she was old enough to know there was tension, the same as Conner. She wasn’t going to let her child feel the same hostility she had.

      Watching her husband grab his jacket and keys, he stormed out the front door. It slammed behind him, making her jump. If he wanted to run away, she wasn’t going to hold it against him, but Pearl wasn’t going to chase after him, either. The memory of the last time they’d fought to the point of his leaving came rushing back. She’d pleaded with him to stay and work things through, and eventually, they had gotten to the point of talking, then working through things, but this time felt different.

      Forcing herself to bury the anger inside, she plastered a smile on her face in time to greet Conner. He didn’t look convinced when she told him Dillon had left for an impromptu work meeting but was easy enough to distract with the promise of ice cream on their way to the pumpkin patch. It was already chilly outside when they left half an hour later. She’d planned on starting their adventure a little later in the day, but in earnest, Pearl didn’t want to sit around the house, waiting for Dillon to return. Not after what he’d put her through a year ago. Pearl cringed, feeling like a broken record.

      If he wanted to run out of the house instead of stepping up to the parenting plate, why should he get to enjoy the perks? Despite knowing what a petty move it was, Pearl was wounded. She helped Conner into his seat and ensured he strapped himself in before pulling out of the driveway. They hadn’t even reached the end of the road when she saw Dillon’s car heading in their direction. Pearl made no effort to slow down when he did, nor did she answer the phone when he tried to call. By his third attempt, Pearl was ready to snap and answered it.

      “What do you want, Dillon?” she said quietly. Pearl didn’t mean to take such a harsh tone, and she was suddenly thankful Conner had his headphones on while watching his tablet.

      “I just want to talk, Pearl. That’s all I want to do. We just need to talk and air everything out.”

      “We’re heading to the pumpkin patch now.”

      “Why didn’t you wait for me? I thought we were going together.”

      “Look, Dillon, I’m not chasing you anymore, okay? I can’t keep running after you when you are running away. I’m not going to do it.”

      “I’m truly sorry. I just want to come clean about everything. Everything, okay? A fresh start, a clean slate.”

      “What do you mean, everything?”

      “I want us to have a fighting chance.”

      Her heart lurched. “We can talk when I get home. For now, I’m taking Conner to the patch, and we’re going to enjoy the day. I’m not ruining this for him. He’s been looking forward to this all week, and I’m not going to take it away.”

      “Well, what time will you be home? We can talk then.”

      “We should be done there around three-thirty, and we’ll be home about four.”

      “Okay. I’ll make sure to be home when you guys get back. I want us to be able to talk.”

      “Okay,” Pearl said. “I hope we can start over.”

      “I love you, Pearl. I know we can get through this. I’m done being this way. In five hours, when you get home, we are going to go back to day one. We’ll be like newlyweds again. We’ll wipe the slate clean and start over.”

      “Newlyweds, huh? So, I’m single until then? Might have to have fun with that,” she jokingly muttered.

      “I love you,” he repeated.

      Pearl didn’t respond and hung up the phone. It broke her heart knowing how hard he was trying. As they drove, she thought about their relationship and, before long, knew they had to keep fighting for it. Pearl grabbed her phone again and quickly dialed her mother's number. She’d be thrilled at the chance to hang out with her grandson for a few hours. Changing course, they headed for her mother’s with a renewed sense of determination. Dillon was right. The love they had was stronger than her emotional turmoil. He’d done everything she’d asked. It had been a one-time slip, and she didn’t want their life together to be over because of it.
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      Pearl knew the next few minutes were going to shape not only her future but that of her child. Conflicting emotions ran through her heart and head. Giving up Dillon was cutting out fifteen years of her life. They hadn’t just met and gotten hitched. They’d known each other for half their lives. Everyone in town knew and loved them together. It wasn’t just walking away from marriage; it was shattering everything about Pearl’s world. Never before had she considered the mantra of “staying together for the kids” as healthy advice but now, she could understand the reasoning.

      Dillon had apologized and done everything she’d asked of him. Pearl knew the churning in her gut was because of her past traumas growing up. Somehow, she had to convince herself that Dillon had changed if she was going to keep fighting for their marriage. Whatever decision she made, she knew she had to commit to it. The back and forth wasn’t fair to any of them. Sliding her car into park, Pearl took a deep breath and killed the engine. She prayed for the right words to come. Climbing the steps, her hands shook with anticipation as she unlocked the door and called out for her husband.

      The rush of warm air greeted Pearl with an unfamiliar scent, silencing her immediately. Adrenaline coursed through her body as she froze in the doorway. Anyone who had reached puberty in today's society would know the telltale noises that came from her living room. All she had to do was pop her head around the corner, but Pearl was frozen in place. The horror of what she was hearing was almost too much for her to bear. She closed her eyes and drew a silent breath, mustering the strength to do what needed to be done. Her gaze lingered for a few seconds on her husband and the woman in the compromising position.

      Neither of them saw her, they had their backs to the door when she glanced, but the large family portrait that hung over the fireplace had reflected the scene perfectly for her. As her stomach rolled, she silently slipped outside again, unnoticed. A strange vibration coursed through her. Pearl felt like she was moving on autopilot as she sat down on the front steps of her home. Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she dialed the first number that popped into her mind. She spoke quietly, not wanting to disturb the lovers inside. The call was brief, despite the woman pleading with her on the other end to stay connected.

      Pearl had done what any reasonable person would, had they found a stranger in their home. She knew it was a conniving move, but in her state of shock, all she could think about were the horror stories Dillon had told her about the custody cases he’d been part of. He’d talk about taking action right away, his clients recording conversations from the start, and getting a paper trail for the system to see who the better parent was. His insight at the time had seemed so foreign to her. Who would want to cut a former spouse out of their children’s lives with such cold brutality? Now, she understood. Pearl had to break the cycle.

      It took the local police force under four minutes to respond. They barreled in without sirens, not wanting to alert the intruder. Three patrol cars had responded, and Pearl knew five of the six officers. She’d known two of the men for over twenty years. That was life in a small town, though. A detail she’d taken into consideration before placing the call about an intruder. What she had told the officers was the truth, at least most of it. She’d come home and walked in, heard people in the living room, and immediately left the house to call the dispatcher. Dillon was supposed to be gone, after all.

      With guns drawn, they stormed the house. Despite the men knowing Dillon, there was still a procedure to be followed. Pearl had called the police. After all, a report needed to be taken. As she watched her husband and a woman at least ten years his junior walk out with the officers, a rage ignited inside of her. His eyes landed on her, the color in his cheeks from his workout quickly draining. Dillon looked like he was going to be sick, and Pearl knew the feeling well.

      Benny, one of the officers who had come to the scene and who she had known for many years, came jogging over to her. He had an apologetic look in his eyes. Being the small town that it was, word would travel fast, and she assumed she’d hear a lot of apologies in the days to come.

      “I’m so sorry about this, Pearl. I know this can’t be easy, but at least it wasn’t a real intruder,” Benny offered.

      “Well, I guess that depends on the usage of the word,” Pearl replied. “Seems to me that the woman in there intruded on my family.”

      “You’re not wrong there. Still, I’m sorry you have to go through this again.”

      “Me too, but I’d rather get out of here for now. Is it okay if I leave, or do you need something else?”

      “You’re good to head out whenever you’d like, but I have to warn you that Dillon wants to talk to you when he’s done talking to the other officers.”

      “Benny, I have nothing to say to the man right now. If it’s okay with you, I’d prefer to leave.”

      “Again, I’m sorry about all of this. I wish you the best in everything. If we have any other questions, we’ll reach out to you.”

      “Thank you, Benny. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some things I need to get taken care of, and I’d like to leave before he tries to speak with me,” Pearl said.

      “No problem,” Benny said.

      She opened her car door and got into the car. Dillon tried to run in her direction when she climbed into her car and backed out of the driveway, but Benny quickly stopped him. It was impossible not to hear him yelling her name as she pulled away. Her hands were shaking. Already the tears had started to fall. Suddenly, all the pieces were starting to fall into place. His comments earlier about starting over and everything he had done made sense. It hadn’t just been a one-time thing. Yet Pearl had done what she needed to do, the ball was rolling, and a paper trail was started. Grabbing her phone, she dialed her mother’s number as she pulled over onto the side of the road.

      “Hello,” Connie answered.

      “Mom, if you get any calls from Dillon, don’t answer them,” Pearl said. “If he comes to the house, don’t answer the door.”

      “Oh, dear. What happened, sweetheart?”

      “Well, I went to talk things over with him and caught him in the act of breaking our marriage vows. He had another woman in the house, Mom.”

      “No, he didn’t? That—” Connie hesitated. “Look, why don’t you come over? We can talk about everything and consider what you should do next. I assume you’re not giving him a third chance?”

      “I’m done, Mom. I can’t do this. It’s not the first time, and I can guarantee this isn’t even the second time, but I can’t come over. I promised Conner I’d take him to the pumpkin patch.”

      “If you need time to cope, dear, I can take him so you can have a minute to yourself.”

      “I could use the time, if I’m being honest. Can you take him to a different patch, though? I’d rather Dillon not be able to pop in unannounced. It’s hard to tell what he’s capable of.”

      “Sure,” Connie said. “I know of the perfect one in Mike’s hometown. I promise he’ll love it there.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I love you guys.”

      “We love you, too.”

      She quickly hung up with her mother. The next number she called was Wendy’s. It wasn’t going to be possible to keep everything buried inside, and if Pearl had to be an emotional basket case with anyone, she wanted it to be her best friend. No sooner were the words out of her mouth than her best friend was asking if she could poison, maim, or behead Dillon. With a much-needed laugh, Pearl promised her they could work out the details when she got there.

      When her phone rang and Dillon’s name appeared, the rage returned with full force. She didn’t answer the call. Instead, she opened her phone's app store and downloaded a voice and call recorder. It didn’t take long for her to understand how to use it. By the time she was done, Dillon was calling for a second time, but again she ignored the call. Five minutes after pulling off on the side of the road, she started out again, but this time, it felt like she was heading in the right direction.
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      “You should talk to him,” her mother said. “I know you don’t want to, sweetheart, but it’s going to have to happen.”

      Pearl cringed. “I know, but it doesn’t have to be right now.”

      “Honey, he’s called you six times in the three hours you’ve been here. How many times did he call before that?”

      “I lost count,” she admitted. “What the heck am I supposed to say to him?”

      “Nothing, I would imagine. At least not right now, but you’ve got some details that need to be sorted out no matter what. You and Conner are welcome to stay here for as long as you need, but you’ll have to go over there and get his things. He’s got school on Monday, just like always.”

      “Jesus, I really didn’t think this through. Why didn’t I just storm in there and kick them both out?”

      Her mother chuckled. “Because you know the law. He can come and go from a house that’s in his name, too, just as much as you can. As I said, you two can stay here, but you’ll need to co-parent in the meantime anyway.”

      As if he’d heard their conversation, Dillon’s number appeared on her screen again. She was still fuming with anger, though. After spending several hours with Wendy, Pearl was no closer to knowing what to do. She couldn’t believe what she’d seen, nor what she’d done. The petty move had stung her the instant it sank in that she’d used the police to make a scene. It was too late, though; the damage was done. Within an hour of it happening, Wendy was getting texts from locals asking if she’d heard about Dillon’s unsavory incident.

      “How the hell am I going to talk to him?” Pearl asked her mother. “I’m so angry.”

      “I know you are. I remember the feeling well. Keep it short and simple. Focus on Conner. Remember that you don’t want this to hurt him any more than it already will.”

      Pearl nodded and took her mother's words to heart as her phone rang again. She patted her daughter’s shoulder lovingly and rose to give her privacy. Taking a deep breath, Pearl answered the call after activating the call recorder app she’d downloaded earlier. She wasn’t going to take any chances. Thankfully, they lived in a state where legally, only one person had to know the call was being recorded. It was a small legality that she planned on using to the fullest extent of the law.

      “Pearl?” Dillon stammered.

      “What?” she growled.

      “Thank God you answered. Will you please tell me where you are so I can come to talk to you? All of this—it’s just a big misunderstanding, okay? We were starting fresh—”

      “Screw you, Dillion,” Pearl hissed. “Do you have any idea how embarrassing this is for me? For us? Your son is going to grow up in this community, knowing what you’ve done.”

      “That’s your doing, not mine,” he snapped. “You called the police on me! What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I’ll stop over tomorrow to get some stuff for Conner and me. Beyond that, you can talk to my attorney.”

      He scoffed. “Are you kidding me? Do you know who I am? You aren’t going to rip my son away from me.”

      The statement alone was enough to enrage Pearl. She couldn’t believe he wanted to start this argument moments after saying they were starting over and it was a misunderstanding. Pearl knew exactly what she had seen, and there was no denying it. Replaying it in her head only caused her blood to boil more, though she continued to bite her tongue.

      What she really wanted to do, was cuss him out over the phone and hang up, but she didn’t want him to have anything to use against her when they went to court. Dillon was a great attorney, and he would already have a leg up on her in that regard. She went over all the things she could say to him in her mind before coming to the realization that anything she said he would be able to use against her. Anger rose from within her, and she almost slipped up and said something she would regret, but her mind bottled it up.

      She quickly stuffed her emotions back down. Being emotional now would only lead to more problems later. She wasn’t sure what to say or how to approach the conversation, but she knew she needed him to break and say something stupid. Pearl felt she was making the right decision for her son by not staying in the house they lived in. Dillon would be able to use that against her as well. Keeping Conner at the forefront of her mind, she tried to stay calm and chose her words carefully.

      “No one is ripping Conner away from you, Dillon. I’m not going to let him go back to an unsafe home where who knows what kind of people have the address or what diseases—”

      “Stop being dramatic,” he snarled.

      “Dillon,” she growled, “you were screwing a random woman on the back of our sofa. The couch where your son watches cartoons and does his homework. I promise I am not being dramatic. There is simply nothing left for us to talk about. We will move forward peacefully, but we are moving forward. Now, I will stop over tomorrow, by myself, to pick up our things.”

      “This isn’t good for him, Pearl. Don’t you think he’s going to wonder why you aren’t at home? Why he isn’t here? What’s your plan?”

      She ground her teeth. “My plan is to pick up our stuff tomorrow and talk to an attorney on Monday. After that, we will go from there.”

      “What are we supposed to tell people tomorrow at church?” he growled. “Just come home now, both of you. He doesn’t have to know anything is going on and—”

      “Over my dead body. I’m not going tomorrow, and neither is he.”

      “My parents are having a cookout after church. We were supposed to go together. Are you going to tell me that you’re going to keep him from them now, too? How long will the punishment last exactly?”

      Again, Pearl had to remind herself that the call was being recorded. She wasn’t going to give him anything to use against her in court. She had completely forgotten about the cookout, with the abundance of emotions running through her. Although she didn’t want to send Conner with his parents, she knew he’d be heartbroken if he didn’t get to go. Even more, if he didn’t get to go to his grandparent’s cookout. She tried to think fast and keep herself in charge of the situation. She didn’t want to seem too callous, though she would have liked nothing more than to keep Conner away from Dillon as long as possible.

      Knowing that wasn’t going to be possible, she knew she’d have to give in and let Dillon’s parents take him after church. Her own mind was getting in the way of doing what she knew was right. She wasn’t about to use her son as a pawn in some sick custody battle, though she wasn’t sure the same could be said for Dillon. Her heart ached with the decision before her, but she wanted to stand firm against what he had done for her. It would be a balancing act, to say the least. Eventually, she came to understand that she couldn’t keep Conner from going, and reluctantly she gave in.

      “No, I’m not going to do that. I’m not punishing anyone, okay? I’ll have him go to church with my parents, and your folks can take him with them to the cookout. For now, we will tell him the house is being worked on. Dillon, I’m not going to turn him against you, and I hope, for his sake, you’ll do the same. Let them know I’ll pick him up at six.”

      “So, when do I get to see him then?”

      “We’ll work it out tomorrow, okay? We’ll get a schedule set up while he’s at his grandparents’ house.”

      “I can’t believe you are doing this,” he hissed.

      “Yeah? Well, I can’t believe I have to get tested for an STD now because you’re a whore, so I guess none of us are thrilled with the situation,” Pearl snapped back.

      There was silence on the other line. For a minute, she thought he might have hung up until she heard him sigh. Pearl knew Dillon wasn’t going to give in easily. His reputation had been ripped to shreds because of her. For the rest of his life, everyone in their tight-knit community would know what he’d done. A twinge of regret prickled at the edges of her heart, but she quickly shut them down. He’d be the laughingstock of Jackson, but she wasn’t about to be the fool who stayed with him.
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      “So, you aren’t going to church?” Conner asked.

      Pearl shook her head. “Not today, sweetheart. I promise I’ll be there with you next week, though.”

      He frowned. “But Daddy will be there?”

      “No, just you. You get a whole day of grandparents, then I’ll pick you up at six from their house. I bet you’ll have so much fun!”

      “What about Daddy?” Conner muttered.

      It took all her self-control not to cringe. While she knew the question would be coming, she still had no idea how to tell him the truth. Instead, she’d taken the lie of renovations and ran with it.

      “Well, there isn’t much room here, and he’s a lot bigger than you. He can be around all the work, but you’re still going to see him, honey. We just aren’t going to be sleeping over there for a while, okay?”

      “Okay, Mommy.”

      Mike popped his head into the living room where they were talking to let them know the car was all heated up and they were ready to go. She wrapped her arms around Conner, relishing every second of his embrace before kissing his head and reminding him to be good for his grandparents. She’d never had a problem with Dillon’s parents and hoped they’d keep the peace throughout the process. They were good people, but Pearl found herself questioning everyone. Once the trio had headed for church, she took a long shower.

      Knowing he would be waiting on her made Pearl drag her feet. She didn’t pull up to the house until an hour later. Unsure if she should knock or not, she slipped her key into the door and walked inside. Calling out his name a few times, Pearl realized Dillon wasn’t there. A frightening calm washed over her. How could he not be there? He’d been so insistent that they talk. She tugged out her phone and dialed his number. It went right to voicemail. Opening her messenger, Pearl sent him a text.

      Hey, I’m here. Where are you?

      She couldn’t bring herself to walk into the living room, though she noticed the smell of the woman was gone. It had been replaced by the starkly distinct scent of chemicals. At least he’d tried to clean up after the incident. A surge of anger and betrayal shot through her as she made a beeline for Conner’s bedroom upstairs. Not wanting to sit around in the house and wait for a reply, Pearl started getting hers and Conner’s bags packed for her parents’ house. Without knowing how long they’d be there, she was at a loss over what to bring. Rage filled her again as she jerked her phone out of her pocket.

      Wow. For someone who insisted we talk, this is a real shit move. I’m not waiting for you.

      Shoving the phone back into her jeans, Pearl started grabbing clothes and little things she knew Conner would want with him. When she’d stuffed his bookbag and suitcase both to the brim, she moved on to her room. It was clear Dillon didn’t care about communication. She made short work of packing her things before walking through the house one more time to be sure nothing was forgotten. An hour after her arrival, she was loading the last of their things into her car when her phone vibrated. It was a text from Dillon.

      Something came up.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” she hissed.

      A flurry of emotions shot through her as she considered her options for a reply. When she knew she couldn’t be trusted to say anything that wouldn’t start a fight, Pearl dialed Wendy’s number instead. Her best friend answered on the first ring. Thankfully, she was one of the few people in town who didn’t believe in going to church, despite her profound spiritual beliefs.

      “Hey, Pearl. Everything all right?”

      “It’s the same as always, Wendy. He stood me up again,” Pearl said. “He says it’s so important to talk, but then he wasn’t even there when I got there. Then, when he finally answered my message, he said ‘something came up.’”

      “I don’t blame you for being upset. Hell, I’d be pissed, too,” Wendy said. “I have an idea, though. We can always start on some good day drinking.”

      “I don’t know, Wendy. I’m supposed to pick up Conner at six.”

      “I promise I’ll have you sober by then.”

      Pearl wanted to tell her that she couldn’t or come up with any reason to turn down the offer. She wasn’t one to drink during the day and never drank that often, but she was angry enough that she knew she would agree. After a few more minutes of listening to Wendy beg, she decided it wouldn’t be a bad idea. Plus, she would make sure to quit drinking soon enough to pick up Conner.

      “Hell with it,” Pearl said. “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard today.”

      “That’s my girl!” Wendy exclaimed. “Now, meet me over at CD’s.”

      Pearl quickly hung up the phone and headed toward CD’s. It was the only bar in town that opened at eleven. Even though she was going to see her best friend, the anger inside of her hadn’t subsided.

      As soon as she pulled up to the bar, she saw Wendy waving at her. She could see the woman had just crawled out of bed to meet her. Pearl was grateful for a friend so willing to go out of her way to help. They were smiling by the time they sat down at a corner table and ordered a bottle of wine to split. With only the bartender there, he assured them a waitress would be by shortly to take their order. He walked away, grumbling about the woman being late. Pearl had the feeling it wasn’t the poor girl's first time, either.

      In a matter of minutes, Pearl was spilling her emotions out over the quickly depleting drinks. By the end of her rant, she was starting to feel better, if not a bit raw still. As she sat, twirling the empty glass in her hand, the waitress approached and apologized for their wait. Pearl looked up to assure her that it was no big deal when her heart dropped to her stomach. The woman’s eyes locked on her, fear radiating through her expression instantly as she backed away from the table.

      “Oh shit,” she stammered.

      “You,” Pearl growled.

      “Holy crap,” Wendy muttered. “Don’t tell me she’s the one who’s screwing your husband!”

      “Wendy,” Pearl hissed.

      “Oh my God, listen, I’m so sorry. I had no idea he was married—”

      “Would you please just leave us alone?” Pearl whispered.

      “Really, I’m so—”

      “I said get out of here!” Pearl screamed.

      Instantly, what little noise was in the bar dissipated. She was mortified by her outburst. It didn’t matter what the woman had done to her; Pearl hated making a scene. She didn’t stop her friend from pulling her out of the chair and dragging her into the parking lot. By the time they got to her car, she was shaking with rage.

      “Pearl, you need to calm down. Just take some deep breaths and relax.”

      Pearl took a deep breath and exhaled. “Look, I feel horrible for screaming and causing a big scene, but that was more than I can take right now. I never expected to run into her.”

      “It’s going to be okay. Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out together,” Wendy offered. “Listen, why don’t I drive you to your mom’s house? We can come back for your car later, okay?”

      “I don’t know if it will be okay. I have so much anger toward him built up already. I feel like I’m going to explode,” Pearl said. “Thank you for offering to drive, but I promise I’m okay. I’m not going to run from my problems.”

      “What are you going to do then?”

      “I’m going back to my house, and I’m going to kick his ass out. Why should I be the one to uproot and change everything Conner has known his whole life? I’m not the one who’s been sleeping around with half the town. Dillon should have to leave, not me. I’m going to go pack his shit. I think it’s the only fair thing to do.”

      “I’m not going to disagree with you. He should be the one to leave.”

      She thanked her friend and quickly got into her car. As she peeled out of the bar's parking lot and headed for her house, she grabbed her phone and called Dillon. It went right to voicemail again, but this time, she let him have it.

      “Listen up, asshole. I just got done meeting your little fling, and it gave me a new perspective. I want you gone. I’m going to take you for everything you have, you prick. Conner isn’t going to grow up to be like you or my father,” she snarled. “I hope you enjoyed yourself because you’re going right to hell for this. Oh, and I’m taking the house. Find somewhere else to take your skanks.”
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      It took her two hours to go through their closet and bathroom. By the time she was done, she had his bags packed and loaded into the garage with her things and Conner’s unpacked again. Pearl still hadn’t heard from Dillon, though she was starting to wonder if he’d shut off his phone entirely. It made no sense for him to be so adamant yet not show up. After trying to reach out to him one more time, she collapsed onto the bed. The wine had been a terrible idea. She could feel the fatigue creeping in. Before long, she was passed out, though she’d had the good sense to set her alarm first.

      With a searing throbbing in her head, she woke when her alarm started to chime at five that evening. Instantly, she checked her phone but saw no calls or messages from Dillon, and her anger returned. While her mother and Wendy had both texted to see if she was okay, her husband remained a petty child. Even after a cold shower and a few pain pills, her mood hadn’t improved, but Pearl knew she could fake it for Conner. Already, she missed her son and was looking forward to picking him up.

      She had no idea what she was going to tell him about his father being gone or the renovations that weren’t started. Yet there was a sense of calm inside her, knowing she’d made the right decision. It had been years of emotional abuse while she waited for him to change like her mother and father. No, Pearl was taking action immediately to keep Conner from being damaged like she and her siblings had been. It wasn’t like she blamed her mother; the woman had done what she thought was best at the time. Pearl had simply learned from her mother’s mistakes.

      There were still a half dozen cars parked in her in-law’s driveway when she got out. While they’d called the gathering a cookout, it was far too chilly so late in the day for the festivities to be outside. Pearl rang the doorbell and waited. When Rose answered the door, she was smiling at someone behind her. The look dropped when she saw Pearl. It wasn’t the reception she’d expected. Granted, she’d called the police on the woman’s son while he was in a moment of indecency, but Rose was a sympathetic woman who didn’t tolerate shenanigans, not even from her own son.

      “Pearl! What a pleasant surprise! We were starting to get worried.”

      She frowned. “I’m sorry, Dillon was supposed to tell you I’d be here at six to get Conner. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised he flaked.”

      Rose cocked her head. “Pick up Conner? I thought you were dropping him off….”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “Well, at church, Dillon said you two would be by after a bit with Conner. I thought it was a little strange you didn’t come to church with them.”

      “Conner isn’t with you?” Pearl whispered.

      “No, honey. Don’t worry, though; you know how boys get. He and Dillon probably just got distracted having a little Daddy and son time. Why don’t you come inside, and we can wait for them together?”

      She shook her head. “So, Dillon picked Conner up from church?”

      “Well, now, they left together, but I just assumed you all came as a family. That’s how it’s done. What’s going on? You look pale, sweetheart. Come inside. We’ll give Dillon a call and see how far out he is.”

      Pearl shook her head and backed away. She was too stunned to speak. Suddenly, the lack of a response the entire day made sense. Dillon had taken Conner without telling her. It was a terrifying power play that she had no intention of letting slide.

      Armed with the recording outlining the plan, she raced back to her car and sped away from the suburban neighborhood to the police station. Benny waved halfheartedly when she walked up to the counter he was manning. There was obviously still some awkwardness in the young man over what they’d discovered the day before.

      “I want to report a kidnapping,” she said.

      Instantly, he was on his feet. “What? Who? When? Is your kid okay? Who was taken?”

      “Conner. His father is missing as well. I think he might have taken him.”

      Benny sighed and sat back down, shaking his head. “Jesus, you scared me, Pearl. I know the two of you have some things to work through, but it’s not kidnapping without a court order saying you’ve got custody. They’re probably just out enjoying the last decent day of the season.”

      Pearl knew Benny was wrong. Dillon had purposely gone against her wishes and taken Conner from church. If he didn’t talk to her about it first, he would have at least told his mother what he was doing. Instead, she had no idea what he was doing or where they had gone. What she did know was that Dillon was gone, and so was Conner. She thought about the night before and regretted allowing him to go to church. The repercussions of telling her son he couldn’t go would have been a million times better than the way she felt right now, not knowing where he was.

      Pearl knew the same thoughts kept circling back around, but she couldn’t help it. If she couldn’t get help from the cops, who would she get help from? Frustration was the only thing keeping her from breaking down and crying right there at the desk, but she knew she had to keep herself together for the sake of Conner.

      Suddenly, it dawned on her. The way Benny had basically blown her off made her understand that she didn’t have any power to stop Dillon from taking her son. She couldn’t control him, and she certainly didn’t have any say in the matter. Something told her that her son had been taken, and the man who did it was already making her life a living hell. The anger inside her began to overflow, but she tried to keep it in check. She wanted to find her son, and at that moment, Benny was the only one who could help her.

      “No, it’s not like that. Something has happened. Please, Benny. You have to believe me.”

      “Listen, Pearl, it’s not that I don’t believe you. It’s just that our hands are tied. You guys are married, right?”

      “Yeah,” she muttered, “So? I walked in on him—”

      “I know, but you’re married, which means you’ve got joint custody. He’s got the same rights as you. If he really did run off with Conner, I’d advise you to get an attorney. Now, what I can do is take a full report—”

      “I don’t want a fucking report, Benny,” she snarled.

      Rage filled her from deep within. It was all she could do to keep herself from getting arrested on the spot. Her only experience in scenarios like this had been in television shows. Though, on TV, the cops would drop everything they were doing and chase down the bad guys. She didn’t know what to do.

      Her heart ached to have Conner back in her arms at that moment. It was hard to believe that no one would take the time to help her, though part of her knew they had to follow the stupid rules. Who made this stuff up, anyway? Pearl didn’t understand why Benny couldn’t be more supportive. Heck, Pearl couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t more worried about the possibility of her child being kidnapped.

      The anger continued to fill her. Part of her hated Dillon for taking it this far, but the rage she was feeling at that moment was due to the complete lack of interest from the police in helping her. She needed to find her son, but she didn’t know where to turn. Suddenly, the emotions overtook her. Pearl was going to rip into Benny and let him know exactly where he could shove his report.

      “Yes, Pearl, you do. You can go to the courthouse first thing in the morning with this report and file for emergency temporary custody. The judge is going to see that Dillon’s not working with you on it, and there is a good chance you’ll get it. Do the report.”

      “I haven’t seen or spoken to my son in twelve hours,” Pearl whispered. “I’m so lost right now. I just want to find my little boy.”

      Benny nodded sympathetically as he came around the counter with a notepad and clipboard. Taking her gently by the arm, he led her to one of the private rooms in the back before she started to tell him everything that had happened throughout the afternoon. Pearl couldn’t believe Dillon had taken Conner. What the hell was he thinking, and where was he going?
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      “What do you mean there is nothing they can do? He took your kid and fled!” Mike boomed.

      “Settle, honey. You’re going to give yourself a heart attack. Conner is going to be fine,” Connie soothed. “Now, did Ben tell you anything that might be of use?”

      Pearl was still shaking. “I don’t know…he gave me a copy of the report, and first thing tomorrow, I need to find an attorney, file divorce paperwork, and file emergency custody paperwork. Once that’s done, they can look for him. I guess if he crosses state lines, the federal government will get involved, but until then, we’re sitting ducks.”

      “What the hell do his parents have to say about it? Huh? I never liked those two,” Mike growled.

      “They don’t know anything, Mike. Rose was genuinely surprised to see me at the front door. I went back and talked to her again. She said Dillon got to church right before it started, told them they were going to play hooky and get some breakfast, then hit the park, and they’d be over before the cookout but never showed. She just assumed we were ‘working things out.’”

      “Right,” Mike muttered. “Like you’d go back to the piece of—”

      “Mike,” Connie hissed, “that’s not helping matters.”

      “Well, neither is anything the police are doing. I’m going to drive around town and see if I can spot his car anywhere. You said the girl he was screwing around with worked over at CD’s, right?”

      Pearl cringed. The last thing she needed was for Mike to harass the girl at the bar. Though she wanted to strangle the woman she had found with her husband in her house, she knew nothing good would come from it. She knew her husband well enough to know that she probably wasn’t the only one he had been with. With that said, it was highly unlikely that he would have told the girl anything or made he part of his plan.

      As she tried to clear her head, she knew there was a possibility that he could have mentioned something, but she couldn’t let her stepfather be the one to go down to the bar to speak with her. She had to exhaust every avenue possible. She wasn’t certain she could keep her wits about her, but she decided it would be better for her to question the young lady as opposed to Mike.

      Mike was a large and burly man. Though he was normally soft-spoken, she knew his presence alone could intimidate the girl. For a moment, she thought he could accompany her, just to be the large figure in the background, in case she didn’t want to speak. She doubted she’d get any information from her, but it wasn’t going to stop her from asking the questions. She was suddenly very grateful for her mom and stepdad. They’d do anything to help her. Even if that meant putting themselves into the middle of a situation. She felt their love for them overfill her heart.

      “Listen, I’m going to do a quick loop around town, then head home. I’m sure they’ll come back soon. Promise me you aren’t going to do anything rash, got it?” she said.

      Mike sighed and rolled his eyes but nodded, pulling her into a tight bear hug before she could get past him. It nearly broke her, knowing how much he cared about her. The tears were already threatening to start again as she quickly made her exit. Her phone rang as soon as she pulled out. It was Wendy again, but she was in no mood to talk. Connie had already told her what had happened, but Pearl didn’t feel like sharing it all over again. Instead, she put the call on silent and drove to the bar. She tried not to think as she stepped back inside, hoping no one would recognize her from earlier in the day. It was packed full, but it didn’t take her long to see the girl sitting at the bar.

      She was obviously done with her shift; a gaggle of girls her same age surrounded her. They were laughing and carrying on as if one of them hadn’t ruined a happy home a day before. No, Pearl wasn’t going to let herself blame the girl. She knew the blame lay squarely on Dillon's shoulders. Taking a deep breath, Pearl moved in the direction of the cackle. The woman must have felt herself being watched. She looked around and instantly jumped to her feet when she saw Pearl approaching. To the woman’s credit, she didn’t hide behind her friends. Instead, she started walking in Pearl’s direction.

      “Please, if you are here to yell again, can we go outside? I can’t lose this job,” she whispered.

      “I’m not here to yell. I just want to know where they are,” Penny muttered.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t spoken to or seen Dillon since—”

      “Since I caught you screwing in my living room?” Pearl offered.

      The girl cringed and nodded. “I tried to call him…after…but he didn’t answer.”

      “Listen, if you know where he took Conner—”

      “That’s your boy, right? He’s missing?”

      Pearl’s jaw clenched. The sound of her son's name on the woman’s lips sparked a rage inside of her. She nodded, fighting to stay focused on the task and keep her emotions under control. Clearing her throat, Pearl told the stranger what was going on.

      “Dillon took him from church this morning. He’s been missing since. He’s not answering his phone.”

      “Oh my God, that’s terrible. Listen, I swear to you, I don’t know anything about that. I haven’t talked to him, and I wouldn’t ever have slept with him if I’d known he was married.”

      “The wedding ring didn’t give it away?” Pearl snapped.

      She shook her head, her gaze dropping to the floor. “No, he said he was a widow…that’s why I didn’t think anything about all the pictures and stuff.”

      “It was the middle of the day,” Pearl hissed. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I…I don’t know…I wasn’t. I’d just finished up work at my second job and had a few drinks down here. I was going to go home and crash until work, but then I saw him looking so sad when he came in. I just—”

      Pearl raised her hand. “Stop. Please. I don’t want to hear this. Just do me a favor. If you see him, let the police know.”

      Her eyes grew wide as she nodded. Pearl couldn’t handle being near the woman for another second. Spinning around, she quickly darted back out of the bar and headed for her car. By the time she had it started and the heat going, she was crying again. The knock on her window made her jump. When she looked up and saw her best friend, she rolled down the window.

      “Girl, what are you doing here? This is the last place you should be right now. Whether it's to drink or question that girl,” Wendy said.

      “Well, I could ask you the same thing. I didn’t expect to run into you here.”

      “If I’m being honest, Mike called me,” Wendy replied. “He said he was worried about you. Mike said he offered to come to talk to the girl and that you were adamant that he not talk to her. Then he asked me to take a look around and check on you.”

      “I’m fine, Wendy. Just following up on the idea she would know something.”

      “And did she?” Wendy asked.

      Pearl sighed. “No. At least, she said she didn’t.”

      “You’re not fine, Pearl. What makes you think this was a good idea? You have people who love you who would gladly have asked the questions. At the very least, you could have reminded the cops about her.”

      “Like they need reminding,” Pearl said. “I’m just trying to feel useful.”

      “This isn’t the way to do it, I promise you that. Listen, I’ll follow you back home. We can talk about it more when we get there.”

      “Fine,” Pearl muttered.

      “Look, everything’s going to be okay. I know it’s driving you crazy, but Dillon does love that little boy. I’m sure he just took him to a park or something, and they’ll be home any time now.”

      Pearl just sighed and nodded. Pearl wanted to be furious with her best friend and stepfather both but knew it was coming from a place of love. If she were being honest with herself, the best thing for her was to be with someone who cared as much as Wendy. Her grip tightened on the wheel as she fought with her emotions. The rage shifted to sadness before settling on fear for her son’s safety. As she headed for her house, Pearl said a silent prayer that her son was at least enjoying the impromptu trip with his cheating, kidnapping, bastard of a father.
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      “I can’t believe there is nothing we can do. Can you track his phone?” Wendy asked.

      She chuckled and shook her head. “Not without a court order, I’m sure. We don’t have tracking apps on our phones, and I’ve checked his social media. He hasn’t posted anything.”

      “What if you report Conner as kidnapped? We don’t know that it was Dillon who took him, right? Who knows what happened?”

      “I wish, but half a dozen people at church saw him walking out with his father. I’m sure Dillon had to sign him out as well. They’re really careful about safety over there.”

      “Well, not safe enough if they let that asshole take him at all. You can’t tell me every one of those congregation members didn’t know about what he’d done.”

      Pearl cringed. “It’s my fault.”

      “What the heck do you mean?” Wendy muttered. “You haven’t done anything wrong!”

      “I shouldn’t have called the cops yesterday. I knew what I was doing the whole time. I just wanted a report made, and now Dillon is missing, and he took my baby with him. What if I pushed too far and he’s completely snapped?”

      “Easy, Pearl. Don’t start beating yourself up. This isn’t your fault. You did everything that asshole told you a spouse should do in preparation for a custody battle. You started a paper trail, right? What did he think was going to happen when he got caught again? You’d just roll over and play dead?”

      “Maybe that’s what got me here in the first place. I’ve never been the most adventurous in the bedroom….”

      Wendy burst into laughter. “Please tell me you are joking. I don’t care if there wasn’t anything in the bedroom whatsoever. That doesn’t give him the right to step out—more than once, need I remind you.”

      In her heart, Pearl knew Wendy was right. There was just an incredible weight on her shoulders, and she couldn’t shake the guilt she was feeling. If she hadn’t pushed Dillon over the edge, then maybe he wouldn’t have taken Conner at all. The idea she was to blame kept creeping through her thoughts. If she had only done more in the bedroom, Dillon would have never cheated. Part of her knew it wouldn’t have made a difference. Cheaters tend to cheat for more reasons than one would think. Once they started, they rarely stopped.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if she never had called the police, would he have gone as far as he had. Even with everything he had put her through, until that day, she would have never believed he could do such a thing. Now, sitting in the lonely house, she continued to doubt everything she had once believed.

      As the time continued to pass, Pearl became more worried. The longer they were gone, the more likely he was to try to keep Conner, or at least her mind kept playing the scenario over and over. Pearl yawned and stretched. The exhaustion she was feeling from the day’s events was starting to take over. For what seemed like the millionth time, she looked down at her phone. There were no missed calls or texts, but her phone was almost dead from constantly checking it. She took a deep breath and looked at her friend.

      “Girl, you look terrible. Go lie down,” Wendy said.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m camping on the couch tonight. I want to be here for Conner when all hell breaks loose.”

      “I don’t know what I would do without you, Wendy. I just want you to know that.”

      Her friend gave her a playful wink before kicking her off the couch. Pearl made her way upstairs to her bedroom. It felt like a foreign space to her, though, as she went through the motions of getting ready for bed. Not having Conner in the next room didn’t feel right. The words left unspoken between her and Dillon lingered in the air. Pearl wanted to yell, to scream at someone over the injustice of it all, but there was no one to blame but the man who was gone. Closing her eyes as she flopped back into bed, Pearl prayed that Conner was at least having a good time with his father, wherever they might be.

      Sleep was evasive, to say the least. Pearl woke half a dozen times in the span of three hours. Every time a car door slammed or the wind blew branches into the side of the house, Pearl bolted upright in bed. Finally, after a few hours of fighting it, she rose and checked her phone, knowing there would be nothing new from her husband. Her heart wrenched in agony as she made her way downstairs. Knowing that sleep would continue to elude her until her son was back safe in her arms, Pearl started a pot of coffee. Wendy was still passed out on the couch, snoring softly with a rhythmic beat.

      Yet her friend, much like other adults, woke instinctively to the bitter scent of the brew, and within minutes, Wendy was standing in the doorway of the kitchen, rubbing her eyes and yawning. Instantly, Pearl felt guilty for waking her friend and smiled apologetically at her as she sat down at the counter. Pearl didn’t need to ask if she wanted any of the dark roast; she already knew the answer. Much like herself, Wendy had started drinking coffee before she was a teen. It wasn’t uncommon in their area. Though some might think it unreasonable to give a child coffee, it was as normal as breathing to them.

      “Still haven’t heard anything?” Wendy asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing’s changed so far. No calls or texts,” Pearl muttered. “Even if he only took him to spend time with him and piss me off, I thought he’d have brought him home by now.”

      “Don’t forget how well he knows the law. He’s been through a bunch of cases like this and knows exactly what he’s doing.”

      “I know, but that’s one of the things that has me worried. I don’t know what his end plan is.”

      “Well, what are we going to do? I don’t expect you’re going to sit around and wait on the police to do something.”

      Pearl sighed. “The police aren’t doing anything. It’s frustrating to know they aren’t going to be of any help. Isn’t that their job, to protect and serve?”

      Wendy chuckled. “You’d think that would be the case, but if this has taught us anything, it’s that they are going to play by the laws.”

      “The laws need to be changed then. I know I can’t be the only one this has happened to.”

      “I’m sure you’re not, but if they haven’t changed them yet, it’s hard to believe they’re going to do anything now,” Wendy said.

      “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to—”

      “Hey! What if you hired a private investigator? Maybe they’d be able to track him down.”

      “What about ex-military friends? Someone like that would have access to the same information as the police, and they’d be able to push forward with the investigation without the law’s help.”

      “I don’t have military friends, though I do like where you’re going with this. I will see what I can dig up,” Pearl said.

      Pearl had no idea what she was going to tell the school in the morning. Despite it being a small community, she knew the school would need a formal call from a parent. Suddenly, the conversation she’d had with Conner in the days before came rushing back through her mind. He’d mentioned his substitute teacher had been in the military, though she didn’t remember much else about him. At the very least, she could talk with him in the morning and possibly gain some insight into what her next move might be.

      “I can see those wheels turning in your head,” Wendy said. “Care to share with the rest of us?”

      Pearl sighed. “There isn’t much to share. I have to go to the school in the morning and file the divorce paperwork and emergency custody paperwork, but who knows how long that’s going to take to process. Even after I put an attorney on retainer…they could be in a different state by now.”

      “We will find them,” Wendy said. “I promise you that. Think of it like this. It’s a shit situation and Dillon will regret everything he’s done, but at least you know Conner is safe.”

      “Do I? I don’t know anymore. What if this whole thing pushed Dillon over the edge and this is some distorted way to get back at me?”

      Wendy shrugged. “What is he going to do? You’re the one who’s going about things the right way. If he crossed the state line, he’s going to have every cop in the area looking for him. If he didn’t, he shouldn’t be that hard to find.”

      “I know. I just wish I had your optimism.”

      Wendy gave her a wink. “You do. It’s just hard to see right now. Take a deep breath, do what you need to do, and stop worrying. Conner is fine, and Dillon’s a prick.”
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      The coffee did little to wake either of them up. Before long, they’d both passed back out on the couch, only to be woken hours later by the sun peeking through the curtains. Pearl woke with an aching heart and was starting to wonder if it would ever go away. Still, the hours of sleep had done something for her. She was finally able to put her plan into action. Not wanting to wait around for an email reply, her first task was to call the attorney she’d emailed over the weekend.

      It didn’t take long for her to fill the woman in over the phone on the situation, and twenty minutes later, she was pulling out of her driveway with all the documents the woman had requested, along with a check for the retainer. Even before she’d left the house, Pearl had taken a few precautionary steps. The joint account she shared with Dillon had been drained, and all funds transferred to her personal checking account. She took the liberty of canceling all of their credit cards as well.

      While Dillon had his own account, the same as she had, it would be impossible for him to do much with it at the moment. From every check, he would transfer a few hundred dollars of it to his personal account for spending money, but everything else had been in the joint account. It felt good knowing she was breaking him. Dillon would have no choice but to return with her son. He couldn’t very well work without any of his documents. Pearl had checked first thing when she got home to make sure that their passports, birth certificates, and even his degree were all still locked in the home safe.

      Armed with everything she needed, she made the half-hour drive to the attorney’s office. The woman was kind and driven. Instantly, Pearl loved her. She didn’t know anything beyond what the internet had told her, which was nothing short of terrifying, but Lisa Stafford was a patient woman who listened with care as Pearl voiced her fears over what Dillon was doing. After Pearl finished venting, Lisa smiled at her and reached across the table, squeezing her hand in a show of support.

      “I know this is scary, but we are going to get your son back. It might not seem like it right now, but your husband doing this is a blessing in the long run.”

      “What?” Pearl stammered. “He took my child. How the hell do you call that a blessing?”

      She smiled. “I’m going to take all of this over to the courthouse as soon as we are done and ask the magistrate for an emergency injunction. Considering you’ve already forwarded me an audio of the conversation and the fact that Dillon did all of this after agreeing to what you discussed shows malice premeditation. Trust me, we’ll have a manhunt and BOLO before the afternoon is up.”

      “Really?”

      “Go home, try to get some rest, and wait for your son to be back with you. As soon as I know anything, you’ll be my first call, and I’ll email you copies of everything, too. That way, you have them on hand.”

      “Thank you so much, Lisa. Really,” Pearl whispered.

      Pearl left the woman’s office with a bit of relief. She finally felt like she had someone in her corner willing to help, which was more than she could say about the local police force and their state laws. She got into her car and headed for the school, where she hoped she would find more assistance from Conner’s substitute teacher.

      Her mind raced through everything she had been told. Lisa really knew what she was talking about, and Pearl’s confidence was lifted when she said she’d have the state looking for him by that afternoon. She was starting to feel better, and her heart raced with the newfound hope of finding her baby boy. All she cared about was getting Conner home and wrapping him in her arms again.

      Her phone rang as she pulled onto the road the school was on. Dillon’s parents were calling, and it was the second time in just a few minutes she had declined their call. Lisa had also explained that she shouldn’t have any contact with them until her son was found safe and sound. With Lisa being the only helpful one up to that point, she wasn’t about to not take her advice.

      As she pulled up in front of the school, Pearl’s heart started to race again. It was one thing to be telling her attorney about the situation, but Lisa was sworn to keep her personal details confidential. Yet Pearl knew that in a small town, there was little to no chance of the next few conversations staying private. Climbing out of her car, she zipped up her coat to fight against the bitter cold. Seconds after pressing the intercom, she was being ushered into the principal’s office. John Martin was in his late forties. He’d been the principal for the last twenty years and, by all accounts, was good at his job. She’d never had any problems with him in the past.

      “I hate to say it, but I already know why you are here,” he muttered. “Have you heard anything?”

      She cringed and shook her head. “No, and it’s killing me. He hasn’t reached out to anyone, but we should have a BOLO by the end of the day. I just don’t know what else to do.”

      The man shook his head as he sat behind the desk. “I can't believe this is happening. In Jackson of all places! I never thought I’d see the day when an upstanding man like Dillon did something so crass. I’m really sorry about all this, Pearl. You don’t deserve what he did. Is there anything we can do?”

      “No, not really. I was hoping to talk to his teacher if that’s okay. I know it’s the middle of a school day, and he’s a substitute, but—”

      “Of course, you can,” John quickly replied. “We are all happy to do anything we can to get this sorted out.”

      “Thank you,” Pearl whispered. “I’m really at a loss right now. It doesn’t seem like the police are able to do anything.”

      “Why don’t you go have a seat out in the hall? I’ll call down Mr. Ford, and you two can have a few minutes in private.”

      Pearl nodded and left the office. Within a few seconds, she found herself sitting in the hall, waiting for the teacher. Her mind began to race. She couldn’t help but feel a little guilty about misleading the principal. After all, she wanted Mr. Ford for his skills in the military, not for his emotional support. She could only hope that he would have contacts or, at the very least, lead her in the right direction as to what she could do next.

      As she heard a door open down the hall, she looked up to see a tall man covered in tattoos. He was accompanied by the principal, and Pearl was shocked by how attractive the guy was. She thought back to when she was in school, and all the teachers had been older and not quite as handsome. If his good looks weren’t bad enough, the man smiled as he approached and sent Pearl’s heart fluttering.

      Without thinking about it, she quickly ran her fingers through her hair to make sure there weren’t any strays. Her heart continued to beat faster with every step closer the teacher made. She never thought she’d have an attraction to a man with tattoos, but the man wore them well. He was clean-cut, and his bulging muscles did nothing to slow Pearl’s beating heart. She looked away and took a deep breath, letting it out with a sigh. He surprised her with the softness in his tone when he spoke.

      “Mrs. James?”

      “Pearl, please. You must be Mr. Ford? I’m sorry to bother you like this. I know you’re teaching right now. I just didn’t know who else to turn to.”

      “Matthew,” he said. “Let me start by saying how sorry I am over this whole situation.”

      “It’s okay. It’s no one’s fault but Conner’s father.”

      “I understand. What can I do for you?”

      She sighed. “Honestly, I’m not really sure. I know this is a long shot, but Conner mentioned you were former military?”

      Matthew nodded. “I was a green beret in the army. It’s funny. That’s always the first thing kids get excited about. You tell them you’ve been the teacher of the year six times and they don’t care, but they find out you hunted down bad guys and it's game on.”

      Pearl smiled. “Is that what you did? Hunted down bad guys?”

      “In a manner. I don’t think a room full of seven- and eight-year-olds need to hear about the corrupt government and shady tactics of the US to find terrorists. Dark things to keep our country safe, but those are stories for a different crowd.”

      “Do you still keep in contact with any of those shady folks?”

      His eyes moved across her as it dawned on him what she was asking. For a moment, she thought he was going to turn her down and tell her to let the law handle it. When he grinned and nodded, though, Pearl knew she’d found an ally.
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      “So, he’s going to help you, just like that?” Wendy asked.

      Pearl nodded. “Yeah, he’s already getting ahold of his friend in the surveillance sector. He said something about satellite images and had me send him all of Dillon’s information.”

      “Whoa, hot and helpful, why didn’t you ask him out again?”

      She rolled her eyes but grinned. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because my son is missing, my husband took him…oh, and I’m still married.”

      “Yeah, to a kidnapper,” Wendy muttered. “Any word from the lady lawyer?”

      “Not yet, but it’s only been two hours. Everything takes time with the courts. As much as I would like to think it’s going to be a quick process, I’m not an idiot.”

      “What about your parents and sisters? How are they holding up?”

      Pearl shrugged. “As good as can be expected. Mom told the girls what was going on yesterday, and they’ve been blowing up my phone, but I don’t know what to tell them. They’ve got exams coming up in a week. I don’t want this to affect that.”

      “Exams kinda pale in comparison when your nephew is missing, I’d imagine.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t need to fly home. That’s going to cost money my parents don’t have and take away from the time they could be studying. Both of the girls worked their asses off to get into good colleges. I don’t want to see my mom and Mike paying tuition so they can be sitting at home.”

      “Really? Have you met your sisters? They’re probably freaking out right now, just as much as we are. I don’t think they’re going to be able to focus on an ivy league education given the current circumstances.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, but having them here won’t do any good, either, at least not right now. Maybe if we find out where he went or was heading, they could help in the search, but until then—”

      Before she could finish the thought, there was a knock at the door. Her eyes darted to Wendy, who shared in her worried expression. No one they knew personally would knock. Jumping from the sofa, Pearl glanced out the window and saw an unfamiliar car parked in the driveway. She quickly made her way to the door. Her heart started to race as soon as she saw the temporary teacher on the other side. He looked at her and grinned, giving her a friendly wave with a hand full of manila folders. Pearl hadn’t given him her address, but she wasn’t surprised he’d found her anyway. At least she knew he could find people without much trouble.

      She opened the door and invited him inside the living room. Wendy gave her a playful wink before disappearing to the kitchen. Pearl barely had time to introduce the two before her friend was making not-so-subtle comments about the duo looking cute together. It didn’t take long for her to be forced into the manual labor of making a fresh pot of coffee. Pearl was barely keeping it together, and she didn’t need her best friend trying to play matchmaker on top of everything else. Sitting down on the sofa across from Matthew, she waited in anticipation for him to tell her what he’d discovered.

      “Before we get started, I need to explain a few things. To start with, please don’t think I’m talking down to you in any regard. When it comes to surveillance and satellites, it can get a little confusing. I’ve found people understand things better if I break it down first.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m a sponge when it comes to someone teaching me about technology. I know almost nothing, and what I do know, I’m not sure I understand.”

      He grinned. “I like that. All right, so I was able to access a good bit of imagery.”

      Matthew pulled out a handful of pictures from the envelope. She wasn’t sure what they were as of yet, but the anxious feeling in the pit of her stomach grew. When he flipped them around so she could see them, she noticed right away that the picture was of Conner and Dillon getting into his car outside of the church. Her stomach lurched. She didn’t expect the images to be so clear. The next photo was one of them pulling out of town and several more of Dillon driving down the road.

      Pearl was amazed at how quickly Matthew had been able to gather the intel on her fleeing husband. Seeing the pictures first-hand made her thankful the man was willing to help and on her side. She sat quietly for several minutes, looking at the pictures over and over. She was practically stunned into silence by the overwhelming feeling of guilt and heartache. She wondered where Dillon had taken her son. A sudden rush of anger overtook her, and she nearly cursed out loud. Pearl still had no clue what Dillon was doing, let alone what he could be thinking.

      She quickly turned her attention to Matthew, thankful he had rushed over to show her what he had found. Amazed by his ability to get the information, she wanted to jump across the room and hug the man she barely knew. Together, with the help of her lawyer, she once again felt hopeful that Conner would be home soon.

      “This is amazing. This is outside the church!” she stammered. “I had no idea satellites could get such a clear image.”

      “That’s correct; it’s the church. Though I’ve seen better images, it’s not bad. We can track his movements yesterday as far as route six.”

      “Route six? That’s heading toward Loudonville, right? Why in God's name would he go there?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Here’s the thing, though, Dillon never got there. The city has cameras set up on that route. I guess they’ve been dealing with a good bit of smugglers coming over from the lake.”

      “Smugglers? You know this is Michigan, right?”

      Matthew chuckled. “I know. Unfortunately, some areas are still a hotbed for it. The idea is to get people as close to the border with Canada as possible. Most of the time, it’s felons or people with warrants trying to cross. Once they are on the other side, they move to different countries that don’t pay as much attention as we do.”

      “Oh God,” she muttered.

      “Take it easy,” he soothed. “We are going to find him, okay?”

      “So, he was heading in that direction. Did the camera catch him in town?”

      “Not exactly. That’s the thing; he never made it to Loudonville. Now, the area between here and there is mostly national forest, but you know that. There are only a handful of roads that lead off route six, but the images from the area are sparse.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “We’ve got him leaving and heading for a destination but no arrival. I think the best thing to do would be to drive the road and see what we can see.”

      For a moment, she thought about the BOLO and letting Benny know about the pictures they had found, but they hadn’t done anything up to that point that made her want to trust the police. Pearl knew immediately that she couldn’t go to the cops, and she figured it would be better to follow the lead on her own.

      All she wanted to do was find her son and bring him home. Law enforcement help or not, at this point, she didn’t think they would lift a finger. Probably because the photos would need to be analyzed by a professional and ran through facial recognition, though she knew right away the pictures were of him. It angered her to no end that they weren’t doing more on their end to find Conner, but the help of her new friends calmed her nerves.

      Though the overall news hadn’t been what she’d expected, at least she had something to go by. They knew what direction he had been heading, and that was enough for her to get a plan into action. Again, she thought about how thankful she was for Lisa and Matthew. Without the two of them, she would be going out of her mind with worry. She silently said a prayer, hoping Lisa would call soon with an update. She prayed for the safety of her son and that he would be found soon.

      “Why do I feel like we can’t tell all this to someone in a position of authority?”

      “Because you are as smart as you are attractive,” Matthew said. “Anything we do with this information has to be done by us. If we take this to the police, they’ll start asking questions and my contacts could get in a world of trouble.”

      “Thank you, Matthew. This is all great. I can't ask you to do more, though. I’m going to go out there now. This is my life, not yours. You’ve already done so much.”

      He chuckled. “Good, I was hoping you were going to say that. I’ve got a cooler with provisions and supplies already loaded up in my truck.”

      “Matthew…I couldn’t ask you—”

      “You aren’t,” he said. “Listen, I’m not doing this for you. Sure, the perks of the job, like spending time with you, are amazing, but I’m doing it for Conner. He’s a great kid and doesn’t deserve this.”
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      It felt strange to be alone in the truck with the man despite the reasoning behind it. Pearl still felt like a married woman. Dillon’s betrayal may have ended their marriage, but she still carried the weight of the commitment. It didn’t matter that her soon-to-be-ex was a philandering con man; he was the man she’d known for the last fifteen years. The duo rode in silence to the edge of town. It was only after the highway turned to the rural county road that Matthew started to talk.

      “This is about where the satellite lost him. The tree coverage in this area makes it impossible to see the roadway.”

      “He could be anywhere by now,” she muttered. “How are we going to know which road he took?”

      “We won’t, not until we go down each of them ourselves. Most of them are dead ends. Of the six I could spot on the GPS, four lead to parking for hikers and bikers. The other two roads circle back around either to Jackson or Loudonville.”

      “Dillon could have taken one of them to avoid getting caught, though.”

      “Not really. Either way, we would have caught him on the cameras. I didn’t spot his car anywhere going into town or returning.”

      “It just doesn’t make any sense. Why would he come this way if he weren’t planning on running? There is nothing up here. It’s too cold to hike or picnic.”

      “Let’s just work the angles we have first. There is no point in jumping down the rabbit hole of what-ifs. They’ll drive you insane if you aren’t careful.”

      “I can't thank you enough for all your help. I don’t know what I’d be doing if we weren’t out here right now.”

      “You’d get here on your own. You don’t seem like the type of woman to give up. I get the feeling you’d be knocking on doors and forcing information out of people if I left you sitting around the house much longer.”

      “You aren’t wrong,” Pearl replied. “I never would have guessed a week ago I’d be in this position. I just put a retainer down for a divorce attorney…ten years just down the drain.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it. People get married to the wrong person all the time. Look at Dillon as your starter husband. Now you’re ready for the real deal.”

      Pearl burst into laughter. “Oh yeah? How many starter wives have you had?”

      “Just the one,” he admitted. “We were high-school sweethearts down in Florida. We had a good run, made it about six years, but after I enlisted, things got complicated.”

      “Don’t they always?”

      He chuckled and nodded. “That’s the problem with marriage these days. If things aren’t working the way people want, they don’t turn to their partner anymore. They look for someone outside the relationship to try to fix it.”

      Pearl started to wonder about the man she was riding with. Not only was he attractive, but he was smart, too. His kind words had put her at ease, and the fact he was sweet and caring enough to help her without even knowing her was a testament to the kind of man he was. Who in their right mind would ever divorce a man like he was proving to be? She didn’t understand the world, but she knew he was right. Many people marry the wrong person, many times because they had married for the wrong reasons. His logic made sense to her.

      She became curious about the reasons behind his divorce, but she couldn’t find the words to ask the man about his past. Matthew had been kind to her so far, and she wasn’t willing to take a chance of upsetting him. God only knew what he had been through, and tearing open old wounds just didn’t feel right. She hadn’t known him very long, and if he wanted to tell her, he would.

      It may not have felt right to ask him about his marriage, but Pearl stole a glance in his direction, nonetheless. She appreciated the man’s rugged looks. Only for a moment, she felt guilty for enjoying Matthew’s attractiveness, knowing she was still married. That marriage was over, though, and the man beside her was gorgeous. She would take the chance to enjoy his presence for as long as she could.

      As they turned onto the first road, the conversation died down. She didn’t know what they were looking for, but any clue as to where her son had gone was a godsend. Pearl tried not to think about the attractive, single man sitting next to her as the road looped around and circled back to the main route. The second and third pull-offs garnered the same results, and by the time they’d moved on to the fourth sideroad, she was starting to lose hope. Maybe they’d missed something and the satellites hadn’t picked up his car leaving the area. She knew that keeping the hope alive was the only thing that kept her moving, though.

      “What does he drive?” Matthew asked.

      “A red two-door,” Pearl replied as she quickly gave him the make and model. “He bought it last year. I was so mad at him over it. We were looking for a family car, and he went shopping while I was at work…hell, he probably took whatever fling he had at the time to help him pick it out. God, I was such a blind idiot.”

      “No, you weren’t. We don’t really know a person after a few years, ten even. People are good at hiding their true colors, especially when they have something like that to hide.”

      She sighed and shook her head. “I just keep looking back at the last ten years and wondering how much more I missed. What if this was all just a ruse and he’s already got my son on a flight out of the country? Jesus, Dillon is an attorney. I’m sure he could have gotten fake documents. I never should have left Conner—”

      “Stop it,” Matthew growled. “I’ve been a substitute teacher now for three years. I’ve seen every manner of parent out there, and you are one of the good ones. Conner talks about you all the time. Did you guys make it to the pumpkin patch? He was really excited.”

      Pearl blushed. “Yeah, he ended up going with my parents. Well, my mother and stepdad, but he’s always been like a father to me.”

      “You know, they say we marry people like our parents.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s so true. My parents split when I was younger. Dad had a wandering eye…and other body parts for that matter.”

      He grinned. “That’s about par for the course. My mother, God rest her soul, was married to my father for forty years before she passed away.”

      “See now, you didn’t marry someone like your mother then if her marriage lasted that long.”

      “It only lasted because my father didn’t give too many craps about things. As a matter of fact, he was barely around…which pretty much lines up with my ex.”

      “Ouch, I take it things didn’t end on a friendly note?”

      “They didn’t really end on any note at all, honestly. I was deployed when I got served with divorce papers. We never talked after that. I figured it was what she wanted, and I wasn’t going to fight for someone who didn’t want to be there.”

      “Trust me, I know what you mean,” Pearl muttered.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized how much Mike and Matthew had in common. Without meaning to, she started to think about what it would be like to date Matthew. She didn’t know what it felt like to be cared about or have someone who would actually listen to her when she spoke. Every time she had something to say, Matthew quietly listened. It made her feel good to be heard for once and not just brushed away.

      It didn’t help her impure thoughts when she thought about how much Matthew had taken an interest in Conner. He had remembered that he had mentioned going to the pumpkin patch and had even asked if her son had enjoyed it. Paying attention to her son would be a large bonus moving forward in the dating scene. She silently kicked herself for thinking about dating a man she barely knew, let alone because her son was still missing. The more she thought about Matthew, the more curious she became about knowing him more closely. She quickly tried to focus on something else, feeling guilty for letting her thoughts get that far away from her.

      As Matthew began to slow the truck to a stop, she quickly scanned the surrounding area. Pearl still had no idea what she was supposed to be looking for, but a few moments later, her eyes settled on something familiar. Pearl couldn’t believe what she saw as her eyes widened, and she gasped.

      “Oh my God,” Pearl whispered. “That’s Dillon’s car.”

      “Let’s go find your son.”
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      Pearl leaped from the truck before Matthew had time to put it into park. She didn’t care, though, as she raced toward Dillon’s vehicle. The only thing on her mind was finding her son. Matthew darted after her, catching up just as she reached the little red car. She jerked open the door, but they were nowhere to be found. Panic started to overtake her as she heard her new friend gasp from the driver’s side of the vehicle. Pearl circled around the back. When she saw her husband lying on the ground in a puddle of blood, she cried out. Matthew was at the man’s side in an instant.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Is he…”

      “No, but damn near. Call a squad. He’s got a pulse, but it’s weak.”

      “What the hell happened?”

      “I have no idea, and without knowing where he’s injured, we can’t move him until they get here. He could have a spinal injury.”

      Pearl nodded and quickly dialed the emergency dispatcher. She tried to rouse Dillon without moving him, but he was unconscious and unable to rouse. Her heart was racing. There was no sign of her son anywhere in the area. The realization that he was gone donned on her slowly as she struggled to keep upright. It felt like the world was spinning around her. Pearl was sure she was going to be sick. Doubling over with her back against the car, she tried not to vomit, but it was a losing battle. Racing the tree line, the contents of her stomach spilled into the foliage.

      When she felt someone’s hand on her back, she jolted sideways. It was only Matthew, but she knew he needed to talk to her. The look in his eyes stressed the urgency. Pulling herself together, she nodded when he asked if she was okay. He handed her a bottle of water, and she quickly rinsed out her mouth, turning away from him as she spat out the acidic liquid before taking several large drinks from the bottle. Pearl’s mind was racing so fast that she thought she might pass out.

      “Listen, I know this is difficult, but we need to cover a few things before the medics get here. It looks like your husband had a dash camera. Do you have access to it?”

      She shook her head. “No, it feeds right to his phone.”

      “Do you have the passcode for it?”

      “Yeah, he gave it to me as a ‘trust point’ when we started therapy.” Pearl snorted and shook her head. “I thought by doing that, it showed that I could trust him. I guess I was wrong in more ways than one.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over trusting someone. It’s an admirable quality. I think most women or men in your situation would have thought the same thing. You just never know what someone is truly trying to hide.”

      “Do you think whoever did that to him took Conner? He’s only a little kid…if he’s out in this wilderness and cold on his own…”

      “Don’t think about it, okay? You just wait here for a minute.”

      Pearl did as Matthew told her. She was in no condition to take off anywhere at that moment. She watched as Matthew returned to where Dillon was lying on the ground. Her heart ached, regardless of how the man had treated her in the past. She couldn’t help but wonder what kind of person would hurt him and take her child. She was concerned for Dillon’s health, but her thoughts kept trailing back to finding her son.

      Tears began to form as her mind raced with the possibilities. Without knowing what had happened to her husband, she had no leads to where Conner could be. Panic started to take over as she saw Matthew pat her husband’s body. After a moment, he found Dillon’s phone and carefully pulled it out. Pearl didn’t know what they were going to find on it, but she hoped it would give them some clue as to where he might have been heading before whatever had happened to him.

      Matthew carefully carried the phone as he headed back to where she stood. The look on his face told her that the situation had changed dramatically. He wasn’t panicked, but there was a sense of urgency in his step. Quickly, she wiped the corners of her eyes and waited for him to walk toward her.

      Pearl took the phone from him, holding it in her hand for a moment before flicking the screen to life. A picture of the three of them greeted her as his screensaver. Waves of questions and harsh criticism filled her mind, but Pearl shoved them back down. The man was near death, and her son was missing. There was no time to think about everything she’d lost already from her marriage. Typing in the six-digit code, it took every ounce of self-control she had to find the dash camera app and open it without browsing through everything else.

      “Is this legal?” she asked as the app loaded.

      He shrugged. “I’m calling it a gray area. You’re his wife, and technically, he did give you permission to go through his phone at any point. I think that would hold in a court of law…not that it matters. If they don’t get blood in him soon, I don’t think he’s going to make it.”

      “And we don’t know what happened,” Pearl muttered. “What are we going to tell the police when they get here?”

      “Well, that all depends on what we find on that camera.”

      “Right,” she muttered.

      It didn’t take long for her to find the app. She opened it and found the recordings from the day before. Pearl prayed the system hadn’t deleted anything. He’d bought it because of its memory capabilities. The recordings would stay on the device for twenty-four hours, resetting and deleting everything unless he opted to save certain clips. It was still early, though, and she knew it wouldn’t reset until later that afternoon. They both watched the feed as she skipped through everything until the pair arrived at the trailhead. Only then did she press play and watch things in real-time.

      “What are we doing, Daddy? I thought we were going for ice cream,” Conner said.

      “We are, buddy. I’m just meeting a friend here first. He’s got some things I need. Then, it’s ice cream and back to Grandma's for the cookout. Are you excited?”

      “Yes! I’m going to get four scoops!”

      Dillon chuckled. “Four, huh? That’s a lot.”

      Obviously, since the dash cam was pointing outward, they couldn’t see anything. They could hear the conversation and everything inside the car. She was already having issues holding herself together, but she didn’t understand what was being said. If he had planned on going back to his parents for the cookout, then why was he out here in the middle of nowhere? Who was he supposed to be meeting with, and what things did he need? Those questions and more flooded her mind. She had so many questions before finding her husband's car and bloodied body. Now, she had an abundance more.

      Her thoughts were all over the place until she heard a car pulling up on the video. Before she could go any further, they heard police sirens blaring in the distance. The officers were almost there, and she still wasn’t any closer to finding out what had happened. She only cared about where her son was now. Had he run away, or was he taken? She wasn’t comfortable with either outcome. She quickly paused the video and looked slowly at Matthew, hoping he would tell her what to do next. He had been an oasis of knowledge up to that point.

      She said another quick prayer for the safety of her son and was quickly interrupted by the teacher’s voice.

      “We need to make a decision,” Matthew said. “There is a good chance this video can lead us to more answers, but if we give it to the police, we might never know what’s on there.”

      “Then we keep it,” she whispered. “No question about it. We have to know what happened to him.”

      “Pearl, I want you to understand what you’re doing first. If you hang on to this phone, we will be concealing evidence of a possible crime. If something happened to Conner, nothing on this will be admissible in a court of law….”

      “I don’t care,” she whispered. “I just want to get my son back.”

      Matthew nodded. “Then I’m following your lead.”

      “No, I’ve already asked too much of you—”

      “I said I’m following your lead, Pearl. We’re in this together now,” Matthew said. “If you’re seeing this through, then so am I. I want to find him, too.”

      She nodded and slipped the phone into her pocket as the ambulance came into view and they waved them down. No matter what happened next, Pearl knew Matthew was one hell of a man.
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      “Did you see the way that woman looked at me?” Pearl growled.

      Matthew sighed but nodded as they followed behind the ambulance. She hadn’t wanted to go to the hospital at all. After watching them load her husband into the vehicle, though, and seeing the police cruisers pulling up, Pearl quickly changed her mind. The last time she’d broken the law had been in her teen years, and even then, it was breaking into an abandoned building and smoking the occasional joint.

      The phone in her pocket felt like a crime. She wasn’t hiding anything from law enforcement, not really. It was her husband’s property, and from what she’d seen of the justice system, they weren’t going to do much good with it as it was. At least by taking the phone, she could find out what had happened to her son. The pain in her chest refused to abate. Pearl could feel the weight of Conner’s absence now ricocheting through her. He could have been anywhere and with anyone. Grabbing the phone, she started watching the video feed again.

      Dillon was out of the vehicle. She could hear muffled voices but not much else. Seconds later, he returned to the car. Pearl waited and listened. It sounded like he was shuffling through papers for a moment before he cursed and climbed back out, slamming the door behind him. When he moved in front of the camera, her heart started to race again. Dillon was no fool. The move was deliberate. He knew the camera was watching him as he started to argue with someone off the screen. Pearl was kicking herself for not letting him splurge on the high-resolution camera.

      It was impossible to tell from the grainy image what he was waving around in his hand, but she could see he wasn’t happy. The next fifteen seconds of the feed happened in a blur. A man's hand came out of nowhere, grabbing hold of Dillon as somewhere in the car, a door opened. She couldn’t breathe, her son was screaming for his father, but he was nowhere to be seen. In front of the camera, she saw Dillon stumble backward and fall where they’d found him. Pearl replayed the last half-minute of the feed over and over again until she finally couldn’t take it anymore and turned off the phone, sobs racking her body.

      Matthew pulled the truck over to the curb. Instantly, she felt like she was going to be sick again and jumped out of the passenger side. Pearl heaved on the embankment, but nothing else came up. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten anything. How could she when her child was missing? Knowing they had to keep moving, she tried to stand back up, but the instant she remembered the sound of her little boy screaming, Pearl was doubled over again. Despite wanting to tell Matthew she was fine when he climbed out, Pearl couldn’t find the words to speak. It felt like she was barely able to breathe.

      “Come on, Pearl. Deep breaths. I know it’s a lot to take in right now, but you have to breathe. Everything is going to be okay. We’re going to find out who he was meeting with, and we are going to find your son.”

      “There were two of them, Matthew. A man and a woman,” Pearl said. “What on Earth was he trying to get from them?”

      “I don’t know, but I promise we will find out. Once we do, we’ll find Conner and get him home where he belongs. You just have to breathe for me now, though.”

      “I don’t know. What if we’re too late? Whatever he was into couldn’t have been good, especially if they were willing to almost kill him. Hell, he might be dead, and we just don’t know it yet.”

      “I agree. It had to be something shady,” Matthew said. “But we don’t know for sure what happened. Hopefully, Dillon will wake up and be able to tell us who they were.”

      Pearl was almost to the point that she didn’t care what happened to Dillon. There was love there at one time, but he had taken her child without telling her and led him to some meeting in the middle of nowhere. Now, she didn’t know if she would ever see her son again. The thought almost made her sick again.

      “It pisses me off that he thought it’d be a good idea to take our son along with him to whatever that was supposed to be. Now, my son's out there with strangers, and God only knows what they’re doing to him. So, if you don’t mind, I’m not going to put much stock into anything he says. Even if he does wake up.”

      Matthew just nodded in agreement. Pearl knew he was only trying to help, and she felt bad that she was getting short with him. The fact of the matter was that she was angry. She was angry at Dillon, and she was angry with the police. She knew they’d have no choice but to call in everyone now that they had evidence that her son wasn’t with his father, but they should have done that to start with.

      By the time they were back on the road, Pearl was fuming. Dillon had been the one to take Conner away. She’d never have let him go to whatever shady deal her husband had going on. As the hospital came into view, Pearl tried to rein herself in with several deep breaths. Matthew dropped her off at the front door, but before she could slip out, he cleared his throat, and she paused.

      “Can you leave the phone?” he asked.

      “Sure?”

      “Listen, I don’t know how long it’s going to be before they figure out that your husband had a dash camera. If you’re okay leaving it here for a few minutes, I can call a buddy of mine at the bureau and have everything uploaded and copied to the cloud.”

      “That sounds super illegal.”

      “Oh, it is, but since the phone won’t do us any good in court now anyway, at least you can give it back to the police. It’s going to raise questions, ones that I’m happy to lie my way through, but I don’t want to see you getting into trouble.”

      “Thanks,” she whispered. “I’ll be back in a few minutes to grab it once I get him settled and talk with the doctor.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go in with you?”

      She chuckled. “Hell no. With everything going on right now, I don’t want to have your name dragged through the dirt like mine. Thank you, Matthew. Really. You’ve done so much already.”

      “I will keep doing everything in my power to find Conner and get him back to you safe and sound. Go and find out what you can. I’ll be right here when you get back.”

      Pearl walked into the emergency room and right up to the nurse who was standing at the reception desk. After telling her who she was looking for and her relationship to Dillon, the nurse gave her an update on her husband. She told Pearl he had been struck over the head with a blunt object and he had lost a lot of blood. After pumping donated blood back into his body, they had to put him into a medically induced coma until he could be fully stabilized.

      Pearl cringed as the woman spoke. As angry as she was with the man, she needed him to wake up and tell her what in the world had happened. After thanking the nurse for the update, she turned to go out the doors and meet back up with Matthew. She heard a familiar voice call out from behind her, and when she turned around, she saw Benny heading in her direction. Ruffled, she sighed and met him halfway.

      “Pearl! I didn’t believe them when they said you were the one who called it in. What the heck were you doing out there?”

      “I was looking for my son,” she hissed. “Something you people couldn’t be bothered to do, and now we have no idea where he is or what the hell happened, just that someone took him. Do you have any idea how pissed I am right now?”

      “You’re pissed?” he fumed. “How do you know he was taken? Maybe he wandered off into the woods. It looks like it might have been a mugging. He probably got scared and—”

      “Because I have Dillon’s phone and the dash camera footage. I’ll grab it for you in a minute, but this is on you, Benny. I told you something was wrong—”

      “I followed procedure. I know you’re upset, but you need to let us handle this. Now, I’ll need you to come down to the station and give a full report.”

      She scoffed. “Sure thing, I’ll just jump right on that. Anything else I can do while my son’s been kidnapped?”

      “Pearl…”

      She spun around after giving him one final scathing look. It would be a cold day in hell before Pearl did anything he asked. The system had failed her, and she was going off the grid.
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      Her head was swimming. There were too many people in her house. Pearl’s mother was sitting next to her on the couch as several other people hovered around the living room. On her other side was Matthew, who had yet to leave her side and was most willing to be of assistance to her in finding her son.

      “You’re going to have to talk with them,” Matthew said.

      Pearl glared at him. “Over my dead body.”

      “Sweetheart—”

      “No, Mom. Do you know what the doctor told me when I went back in? That he had been lying out there for at least eighteen hours. Eighteen freaking hours. Those monsters have had my baby for…”

      The sobbing started again. Pearl tried to fight it, but it felt like she no longer had control over her own body. They’d made it back to her house in under an hour, but in that time, Benny had called her parents. Her mother, bless her heart, while trying to help, had alerted the entire town. By the time they reached her driveway, there were half a dozen cars parked outside. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to run back to her car and peel away from the house.

      Matthew sighed. “I know how mad you are, Pearl. There is a process now. They’ll put out a BOLO. This is officially a missing child and abduction case. Once your husband—”

      “Don’t call him that,” she snarled. “I don’t care what else you want to use, but don’t call that bastard my husband. He’s nothing to me. This is his fault.”

      “Be that as it may, you need to go down to the precinct. With the video evidence, they can start looking for Conner. I’m sure a search party will be rounded up to check the woods first. Then they’ll move out to neighboring communities.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Pearl whispered.

      “Why don’t you go with your friend here, and we will handle things at the house?” her mother asked.

      “What is there to handle, exactly? It’s not like Conner is going to come bouncing through the doors.”

      Her mother's gaze shifted to Mike. She knew there was something they weren’t telling her, and it was infuriating. After everything Pearl had just gone through, she couldn’t understand why everyone wasn’t up in arms over the situation. So far, the police had been completely useless. Pearl knew Conner was out there somewhere, frightened and alone with strangers. Everything she’d taught him in life was about protecting himself while he was alone. Never did she think that Dillon would be the reason he was missing.

      “I thought someone would have told you, but we already spoke to Ben,” Mike said. “He asked us if we could gather as many volunteers as we could for the search party.”

      “Why did he ask you to do that? He could have told me that at the hospital,” Pearl snapped.

      “Honey, I know you’re upset, but we’re only trying to help. He probably just thought about your mental well-being and wanted us in the loop. Being helpful is all we have right now,” her mother said.

      “Yeah, I’d say being upset is an understatement, but that’s not the point. The point is that they have been less than helpful so far, and now, instead of coming to me, he’s calling you guys and making plans without me.”

      “Pearl, it’s how they do things. They have this whole crappy system in place. Now, while your parents are getting the volunteers together, you should go to the station and talk to them. We’ll keep working on things from our end, but it can’t hurt to have an extra set of eyes out there.”

      Though she was still pissed off that Benny had called her parents, she reluctantly agreed to talk to the police. She knew the only lead they had was on the film from the dash cam. Pearl wasn’t about to play nice about it, though. They had sat on their hands when her son first went missing and she had to find information on her own. Now that Dillon had been found, they all wanted in on the action, and she didn’t know who she could trust.

      Pearl wanted to give Matthew the cold shoulder but knew he wasn’t to blame. He’d been nothing but helpful since the ordeal had started. As they drove to the precinct, she felt the adrenaline from before starting to wear off. The world was weighing on her as houses passed by. There was an emptiness inside of her that she knew would persist until her son was back in her arms. Sitting around and doing nothing only made the void larger. Prayer no longer worked; Pearl no longer had faith in God.

      “What are they going to do next?” she asked softly.

      “They’ll ask you a bunch of questions and take a report. What he was wearing, when the last time you saw him was, who he was with, what the plan for the day, if there is anyone he might reach out to, all of it.”

      “Then? What about after they’re done sitting on their asses, playing secretary?”

      “The phone calls will start. Everyone who knows Conner will be questioned about where they were. If there are any registered sex offenders in the area, they’ll go talk to them personally. Dillon’s car will be dusted for prints, and a forensic team will look for any evidence as to who took him. A digital analyst will go over the video and try to find anything helpful, too.”

      “That’s it? Ask questions?”

      “Well, I mean…there is a lot more to it than that. They’ll ask the public for information and anyone who might have been hiking that day to come forward. At some point, they’ll want you to do a press conference, I’d imagine.”

      “Great,” Pearl muttered.

      They pulled up in front of the station, and she sighed, not wanting to get out and deal with the man inside. Benny was a good guy overall, but the last few days had her ready to wring his neck. Matthew slid the truck into park and waited. Pearl knew he would follow her lead, no matter which way it went. He was quickly becoming a good friend. She drew a deep breath and reached for the handle.

      “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      “If you don’t mind waiting for me, I’d appreciate it. Who knows, they might want to talk to you as well since you were with me.”

      “I already gave my statement at the hospital when you were talking with the nurse,” he replied. “I didn’t want to say anything because you already had a lot on your mind.”

      “Wow, I guess when there is a good bit of gossip to be had, they really can do their jobs.”

      Matthew chuckled. “You’ve got my number if you need anything. Otherwise, I’ll be right here when you come back.”

      As she walked to the entrance doors, she couldn’t help but think about Matthew. She was happy to have him in her corner. She again wondered what it would be like to be in a relationship with a man as caring as him but shook the thought from her mind when the guilt of Conner missing crept in. She couldn’t help but think of the man. He didn’t have to help her, but he was helping anyway. His good looks didn’t hurt, either. She swore the man was straight out of a calendar.

      Everything aside, she had no idea how she was holding herself together. When she walked through the doors, everyone was staring at her. As she noticed their stares, she glared back at each one until her eyes landed on Benny. He saw her and waved her into his office. The rage inside her wanted to strangle each and every one of them, but she knew she’d be no good to Conner while sitting in a jail cell. Her heart ached to have her son in her arms again. Slowly, she made her way over to Benny.

      “Thanks for coming in,” he said as he settled behind the desk. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I was going to have to hunt you down or not.”

      “That makes sense. Why hunt down the people who assaulted Dillon and kidnapped my son when you could be tracking me?”

      “Pearl,” he warned, “we are doing everything we can. I’ve got a few questions I’ll need to ask you. Now the other day, when you called the police on Dillon—”

      “Excuse me? We are looking for my son, not talking about what a whore my soon-to-be ex-husband is, Officer.”

      “Who was last seen with Conner? We’ve got to start at the beginning to get to the end. Would you please just work with me?”

      “We are wasting time,” she hissed.

      “Yeah,” he snapped back. “I know we are. It would be great if you could stop being petty for a minute so we can move on, Pearl.”
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      “Benny, we’ve gone over everything I know three times,” she muttered. “It’s been nearly an hour now. Why am I still here?”

      “Just a few more questions, Pearl. Now you said that you’ve already reached out to an attorney, correct?”

      “Jesus, yes. You have her contact information right in front of you. What the hell are you doing to find my son?”

      “First things first. This attorney, she can testify that you were with her?”

      Pearl glared at him. “Do I need to contact a different lawyer? One to defend me here?”

      “What? No, of course not. I just want to make sure we clear you entirely before we start looking elsewhere.”

      “Are you kidding me? Do you think I took my own son?”

      “No, not at all…it’s just…well, if he was taken over state lines, the federal government is going to get involved. They are going to want to know how it is that you and a former sniper managed to find the car and Dillon before we did.”

      “Simple, I was looking and you pricks weren’t. I’d be happy to explain it to them for you if you need some help.”

      Ben turned red, and Pearl was instantly filled with regret. She was pissed, and she hadn’t meant to call him and his team names. She didn’t fully understand what was going on with her. She knew she was frustrated with the lack of support from the police, but she had known Benny a long time. She never wanted him to feel like she thought less of him. She watched as he gritted his teeth and shuffled some paperwork around on his desk. She knew she had gone too far.

      On top of her frustration was the fact that she hadn’t slept much, either. She had tried to the night before, but it had eluded her. She knew that part of the reason she had been snapping at people who were only trying to help was because of stress and lack of sleep. She suddenly wanted to cry. Her son was missing, and her soon-to-be ex-husband was probably dying in the hospital. Yet, there she was, destroying the friendships she had.

      She sighed, thinking about Dillon. She was angry with him for taking her son. She didn’t know what he had planned on doing, but she knew he was the only one to blame. She was snapped from her thoughts when her phone rang. Looking at the caller ID, she saw it was from the hospital.

      “Can I answer this call?” Pearl asked.

      “Go ahead. We’ll move on to the next step if you need to take that,” he muttered.

      “Thanks. Hello?” she said as she answered the call.

      “Mrs. James? This is Dr. Forsythe. There has been a new development with your husband.”

      Her heart pounded. “Okay?”

      “It seems that whatever object he was struck with lodged a piece of his skull into his brain. We’ll need to do surgery immediately to remove it. However, this surgery isn’t without risks—”

      “Do it,” she snapped.

      “But the odds of survival—”

      “I said to do it,” Pearl muttered. “I don’t care about any of that, okay?”

      “Ah, okay. Listen, if you need counseling or someone to talk to, we have a chaplain on staff.”

      “Thank you, but there is nothing wrong with me besides my missing son. Please let me know how it goes.”

      “Of course.”

      Pearl ended the call, aware of Benny watching her every move as she set her phone back in her lap and waited for him to continue. She genuinely didn’t care if Dillon lived or died at that moment. Granted, she had more pressing matters to handle, but his betrayal had turned her heart to stone against him. The decisions he’d made had landed him in the operating room, and she wasn’t going to let herself feel guilty for not caring. After Conner was back home, safe and sound, she’d think about forgiveness, but that was something she could offer whether Dillon was alive or dead.

      “You know this whole thing has really rattled the community. We’ve already got an Amber Alert issued for Conner, but I’ve been getting calls for the last two hours non-stop from people asking what they can do to help. In cases like this, the police usually ask friends and family to volunteer their time to help with the search party. Perhaps you’d like to take that on? I know you don’t like sitting around and doing nothing.”

      Pearl chuckled and shook her head. “Oh no, I plan on finding my son, not sitting around and answering calls.”

      “You need to stay out of this, Pearl. That’s not me, Benny, talking, either. This case is going to make headlines and—”

      “My son is not a freaking headline,” she hissed. “Maybe if your team worried less about getting followers online and more about police work, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”

      Ben groaned. “Please, Pearl, cut me some slack. My hands were tied by the law, okay? Don’t you think this is tearing me up inside? Jesus. He’s my little dude. Conner help’s me every single Friday at the crosswalk when it’s my shift. I’ve known you most of my life.”

      Pearl cringed with embarrassment. It didn’t seem like anything she tried to say was coming out right. He was telling the truth. Benny was like family to her and Conner both. He’d been friends with Dillon over the years as well, and now, his friend was laid up in a hospital. It didn’t matter what Dillon had done to her; he was still someone’s friend, someone’s child. A sob racked through her despite how hard she tried to keep it locked inside.

      “Look, Benny, I’m sorry,” Pearl said. “I’m sorry for the way I’ve been treating you. I don’t know what’s been happening with me.”

      “It’s okay. I understand entirely,” Ben said. “I know you’re under a ton of stress, and I’m doing everything within the lines of the law to find Conner.”

      “I know you are.”

      “I need you to make me a promise, Pearl. Don’t go trying to investigate this on your own.”

      “If I’m being honest? I don’t think I can make that promise.”

      “I get that and expected nothing less, but it had to be said. Just do me a favor, okay?”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Don’t go doing anything illegal. I can’t be out there finding your son if I have to arrest you. Don’t force my hand on this. I won’t be able to protect you if you break the law.”

      “I’ll do my best to make sure you don’t catch me. Okay?”

      Benny rolled his eyes. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear you say that.”

      “Say what?”

      “Exactly.” Ben smiled. “Now listen, I’d like for you to come back in later.”

      “I already gave you everything I have. Plus, I answered all your questions. What more could you possibly need from me?”

      “We have the press conference scheduled later today. You have to be there to make sure people understand what we’re dealing with—an angry and loving mother trying to find her son.”

      Pearl took a deep breath. “I’ll be there.”

      As she made her exit, Pearl thought about the conversation. They were no closer to finding her son, and there was no chance she was going to stop looking. Climbing into the truck, she looked expectantly at Matthew.

      “What not?” Pearl asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not going to wait for them to find my son. Something happened. Whoever Dillon was meeting with, he must have known them, right? We need to find out who that man was.”

      “There was a call out to a number right before the meeting, but he must have deleted any texting.”

      “Yeah,” she muttered. “Cheaters are good at covering their tracks like that.”

      “I’ve already tried calling the number, but it goes right to voicemail. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a burner phone. I’ve got a few friends running the number, but I’m not really confident it will turn up anything.”

      “Then what’s the next step?”

      “You said he was an attorney, right? Does he have an office here in town? What sort of cases does he handle?”

      “All of them,” pearl replied. “It’s not a huge town, so he’s always taken on everything from divorces to DUIs. It’s just whatever walks through his door but don’t forget, this is Jackson. It’s not like we have the cartel running around.”

      “No, but it doesn’t have to be a big player like the cartel. Does he have a partner?”

      “Several of them, from what I understand,” Pearl muttered.

      Matthew chuckled. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

      She sighed and shook her head. “No, it was just him in his little office, at least that’s what I thought. I’m sure he’s helped many ‘clients’ who couldn’t pay monetarily, though.”

      Matthew started the truck. “Then that’s where we are going next.”
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      “Jesus,” Pearl whispered. “I haven’t been here in years. It’s changed so much.”

      “You, okay?” Matthew asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I guess I wasn’t expecting to feel anything at all, really. I just…I don’t know anything about the father of my child anymore. Who knows how many women he’s had over here?”

      “Don’t think about that right now,” Matthew reminded her. “You are here for your son. Now, does he keep files on his clients?”

      “Um, they’re all on his computer, I think.”

      “All right, let’s make this quick. I’m sure the police aren’t going to be far behind us. It will take them about an hour to get a warrant if the judge is local and knows the case.”

      “A warrant?”

      “Yeah, they’re going to see the same thing I did on that recording. Dillon knew the person he was arguing with. If I were a gambling man, I’d say that was a business associate of his.”

      “When you say it like that, it makes me think he was doing something more underhanded than just being a total man-whore.”

      Matthew shrugged as he went around the desk and turned on the computer. She knew he was keeping his opinion to himself intentionally, and it was no surprise. Pearl was barely keeping herself together. Had it not been for Matthew, she never would have thought about coming to Dillon’s office. As the minutes ticked by, she felt his tension rising. One sheet of paper after another emerged from the printer as he worked.

      “You know it’s been thirty minutes, right?” Pearl mentioned.

      “Thanks for the update. I’m just about done.”

      “Good Lord, are you printing everything?”

      He chuckled. “Almost. I’m eliminating any docile cases.”

      “Docile?”

      “Yeah, like uncontested wills, happy divorces, outcomes with positive endings.”

      “Ah, so our future divorce would not qualify as ‘docile’ then.”

      “Yours and Dillon’s? Hell no, but don’t worry, I’ll let you keep the house in the second divorce.”

      Pearl blushed. She couldn’t believe Matthew was flirting with her, though it made her feel good. The surprising comment had her mind reeling. One part of her wanted to know what it was like to be with him. Another part wanted to kick herself for even allowing those kinds of thoughts into her mind. He was obviously attractive. Anyone with eyes could see that, but her son was missing and her child’s father was in the hospital.

      As she turned away from Matthew, she couldn’t help but release a small smile. If none of the craziness had been going on at that moment, she would have giggled and flirted back. She tried to push the dirty thoughts from her mind. She liked Matthew. More than she should have at the time. She barely knew him, but he had been kind and thoughtful since the moment they had met at the school.

      Pearl lowered her head and walked toward the window. She thought some fresh air might cool her down and give her some perspective. Instead, when she reached the window to open it, she looked out and saw the police pulling in. Her heart skipped a beat, and her stomach started to roll. She cleared her throat and tried to talk, but the words wouldn’t come out at first. Forcing herself to speak, she kept her voice soft.

      “They’re here,” she whispered.

      “Damn, they move fast. You guys really are loved around here. Does your almost-ex have a back door in this place?”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      Grabbing everything off the printer, Matthew followed after her as they darted through the hall to the main part of the building. It was a simple, three-story brick in the heart of town. Dillon leased the second floor while the upstairs was occupied by a lovely old seamstress, and the main floor housed the city's historical society. She heard the door downstairs opening as they crept to the emergency exit. Thankfully, the building was far from up to code, and it opened silently, no alarm in place to alert the men downstairs to their escape.

      They made it to the back door and snuck to his truck. Pearl didn’t take a steady breath again until they were speeding away from the building. Having never been one for breaking the rules, it was thrilling to know they were moving one step ahead of the law. In her heart, all she wanted was to find her son but knowing that they might be the ones to do it instead of the lackluster law enforcement was a sweet moment. She read over the first case. It didn’t feel like much of a lead, nor did the second one.

      “Are you sure the person we’re looking for is in here?”

      “No, not at all, but I’m hoping they are.”

      “Why?” Pearl asked.

      He frowned but said nothing.

      “Listen, if you are trying to protect me, you are too late. I’ve already run every possible terrible scenario through my mind.”

      Matthew sighed. “If he was taken by someone known to a family member, there is a good chance that we’ll be getting a ransom call, or at the very least, he’s still safe.”

      “And if it wasn’t someone we know? If it’s someone with no ties to our family, what then?”

      There was a pause. “The odds change.”

      Instantly, fear washed over her. She knew exactly what that meant, and it wasn’t changing the odds in their favor. Individuals kidnapped by someone outside of the family rarely get returned in one piece. She didn’t need to be a cop to understand how the world of criminals worked.

      From out of nowhere, her chest began to hurt, and there was tingling in her arms. She was struggling to breathe and didn’t understand why. Pearl clutched her chest and tried to take deep breaths, but it was useless. The more she tried to breathe, the harder it became to take in air. The world around her started to close in. The sudden rush of blood pumping through her body confused her. Was she having a heart attack? She wasn’t sure at first. She only knew that nothing was feeling right.

      Her heart continued to race, and sweat was beading on her forehead. Her body began to tremble uncontrollably. Pearl felt her throat closing like she hadn’t drunk any water in days. Finally, she was able to take a breath before taking another. When she was able to force herself to breathe, every other symptom began to wash away as well. She understood it wasn’t a heart attack. She was in a panic. The overwhelming sense of dread was becoming more than she could take.

      She wanted her son back. Nothing was more important than finding him, but the idea she could never find him was becoming more of a possibility with every passing minute. Pearl looked around, trying to find something that would calm her down. Her gaze landed on Matthew, and her panic started to fade as he spoke.

      “Hey, don’t think about it, okay?” Matthew whispered. “That guy knew Dillon in some capacity. It didn’t feel like the attack was planned. The only thing I can compare it to is a drug deal gone wrong. It had that vibe.”

      “But Dillon would never…dear God, I don’t know what I’m saying anymore. I don’t know him. He’s not the same man I married years ago. What are we going to do?”

      “Keep reading. See what you can find.”

      She did as he asked, but nothing popped up. There were a handful of men who registered as petty criminals, but even they didn’t seem like the type. The divorce cases were another thing altogether. It didn’t take her long to recognize a pattern. Pearl made it through the first four newly single women before slamming the papers over in her lap. Dillon only seemed to take on female clients when it came to divorces and custody battles. While she tried not to dwell on it, the commonality of the four was obvious.

      “So, where do we go now?” Pearl asked.

      He raised one brow.

      “What? I don’t want to take this back to my house. Everyone is there. I don’t know when they’re going to leave, and honestly, I’m not in the mood for company.”

      “So, what I am?”

      She rolled her eyes. “A co-conspirator.”

      “All right, well, that only leaves one option, and I gotta tell you, I wasn’t expecting company, so don’t judge me when you see my house.”

      Her heart raced. “Your house?”

      “Unless you can think of somewhere else you want to go….”

      “No, that’s fine.”

      An awkward silence filled the cab as they moved through town. Pearl knew it was a harmless invitation. Matthew was a saint for helping her find Conner, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing something. Grabbing her phone, she started looking over the video again. Conner’s scream filled the truck as she replayed the moments before and after Dillon went down. From the corner of her eye, she saw Matthew cringe. He was aching to find Conner just as much as she was.
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      “We’ve been at it for hours,” Pearl muttered. “What are we missing?”

      “I don’t know. Do any of the cases stand out to you…besides the women?”

      “No, but maybe we’re looking at this wrong. He was obviously playing me along with a few other women. Could it be a crazy jealous lover? I mean, you see that all the time in books, right? Crazy lady gets too attached to a man and kidnaps a kid?”

      “I like that you’re searching in all the corners, but a woman wouldn’t knock him out and leave him like that. No, she’d take him with her, really make him suffer.”

      Pearl chuckled and shook her head. “I think that gives a lot more insight into you than the case.”

      Matthew rolled his eyes. “All right, maybe things didn’t end quite so amicably between the ex and me, but that was a long time ago. She’s remarried now and has two kids. I couldn’t be happier for her.”

      Pearl wanted to ask Matthew more questions but knew it wasn’t the right time. He was helping her find her son. Once Conner was safe in her arms, there would be time to get to know the man who was quickly becoming a valuable ally in the hunt. They went back to searching through the pages, pulling out the cases that seemed like they might be a lead and discarding the ones that weren’t in a separate stack. Before long, they were moving through the pile a second time.

      “I don’t feel like we are getting any closer.”

      “I know,” he muttered. “Let’s take a break from this angle and start eliminating all the other avenues.”

      “How do we do that?”

      Matthew grabbed his laptop that was sitting on a nearby end stand. She’d noticed it as soon as she walked into the small house. It was modest and neatly kept. The decorations seemed to be items he’d acquired on his travels. She could have found things to talk about for the next ten hours in the rooms she’d seen alone. Matthew turned on his monitor and brought up a search bar. A few minutes later, she was looking at a list of registered sex offenders in their community.

      “Jesus, this is all public access?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Anyone can get online and find out who is in their area. Some of these, we are going to take away right off the bat. Like this guy, for instance. He’s in his fifties now and is on the registry because he was convicted of rape almost three decades ago.”

      “Why does that eliminate him?”

      “He was eighteen at the time of the incident. Had he been a predator, it would list that information. From the way it reads, he was probably sleeping with his underage girlfriend and her parents got mad. This was a long time ago, at least in his case. Back then, people of color weren’t given fair trials. Hell, they still aren’t sometimes.”

      “How awful,” she whispered.

      Pearl took a moment and thought about how unfair the justice system could be. Someone that age could go to bed with their girlfriend and wake up being arrested for assault and rape. Sometimes, these individuals could be as innocent as the snow and not get a fair deal. Innocent until proven guilty had become a thing of the past. She shook her head. She’d never understood how people could be found guilty of crimes of that nature just because someone got upset and decided to change their life forever. She hated how people and the system had become so corrupt.

      Thinking about the corruption in the world, she thought about Dillon. Had he gotten himself involved in a case that he couldn’t win? She didn’t know if she would ever get the chance to find out. His loss of blood and surgery to remove bone fragments from his brain caused her to think the worse. Part of her needed him to wake up and face the consequences of the decisions he had made. Anger began to boil up again, and she tried to push it down deep inside.

      “That’s our government for you. If you can’t buy your way out of a problem and you’ve got no one in your corner, they’ll lock you up and throw away the key.”

      “It sounds like you’ve got some hate for your former government overlords.”

      He chuckled. “That’s putting it lightly. I had a friend in the army. He was a fantastic guy. The poor bastard came from a dirt-poor area and only wanted to make something of himself, but he got tangled up with a woman named Angie and ended up marrying her. Well, a few years later, he finds out she’s whoring around behind his back and, not wanting to be a total piece of shit, ends things but keeps helping her out with her two kids.”

      “He sounds like a stand-up fella.”

      “You better believe it. I’d trust him over damn near anyone else that I’ve met before or after.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Old Freddy finally got himself some mental help and realized he was being dragged down by the chick, so he cut all ties and sent her divorce papers. Not two days later, the police were pounding on his door. They arrested him and charged him with molesting his stepdaughter. They went through everything. The girl even went to the hospital. Well, they found out that she hadn’t been raped. Hell, she was still a virgin. Then the story changed, and he was ‘just’ touching her.

      “He denied it ever happened, and I believe him to this day, but as I said, he came from a poor family, and the town it happened in knew it. Freddy couldn’t afford a real lawyer, and the public defender they gave him just wanted to make it home in time for dinner. He was barely an adult himself. Can you imagine? Being accused of something you didn’t do and not knowing what to do? This piece of shit public defender lied and told him he’d be locked away for the rest of his life if it went to trial.

      This was back in Ohio, and they’ve got pretty lax laws on what’s needed to prosecute a case like that. So, despite his ex-wife admitting to bribing her daughter with a new phone and the public defender knowing he wasn’t guilty, he coerced him into taking a plea deal. He spent three years in jail. His military career was ruined. He has to register for the next twenty-five years, and he can barely walk into a store without people judging him.”

      “Holy shit,” she stammered. “That’s so wrong.”

      She was blown away by the story, only now realizing that things like that had probably happened more than she could imagine. Pearl wondered for a minute if Matthew’s friend was still fighting his case. Somehow hoping that he could get his plea bargain reversed and have his life back. She knew a situation like that was a touchy subject. Protecting children was what the laws were supposed to do, but sometimes that could cause harm to innocent individuals who were only trying to make themselves happy. It was a sad story, and she figured it wasn’t the only one of its kind.

      The love he showed with his voice and the passion he had for his friend made her think about advocating for low-income rights when they found Conner. Everyone should have the right to legal counsel and not the lawyers who were overworked and underpaid as it was.

      She found that she loved listening to Matthew talk. His voice almost put her into a trance as he explained details of his life and what they would do. His soothing tone had a way of grabbing her attention, though he was over-explaining like many of the men she had met in her life. She smiled to herself and pushed away the thoughts of attraction. She knew she needed to focus on finding her son. Only then could she spend time advocating and dating. Though, dating Matthew was becoming high on her list of things to do after they found Conner.

      “That’s the American government we are all working so hard to protect. Like I said, if you’ve got money or know how to play the system, you’re fine. If you don’t, though, they don’t care about you. Never have and never will.”

      “That whole story makes me sick. What happened to him? Freddy?”

      Matthew grinned. “He still has to register, but he’s got himself a good woman now. She’s pretty amazing and tells him every day what a blessing he is. I’m pretty sure if it were up to her, she’d be just like you, burning down every government official from here to Canada over the injustice. Anyway, I just wanted you to know that you can't always trust what you read.”

      “Great,” Pearl whispered. “What little faith I had in the force finding my son before is now totally shattered.”
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      They worked for a while longer on the registry and files they’d printed from Dillon’s office but seemed to be getting no closer to finding Conner. Deflated, Pearl was about to give up when Matthew’s phone rang. The conversation was hushed and brief, but when he ended the call and returned to his laptop, she knew something had changed. Not wanting to pry or press him, Pearl waited with bated breath for her friend to tell her about the news. Matthew opened the file that had been sent to him moments before and turned the monitor for her to see.

      “I had a friend at the bureau do some digging into your husband,” Matthew said. “I didn’t think he would find anything, so I didn’t bother to let you know….”

      “But?”

      “But it looks like Dillon had more hustles on the side than you knew about.”

      “Hussles or hussies?”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure both, but I didn’t ask about the women. I figured we already knew enough about them. It looks like your partner wasn’t honest about most things in his life. You said he graduated with honors, right? Well, turns out those honors were barely passing the bar exam. By his third attempt, he managed to pass.”

      “Yeah, I knew it took him a few tries. He doesn’t test well.”

      “He didn’t test at all. From the very beginning, the board was questioning him, but he managed to skate by. As in, he had someone feeding him the answers, but the story doesn’t stop there. Did you know he’s got a second account with your name on it as well?”

      “What? No. Why would he do that?”

      “Probably because he couldn’t get the account in his name alone. Dillon has a terrible credit score. I’m assuming that dropped after his house was foreclosed on.”

      “Wait. What? Our house isn’t…oh God.”

      Matthew nodded. “He had a second home, but about six months ago, he stopped making the payments on it.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “A man came to the house a few weeks ago, looking for Dillon. He said he was with the bank about the foreclosure. I just assumed he had his information wrong and Dillon was working a case with someone trying to save their house…I never thought….”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. He was a con artist. They make a living deceiving people. You probably weren’t the first.”

      “I don’t think that makes me feel any better.”

      “So, this second account is where he made a withdrawal the day he went missing. It was for almost twenty grand, nearly drained the account.”

      Several emotions ran through her at once. She was shocked to hear the news that Dillon had been lying about everything in his life from the bar to the second account. Her head was spinning with the details she was learning about a man she thought she knew. She wasn’t all that surprised when it came to the several women he had been fornicating with, but the rest sent a jolt through her. The shock made her clench her teeth. Everything from the start of this had his stink written all over it, but she couldn’t find it in her heart to give up entirely on the man. Things changed in an instant, though.

      The information left her at a loss for words. When she would try to speak, nothing would come out. Every detail of her marriage had been a lie, and if she didn’t care about his living or dying before, she really didn’t care now. She thought about how cruel he had been to hide his life from her. There was a large part of her beginning to think this whole situation was a learning experience. She knew if he had come crawling back and tried to work things out, for the sake of Conner, she might have tried. The thing about liars, though, is they never stop, and they don’t know how to change.

      She exhaled the breath she had been holding and closed her eyes. She wanted to cry, but the rage inside of her kept the tears from falling. She only wanted her douchebag ex-husband to wake up and tell her the things they needed to know to find her son. Only then, she thought, would his life mean nothing to her.

      “Are you okay? Do you want to take a break?”

      Pearl shook her head. “No, it’s like ripping off a band-aid, right? Let’s just get it over with.”

      “It looks like he’s made friends with everyone up and down the border as well. My guy saw a handful of names pop up with ties to the cartel and underground drug smuggling rings that run through the area. If I were a gambling man, I’d say he was doing them favors, and that’s where the extra money came from.”

      “So, his real clients all paid into the account I knew about, and the others were totally separate. God, I hate that man, but he was smart about it. Do you think—”

      Her phone vibrated. She saw the number of the hospital appear, and her heart started to race. Was he dead? Had he pulled through the surgery? Her rage from before had dissipated into an unsettling calmness. Before, she’d wanted her husband dead. After everything he’d done to her, it was only natural. After learning his deeds went so much deeper than originally thought, though, Pearl wanted him to pull through simply so he could face the consequences.

      “Mrs. James? Hi, this is—”

      “I know,” she whispered. “Do you have an update?”

      The man paused. “Yes! We are happy to tell you the surgery was a success, and even better, he’s awake! It’s really quite a miracle.”

      “Great, I think the police have a few questions for him. Have you notified them that he’s awake yet?”

      “No…I don’t know how much good that would do right now. He really should see someone he knows first.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, your husband is suffering from amnesia….”

      Pearl snorted. “Right, I’m sure he is. I’ll be there shortly.”

      She hung up the phone and quickly updated Matthew on what she had been told. She still didn’t believe his amnesia was real, not with everything she had just learned about the man. She almost couldn’t believe she had been foolish enough to stay with someone like that. She knew at that moment that her love for Dillon was gone.

      Matthew insisted on driving her to the hospital. She was reluctant at first, though she knew he only wanted to protect her. She finally agreed to let him drive, but she still thought he only wanted to protect Dillon from her, not the other way around. She understood that he wanted to protect her from doing the things she wanted to do to Dillon. She smiled at the thought, though it was quickly wiped away by the thoughts of seeing her ex in person.

      They grabbed their things as quickly as possible and made their way to the car. While Matthew drove, they stayed silent. She was busy thinking about what to say to Dillon and what he could possibly remember if he did have amnesia. The thought scared her as she wondered if she would ever find Conner. Once again, she found herself thankful to have Matthew with her. His presence alone gave her the strength she was going to need to walk into the hospital and speak with Dillon.

      “Are you okay?” he asked as they pulled up to the hospital.

      Pearl nodded. “Yeah, I think so. I don’t know what I’m going to say to him, though. I just want to hit him.”

      “I figured as much. Don’t do that, though. I’ll come in with you—”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I want to. This man hurt you, Pearl, and that’s not okay. Plus, he’s the reason I’m missing one of my students. I know this is tearing you up inside, but it’s not just you. We all want Conner back.”

      Pearl nodded. She still wasn’t thrilled he was coming with her, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good to argue. As they climbed out of Matthew's truck and headed for the front entrance, her heart started to race again. She’d thought about what she would say to her husband non-stop for the past twelve hours. He was the reason her baby was gone, and now she had no idea what had happened to him. With Dillon’s ties to the cartel and the knowledge that he’d been lying to her their entire marriage, Pearl felt herself losing hope of finding Conner.

      Matthew’s hand touched her shoulder, sending a jolt of heat through her body as she took a deep breath and walked into Dillon's room. Instantly, his eyes lit up at the sight of her. The smile on his face faded as soon as he saw her companion, though. It was a fleeting moment, but she’d seen it clear enough. Dillon didn’t have amnesia. He was lying, just like he’d done their entire relationship. Rage surged through her as she lunged for him.
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      “Pearl, stop!” Matthew yelled as he grabbed her. “This isn’t the way.”

      “Where is he, you son of a bitch?” she snarled.

      “Who are you?” Dillon asked, obviously shaken by the encounter.

      “I swear to God,” she seethed. “I am not playing your games. Where the hell is our son?”

      “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about…I…my head. Something's wrong with it. They told me I was attacked. Are you my wife? They said I was married. Oh God, that means it was your kid—”

      “My kid? That’s our kid out there!” Pearl spun around to face Matthew. “Let’s get out of here. He’s as useless now as he’s ever been.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Dillon growled at Matthew. “I thought she said she was my wife, so why is she hanging around another man?”

      “Oh, you’ve got a lot of room to talk, you fu—”

      “Pearl,” Matthew hissed. “Remember why we’re here. This isn’t going to get us anywhere.”

      The rage running through her veins made her feel like she was going to explode. She couldn’t handle Dillon’s lies anymore. She knew Matthew was right, and arguing with Dillon over what he remembered wouldn’t bring her any closer to finding her son. Her heart was pounding, and her head continued to spin as she tried to calm herself down. Just as she felt like she was going to vomit, she took several deep breaths and closed her eyes. Counting back from ten, she tried to focus on finding her son. Nothing else mattered to her.

      She needed answers from the man pretending to have amnesia. He might have said all the right things, but his eyes gave him away. She knew he had recognized her as soon as she had walked into the room. Pearl wanted to lunge across the room again and choke the answers out of him, but she knew that would only land her in a jail cell. That wouldn’t help her find her son.

      She took a few more breaths and said a little prayer to protect her little boy. She asked God to calm her anger and help her focus on finding Conner. Slowly, she could feel her heart rate slow, and she was starting to be able to think straight. Dillon wouldn’t give her the answers she needed until he thought he was safe from the police. That was the only reason he was lying about the amnesia, to save himself from being prosecuted. Once again, he was only worried about himself and not the safety of their son. It all made her sick. She was snapped from her thoughts by Dillon’s voice.

      “Well, you two obviously aren’t here to check on my health,” Dillon muttered.

      She glared at him. “No, we aren’t. My son was kidnapped, and you were at the center of it. You were there. Someone you had business with took him. We need to know who that was.”

      “Shit,” he whispered. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t remember anything. I forget what the doctor called it, but I can remember my name, where I live, the town, things like that, but I don’t remember…well, you or our son.”

      “If you can’t help us find my son—”

      “Our son, right?” Dillon asked.

      “No, you son of a bitch. You don’t get to call him your son anymore, not until he’s back in my arms. You’re the reason he’s gone. This is your fault. I suggest you start remembering really fast because you’ve got a lot to answer for, and this amnesia bullshit won’t protect you.”

      “It’s not bullshit,” he growled. “I don’t remember anything, and I feel terrible about it. I don’t care what was going on between us; I know he’s gone because of me. That’s what everyone who walks through that door says.”

      She snorted. “Sorry, you’re not going to get any pity from me.”

      “Yeah, they say that, too. Listen, if I remember anything, I’ll make sure you know it. They took my phone, so maybe you could leave me your number.”

      Matthew stepped around Pearl and extended a business card to Dillon. He glared at the man and snatched it as his eyes flickered back to Pearl. She was happy to have Matthew with her. The last thing she wanted was to give Dillon her phone number. Pearl never wanted to see the man again. All she cared about was finding Conner, and she would tolerate Dillon just long enough to do that if he proved useful. After that, he could rot in hell for all she cared.

      Dillon scoffed as he looked at the card. “A substitute teacher with business cards?”

      Matthew shrugged, giving the man a cold glare. “What can I say? I get asked for my number a lot. You know, single moms needing a helping hand.”

      Pearl’s lips twitched into a smile. She knew her friend was goading him. Before Dillon could wipe the enraged and stunned expression from his face, Matthew spun around and stormed out of the room. Unable to stop herself, Pearl gave her future ex-husband a wink and followed after the teacher despite Dillon yelling curse words after her. Maybe the anger and jealousy would spark his memory. Containing herself just long enough to shut the truck's passenger door, Pearl burst into laughter.

      Her laughter was cut short by the chiming sound on her phone. She quickly dug her phone out of her pocket and checked the notification. The message had come from Wendy. Entering her pin, she opened the app on her phone and read the text. Pearl was needed back at the house for the press conference Benny had set up. There was also a review of information he needed to go over with her before the live conference.

      Benny had asked her to come to the station later for the conference, but she knew the reasoning behind setting it up at her house. The more personal they could make it look, the better it would be received by the public. She was thankful Ben was putting in more work toward finding her son, though as any mother would, she still felt like he wasn’t doing enough.

      She quickly pushed the thoughts from her mind and relayed the information back to Matthew. As she told him that they needed to head to her house, she thought of the silliest question she could ask at a time like that. After everything they had just been through with Dillon, she couldn’t help but wonder one thing, though she knew it was a strange thing to be stuck on. She cleared her throat and looked at Matthew.

      “Okay, so why do you really have business cards?”

      He reached into his wallet and pulled one of them out. Pearl read it over, and it started to make sense. Matthew wasn’t just a substitute teacher. His card also listed teaching self-defense. It made sense with his military background. Pearl shook her head as she handed it back to him, unable to wipe the grin off her face.

      “I love the kids I teach, each and every one of them, but it most definitely doesn’t pay the bills. I get a pension from the army, basically a check to make sure I won't go help another country train soldiers, and I do the self-defense classes twice a week. They’re more of a hobby, though. My goal with them is just to help people protect themselves.”

      “So, things like this don’t happen anymore,” Pearl said. “I completely understand. I think it’s admirable. I’m happy you’re on my side in all this.”

      “Me too,” he said as they pulled away.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      “Now, we get you back to the house to do your briefing and talk with the media. I’m going to drop you off, and I’ll circle back around in about an hour. While you’re doing that, I'm going to go talk to a couple of the guys on the registry, maybe see if I can stir some things up.”

      “I’d rather go with you,” Pearl muttered.

      “I promise I won't talk to anyone but the offenders and maybe a couple dealers in the area. Any lead I get after that, I’ll wait for you to finish up first, okay?”

      “Thank you, Matthew, for everything. I know the police wouldn’t let me do this much.”

      “Well, they are tied by the badge. I can understand that. This is a case for them. This is your son and one of my favorite students. We can do things they have to wait around for approval to do. We just need to stay one step ahead of them. As soon as they realize what we are doing, they are going to do everything in their power to tie our hands.”

      “Then let's find my boy and get your favorite student back,” Pearl said. “He’s all I have left.
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      When they pulled up to her house, she was happy to see that only Wendy’s car and a patrol unit were there. Pearl had expected to walk in to a three-ring circus like before. Matthew dropped her off out front, though she saw Ben’s head poking through the living room curtains. She silently said a prayer that the Lord would keep a speedbump on her tongue. Pearl could feel the scathing comments she had for the police officer already fighting to be said in her mind. Her front door opened before she could reach for the knob and Wendy threw her arms around Pearl.

      “I was so worried about you,” she whispered.

      “You know I have my phone on me, right? You could have called or texted at any time,” Pearl replied.

      “I know, but I didn’t want to bother you. It seemed like you were sorting things out in your head. Plus, the cops have been keeping everyone here hopping.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Wendy sighed. “They’ve been questioning everyone who knows you, Conner, or Dillon.”

      “Well, that’s going to be a long list. Matthew said that would be their next step.”

      Her friend grinned. “Oh yeah? The two of you seem to be getting closer throughout all this.”

      “Oh, please. I just found out that my husband of nearly a decade is a cheating player. He’s done so much, Wendy. You have no idea what I’ve uncovered.”

      “I might be less surprised than you think,” Wendy muttered.

      “What do you—”

      “There you are,” Ben said.

      Pearl glared at him. All she wanted was a few minutes alone with her friend, but it didn’t seem like that was going to happen any time soon. Pursing her lips, she gave him a curt nod. There was no way she was going to offer him any information, though she knew he’d be fishing for it eventually. It had to drive Ben insane, knowing she was working the case but unable to stop her. Matthew was right. They would pull the plug on their hunt the second they got the chance.

      “I was starting to wonder if you had gotten my text. You didn’t answer when I tried to call.”

      “Sorry, the hospital doesn’t have great reception. Dillon is awake.”

      “I know. They called and told us since we have questions for him. I’m sure my officer just missed you by a few minutes. You got over there fast.”

      “Well, he’s my husband, so that makes sense.”

      “Of course, it does. Are you ready to sit down and go through this?” Ben asked.

      Even though she was thankful Ben had been doing everything to get her son’s name and image out to the media, she still didn’t think he was doing enough. Suddenly, she worried about what he meant. Was he onto what she and Matthew were doing? Her heart started pounding as she thought about the possibility of Ben shutting them down. They were getting closer with every clue, and she wanted to find Conner as soon as possible.

      The anxiety of what he could want to go through was almost overwhelming. She knew the time would come when she would have to answer for going behind the back of her friend, but they weren’t doing enough to begin with.

      Pearl tried to calm her thoughts. They were coming so fast that she could barely make sense of them all. She didn’t understand why Wendy hadn’t warned her about all of this. It didn’t make sense to set her up for this line of questioning. She took a deep breath and sighed. She had questions regarding what the police had found, but she knew Ben wasn’t likely to share that information with her. Her surprise overtook her, and her curiosity became too much.

      “Go over what?” she asked.

      “The press briefing?” he said. “The whole reason why I’m here? I thought it would be best if we did it at the precinct.”

      “I thought that’s why I was meeting you here so we could have the press conference at my home. I thought that was what the police always did to make it feel more personal to the community?”

      “If we had some idea of who took Conner, we would usually do that. But we have no idea what kind of people we are dealing with here, and I don’t want to show your house or address on camera.”

      She snorted. “Thanks. Who knows what kind of trash would come out of the woodwork then? I guess that does make sense, though.”

      Ben’s gaze flicked to Wendy for a split second. “Well, that’s part of the reason. Plus, it’s easier to gather everyone there. Now, we want you to keep it brief. Talk a few minutes about Conner; address him if you would like to. What we really need is for you to address the kidnappers. Ask them to make contact and give a description of Conner. I’ll step in after that and give the information we have on the vehicle and what direction we think they were heading.”

      “Okay, that sounds fine. You’ll have to give me a ride over there. I don’t have my car.”

      His brows lifted. “No? I was wondering who dropped you off.”

      The question lingered in the air, but Pearl had no intention of giving him any information on his fishing expedition. If we wanted to know what was going on with their investigation, he’d have to give her something as well, and something told Pearl that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. She cleared her throat, shifting uncomfortably beneath the man’s gaze.

      “Was there anything else?” she asked. “I’d like to get changed and cleaned up if we have time.”

      “Of course,” he muttered. “Pearl, is there anything you want to talk to me about? I know this has been really rough for you. Especially with Dillon’s…activities coming to light.”

      Pearl understood what Ben was trying to do. He was trying to get her to slip up and admit she had been interfering with the investigation, though she didn’t feel like it was interference when they were getting results quicker than the police could. If he caught wind that they were looking into things on their own without handing over the information to them, they’d probably arrest her. Or, at the very least, shut them down and they’d have to stop looking for Conner.

      She fought back the tears when her mind went to Conner. She didn’t know what she would do if she couldn’t look for him. It was the only thing holding her together, along with hope and love. She missed having Conner with her. All she wanted in her life was to have him home again. She needed to know he was safe. She wouldn’t rest until he was. A rush of panic entered her, not knowing when she’d see her son again. She quickly choked down her tears and set the panic to the side. Her focus had to be on finding him and not all the other possibilities. She knew if she let fear and panic take over, the chances of her focusing on the task at hand would vanish.

      “No, I don’t think I want to talk about anything. You’ll tell me, I'm sure, if you find out anything about Conner's kidnapping, right?”

      “Yes, of course, we will. I just…you don’t seem as distraught as I expected, I guess.”

      She snorted. “You don’t think I miss my kid? Is that what you’re getting at? Maybe I should be sitting around here, bawling my eyes out and posting on social media?”

      “I didn’t mean it—”

      “Yes, you did. Don’t try to pry information out of me, got it? I know what Dillon did, and I’m not going to rest until I find my son, but you all, the police force of this bullshit town, isn’t doing anything of help. So yeah, I’m struggling, but I’m not about to spill to you, Benny. Not this time. There is too much at stake. So, unless you’ve got something for me, let's get this conference over with so I can get back to finding my son.”

      “You mean the police force can get back to finding him, right? It’s a crime to interfere with a federal investigation, you know that.”

      “Prove I’m interfering and then we can talk.”

      He sighed but said nothing in reply as she rose. She knew he was irritated with her, but the knowledge didn’t change her mind. His accusation that she didn’t care was still ringing in her ears as she escaped to her bedroom and broke down. Her heart ached, knowing Conner was out there somewhere with strangers. Her little boy had to be terrified. It didn’t take her long to pull herself up off the floor where she’d crumbled in her breakdown. It didn’t matter what Ben thought; Pearl knew where her heart was.
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      Her body was shaking by the time she’d finished the press briefing. Everything Pearl had done leading up to it to prepare herself went out the window the instant she was behind the podium. The reporters listened with rapt interest before the onslaught of questions had started. Ben seemed just as shocked as she was by them diving in to take over the instant the first journalist asked about Dillon’s personal life. It was apparent that she and Matthew weren’t the only ones to suspect a connection.

      Pearl felt violated and exposed. Her eternal gratefulness for Matthew only grew when she recognized his truck squealing to a stop outside the police headquarters. She didn’t care how it looked to the outside world when she sprinted to his truck. Nor did it bother her that the cameras followed their quick departure from the scene. The media was already focusing on the wrong things; that much became evident in the questions she couldn’t help but hear as she ran away.

      “Wow, I was just going to stop for moral support. Now I’m happy I did. What the heck was that about? Did something change? Did they find a lead?”

      “No,” she growled. “I wish. They ambushed me. Someone gave them information about Dillion. A few of the questions were, ‘How many women are suspects in the kidnapping?’ and ‘Do you know if there are other children?’”

      “Jesus,” Matthew muttered. “I’m so sorry. The media are nothing more than animals.”

      “I don’t know if they think he had something to do with it or not, but I won't be doing that again.”

      “Well, hell, I don’t blame you.”

      “Now what?” Pearl asked.

      “You need to go home and get some rest. I know you don’t want to, but a cloudy mind doesn’t do us much good.”

      Matthew had been right about what she needed more times than she could count. Pearl knew her body was wearing down, and now with her temper getting worse, she knew she needed to get some rest. Her bones ached from a lack of sleep and her stomach hurt from not eating. Everything was falling apart. First, her marriage and then the kidnapping of her son. She didn’t know how she was going to get any sleep.

      The day had been a long one for her. From taking questions and running around to the sheer exhaustion she felt from missing her son. She was thankful to have Matthew by her side. Aside from when she was surrounded by family or talking to the media, he had been right there. That was more than she could say about her so-called husband, who at that moment was in a hospital room pretending not to remember anything.

      From the time Dillon had woken up to the time they had the press conference, there had been nothing but stress for her. She had been trying to keep it to herself, but Matthew had noticed anyway. Her heart ached from missing Conner. She needed to find him, and her mind wouldn’t stop racing with possibilities of what had happened to him. There was a moment when she felt like she would never see her son again, but she brushed it off. She was determined to find him, and with Matthew’s help, she knew she had better odds than most parents.

      “I know,” she said. “I’m not going to argue with you. I feel like I’ve been hit by a car. My heart has never ached so much.”

      They pulled in front of his house, where her car was parked. She knew she couldn’t go inside with him. There was nothing left to say. Pearl knew Matthew was feeling the weight of Conner’s absence as well. It wasn’t often a substitute teacher would take time off from a good-paying gig. His dedication touched her. She drove back to her house in a daze but was happy to see that Ben wasn’t there. The only car in the driveway was Wendy’s. Never in her life had she been more grateful for her friend.

      “Hey! Oh my God, I watched it on the news. Jesus, that was brutal,” Wendy said. “There questions were way out of line.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” she muttered. “I didn’t watch the whole thing. I got out of there as soon as I was done. I just couldn’t take those questions about Dillon. It was more than I expected. Just jumped in Matthew’s truck and took off.”

      “Yep, they showed that, too. They’re quite taken with the pair of you. You’ve been compared to some rather famous detectives with more than a working relationship.”

      “For Christ's sake, I’m trying to find my son!”

      “I know you are. That’s all any of us who are part of this want. Don’t let them get to you. You know how the general public is. They’ll feed on anything they can to sell a paper. Listen, you go get some sleep. I can't imagine how you’re holding up. I spent an hour being interrogated by them and I was beat.”

      Pearl knew everyone who was part of her family’s life would be questioned. She didn’t like it, though. They were wasting their time by asking Wendy and the others anything about what had happened. She felt like they were just harassing her loved ones at that point. She knew she couldn’t change the process, and the fact that she was exhausted made any attempt to think feel like pulling teeth.

      She had a headache that made her feel like she’d been hit in the head with a two-by-four. The constant barrage of questions from anyone she came in contact with was enough to drain even the strongest of people. She wanted caffeine, though she wanted to get some sleep more than she wanted coffee.

      Her mind wandered as she went through the list of events from that day. Pearl thought about her friends and family going through the same line of questions she had. She thought about Wendy and the hour she had spent being interrogated. She couldn’t help but think of how long that was for a few simple questions. Suddenly, she wanted to know why she had been interrogated for such a period.

      “What do you mean you spent an hour with them? Why would they interview you? They don’t honestly think you had something to do with all this, do they? What’s next? They think my parents are suspects?”

      “They interviewed everyone. They had a sheet of questions that seemed to go on forever. I heard they were trying to get ahold of your dad, too.”

      “I haven’t spoken to that man in years,” Pearl growled. “He’s got nothing to do with this, either. I’m glad to see my tax dollars going to waste, though. At least I have Matthew.”

      “That’s the spirit. Don’t let those assholes at the station get to you. It is what it is. Have you talked to your mom? I know she was worried about you, too.”

      “No,” Pearl muttered. “I’ll give her a call before I lie down for a bit.”

      “I’m starting to think there is something to this whole interrupted sleep schedule. I feel wide awake and ready to take on the world.”

      Pearl chuckled. “Good, then you can deal with everyone while I’m sleeping. Let me know if anything comes up. I don’t care how small it might seem.”

      “You’ve got my word.”

      Pearl gave her friend one final embrace before heading to her room. She dialed her mother’s number as she walked, putting the call on the speakerphone to change out of her clothing. It felt gross after spending time in the hospital with Dillon. It was still hard to believe everything she’d learned about him. Wrapping her head around his deception would take a long time, but it had already made her question the budding relationship she had with Matthew. If she could be fooled by a man for a decade, why trust anyone again?

      “Mom?” Pearl said when the woman answered. “Hey, how are you doing?”

      “Lord, I don’t know anymore. This whole thing just had us, and everyone else in town turned right around. Have you heard anything? We saw you on television. I thought you did a wonderful job.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I haven’t heard anything, but Dillon is awake.”

      “Well, I’ve got a few choice words for that man. I’d like to save them for when he’s fully healed, though. That way, God doesn’t wonder why I hit a cripple.”

      Pearl grinned and shook her head as she lay down in bed. “Wendy said everyone got interviewed by the police today. How are you and Mike doing after that?”

      “Heaven’s, I’d already forgotten. It really wasn’t much of an interview. We were only there for a few minutes. They asked where we were when it happened and about our relationship with Dillon, then we were done.”

      She frowned. “Wendy made it sound like everyone was run through the wringer.”
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      “Now, come to think of it, she was in there quite a bit longer than us or Dillon's parents. We all carpooled together, and by the time she came out, I was starting to get worried.”

      “That’s strange,” Pearl muttered. “I wonder why she had to be in there so much longer than the two of you.”

      “Don’t think about it too much. I’m sure they had their reasons. Are you home now?”

      “Yeah, I was just getting ready to lie down.”

      “You get some sleep now. If you need anything, I’m just a phone call away, okay?”

      “Thanks, Mom. I really appreciate it.”

      When she ended the call and plugged in her phone on the nightstand, Pearl closed her eyes and tried to go to sleep. Her mind wouldn’t stop racing, though. Every detail and piece of information that they’d gathered in the past several hours weighed on her mind. She knew Matthew would keep his word and call if he found anything, but the silence was suffocating. The conversations with Wendy and her mother played through her head. It didn’t make any sense why they would spend less time with her parents.

      Wendy and Pearl were close, but their time was mostly spent going out or drinking wine at home after Conner went to bed. Her parents, on the other hand, saw him almost every day in some capacity. They would often pick him up from Valerie’s when she was running late or had to stop for groceries. The tight-knit relationship they had with Conner was one reason they were still in the small town. Had it not been for their grandson, Pearl knew they’d have moved south to warmer weather years ago. She rolled over and tried again to close her mind down. After another hour of failing to fall asleep, Pearl huffed and sat up.

      It was such a childish thing to be dwelling over when she could just ask her friend herself. Not wanting to miss a call from Matthew or Ben if something happened, she grabbed her phone and carefully crept down the steps. If Wendy had dozed off as well, she didn’t want to wake her friend. The information wasn’t life and death. It was just a tick that was driving her slightly insane. Wendy was sitting on the couch, watching a news briefing on Conner. Instantly, her heart started to ache at the sight of his photo being splashed across the screen.

      “Hey,” Wendy whispered. “No luck sleeping?”

      She shook her head and sat on the sofa across from Wendy. The volume was turned almost all the way down. Pearl could now see that Wendy had her laptop sitting on the coffee table. Her friend was lucky enough to work from home. After the pandemic, the cyber security firm she worked with decided everyone could stay home. Her friend, in true form, had assumed it was to cut corners on the bills. They were a billion-dollar company yet freelanced their workers to keep them from gaining benefits. Still, Pearl was grateful her friend was available to be with her.

      “No,” she muttered. “I wish I could. I know it would help me a ton, but I can’t stop thinking about the police interrogating everyone. Do you know if they started talking to all of Dillon’s girlfriends?”

      Wendy cringed. “I think they were more flings than girlfriends, but I did see several rather young and attractive women being siphoned through the police station.”

      “Maybe they’ll get picked up on prostitution.”

      Pearl wondered if Ben had a list of the women Dillon had been with. Overall, she didn’t care about his transgressions. She knew the marriage was over, and if it weren’t for Conner, she probably would never speak to the man again. For a moment, she thought it would be fun to call each name on the list, giving them all a piece of her mind.

      She chuckled to herself when she imagined them answering the phone, unsuspecting, just to be told the woman they answered for was the wife of the man they’d been screwing around with. She was silent for a minute while being amused with making those calls. She was curious as to how many women he had cheated on her with. Did any of them know he was married, or had he lied to all of them as the waitress had claimed?

      There was a brief time that she debated asking Ben for the list of names. She knew he would never give it to her, but it made her happy to think about it. Her own little revenge. She tried to snap her mind from those thoughts, knowing it wasn’t doing her any good. She told herself that there was a reason she had come downstairs in the first place. Pearl cleared her mind and tried to push the thoughts aside.

      “Are you okay?” Wendy asked. “Do you need something? I can order takeout or make you some tea.”

      “No, I’m fine. I just can't sleep. So, they interrogated you for a while? What did they ask about?”

      “Jesus, everything it seems like. Before Conner was born stuff. Hell, they were asking questions about before the two of you were even married.”

      “What do you mean?” Pearl asked. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would they care about that? Do they think it’s someone from our past that did this?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “How long did they interview the woman he slept with for?”

      “I really don’t know. I’d say about the same amount of time as me. Everyone didn’t take that long, though. I think just the people who know you and Dillon the best.”

      “Then why were my parents out of there so fast? You’re my friend, not Dillon’s. The two of you have never spent more than five minutes alone together.”

      None of it made sense to Pearl. Why had they questioned her like she was high on the list of suspects, even though they never spent any time together? She racked her brain, trying to understand everything that was going on. If she had been interrogated as long as the suspects Dillon had slept with, then why wouldn’t she go into detail about the questions they had asked her? The question seemed stuck in her brain, and no matter how she tried to work out the problem, she couldn’t come up with a valid answer.

      Pearl took several moments to work it all out in her mind. Suddenly, she realized the answer to her question was right in front of her. She glanced at her friend sitting right in front of her, and something in Wendy’s gaze switched. Something was seriously wrong, and she had been hiding something from her since the time she was questioned. As quickly as she realized the answer to her question, Wendy looked away. She knew then that her friend was keeping something from her. Her stomach lurched when the truth hit her. It hit her like a ton of bricks at that.

      She tried to work out the wording, but when she opened her mouth to ask, the question wouldn’t come out. She knew that deep down inside of herself, she didn’t want the answer. Pearl sucked in a breath and exhaled.

      “Wendy, what aren’t you telling me?” Pearl asked.

      She shifted, her gaze breaking away. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been my best friend for as long as we’ve known each other. I know when you are hiding something. I said you’ve never spent more than five minutes alone with him. Is that true, Wendy?”

      She wouldn’t look Pearl in the eye as she shook her head.

      “Wendy,” Pearl whispered. “When have you been alone with him?”

      “Jesus, why are we talking about this right now? You know I would never do anything to hurt Conner. What’s in the past should stay there.”

      “You didn’t answer my question, Wendy.”

      “Stop saying my name like that,” she pleaded. “I…I cant.”

      “You can't what? Answer a simple question? My son is missing. Do you really think right now is the best time for you to be keeping secrets? If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I’ll go ask Ben myself.”

      “Pearl, I’m so sorry. It was years ago before you were married. We were drinking one night, and it just…it just happened.”

      The world started to close around her as Pearl struggled to breathe. She shook her head, unwilling to accept what her friend was saying, but her answers were still vague. Pearl didn’t want to believe what she was hearing, but it was already too late to go back. The answer had been released. Though it wasn't what she wanted to hear, she needed to hear it, all the same.

      “When?”

      “Pearl—”

      “I asked you a question, Wendy. When did you fuck my husband?”

      Wendy cringed. “I’m so sorry—”

      “When?” Pearl screamed.

      The woman jumped and started to sob. “Two days before your wedding when we all went to Vegas.”
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      Pearl moved without emotion. She was too shocked to hear what Wendy was telling her as she grabbed her keys and darted onto the front lawn. All she could think about was getting away from the woman who had betrayed her years ago. Never in her life had she felt more alone. Just as she reached the driver's side door, Ben pulled up and blocked her in. Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, she turned toward him.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “Heading out?”

      “That’s very observant of you. Except that you’re blocking me in, so now I cant.”

      “I was just coming to check on you after that shitshow. I know things got a little out of hand.”

      “This whole freaking thing is out of hand,” she whispered.

      “I’m sure you’re tired of people asking you this by now, but how are you holding up? This isn’t easy for any of us, and we aren’t Conner’s parents.”

      “Just the mother, I don’t think Dillon gives a crap that our son is missing.”

      “Well, I did talk to him, and he’s got amnesia, so in his defense—”

      “Even if he knew what was going on, he wouldn’t give a shit. You’ve done the digging, Ben. He was a terrible person. A monster.”

      “He definitely had us all fooled.”

      “Listen, I’m really tired, and I want to find my kid, so if you’ve got nothing else, then I’d appreciate it if you moved your car.”

      Pearl really did want nothing more than to go to sleep, but the day's events had proven that task to be fruitless. She couldn’t stand the fact that she was the only one who seemed to know that Dillon was lying about not remembering anything. Then again, she was the only one who had been around him enough to know better.

      Looking at Ben, she could see she had made him feel uneasy, but she didn’t care. Ben was standing there, whether he understood or not, defending Dillon. As she watched him, she noticed Ben glance past her and toward the house. Suddenly, Pearl heard the door open. Turning around, she watched as Wendy made her way past them and to her car.

      Ben tried to say hi to the woman, but she didn’t respond and didn’t even glance in his direction. Pearl knew she was upset, but Wendy had slept with Dillon two days before her wedding and never had thought to mention it in the years since. She didn’t care that she had upset her. As she watched her so-called friend pull out of the driveway in a hurry, Ben turned back and looked at her. He had a knowing look on his face, and that sent anger through her again.

      “I reckon the two of you had a conversation?” he asked.

      “You could call it that. I’m happy she’s out of my house, though, if that’s what you’re asking. Maybe she’s going to check on my husband. Apparently, the two were close.”

      “Pearl, you gotta know that it tore her up inside when we asked her about it. She loves you and your kid both. I think—”

      “I don’t care what you think,” Pearl snapped. “Do you have any idea how it feels to have your best friend betray you like that? At least my house is empty now. I’m going inside, and no, you can’t come in.”

      “We still need to talk, Pearl. I’ve interviewed everyone but you.”

      Her jaw clenched. “I’m sorry. Do you think I had something to do with my own son’s disappearance?”

      “It’s not what I think, Pearl, it’s what we know so far, and that means the two of us are going to have a conversation. I’m not asking, either. It can happen here, or it can happen down at the station.”

      “Screw you, Benny.”

      “Come on now, just let me come in, and we can talk. I don’t want to put you in cuffs….”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” she growled.

      “I’ll do what it takes to solve this case, Pearl. Even if that means ticking you and your new boyfriend off.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend, you ass.”

      “Fine, whatever, your friend then. I don’t care what we call him, but the fact of the matter is, you and I are going to talk, then I’m going to have a few words with him as well.”

      “Fine, but just so we are clear, I will be recording the conversation.”

      His face paled. “Now, Pearl. There is no reason this can’t just be a friendly conversation.”

      “Oh no, Ben. When you threatened to take me into the station in cuffs, this stopped being friendly. Dillon was a shit husband and father, but he’s a decent attorney and I’ve learned to record everything. So, keep that in mind, friend.”

      “Fine,” he growled. “After you.”

      She agreed to talk with Benny, but not because she wanted to. If she had her way, he’d have been knocked out in her driveway and she’d be waiting for the rest of the force to come to take her in. At least then they’d have a reason to cuff her. Her mind was going faster than she could understand. No matter how hard she tried, the angrier she got. She knew doing anything or not cooperating would only lead to more problems. The biggest problem that needed to be fixed right now was that her son was missing, and the police wanted to waste their time by interviewing her when it was obvious that she had nothing to do with it.

      Reluctantly, she knew the best thing to do was just to get the conversation over with. Maybe then they would point their resources in the right direction and find Conner. She turned around and stormed toward the front door. She only stopped when she realized Benny hadn’t been following her.

      “You coming in, or do I need to mail you an invitation?”

      He shrugged and then sighed, slowly walking toward the front door. She knew she had struck a nerve, but so had he when he had threatened to take her to the precinct in cuffs. She grumbled to herself as Benny made his way inside and she closed the door behind him. If he thought the conversation would go easy, he was sadly mistaken. He hadn’t made anything easy on her, and she was going to return the favor.

      Ben tried to start the conversation right away, but Pearl had no intention of making it easy on him. She took out her phone and turned on the audio recorder before making herself a cup of tea. She didn’t bother to ask Ben if he wanted anything. He wasn’t there as a friend or moral support. As soon as she had discovered the questions were an interrogation, her mood had shifted. They were officially chasing their own tails on the case. It made her grateful for a friend like Matthew again.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “What do you want? How can I ease your mind, Officer?”

      “Where were you on the day Conner went missing?”

      “Jesus, this again? I already told you. I was at my parent’s house for a while, then I came back here.”

      “Was anyone with you?”

      “No,” Pearl hissed. “It was just me.”

      “Did you stop and talk to anyone who might have seen you come in? Maybe a neighbor or the mailman?”

      “I can't remember the last time old Frank delivered mail on a Sunday, Ben.”

      He chuckled. “You know what I mean. Did anyone see you?”

      “You mean do I have any witnesses that I didn’t attack my husband and kidnap my own kid? No, sorry. I didn’t think I’d need any.”

      “You and Dillon were having marital problems, though. You admit that, right? You called the police on him the day before.”

      “Yes, Ben. You and the rest of the town know we were having problems. That’s what happens when you marry a hoe, I guess. I just figured that if he couldn’t keep it in his pants, why should I keep his secrets for him.”

      “What about this man, Matthew? How long have the two of you been spending time together?”

      “Since my son was kidnapped, and I don’t like what you are implying. Do I need to have a lawyer here?”

      Ben flushed and shook his head. “I’m not accusing you of anything, Pearl. You can see how all of this is looking, though. I know you’d never do something like this, but to an outsider…it doesn’t look good.”

      “Thank God this case is being handled by your team of misfits then.”

      “Well, that’s not the case anymore. Since there is a possibility that Conner was taken over state lines or abducted by a parent, the feds are taking over.”

      She snorted. “A possibility? Dillon was there when he was kidnapped. I think we can be sure that’s the case.”

      “Actually, he’s been ruled out as a suspect.”

      “Then…are you kidding me?” she stammered. “I’m considered a suspect?”
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      “You need to leave,” she growled.

      “Pearl—”

      “I have nothing else to say to you. As you said, the case is being taken over by the feds, so you can direct them to my attorney with any questions.”

      “Why do you already have counsel, Pearl? You know how that makes it look….”

      “Because I was divorcing my cheating husband two days ago! Not being considered a suspect in my son’s abduction! Of course, I had an attorney. You better believe if you all are going to waste my time making me a suspect, I’m going to waste yours with a legal wall so high you’ll be sitting ducks for weeks.”

      “Come on now, we are just trying—”

      “Do I need to call the police?” she asked.

      He glared at her. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not under arrest, right? And I’ve asked you to leave, so now you’re trespassing.”

      Pearl was still stunned by the revelation that Dillon was no longer a suspect, but he was treating her as if she was. She hated that she was treating Benny that way, but his quiet accusations were more than she could stand. She had nothing else to say to the man standing in front of her, and before she said another word, she wanted to talk to her lawyer. The woman had been smart the first time she had talked to her and was willing to bet she knew her way around the legal ramifications she had somehow stepped into.

      Her mind wandered in the direction of Matthew. While she was thankful to have him by her side, she hated that she had sucked him into everything going on. She knew he would be interrogated next and wanted to give him a heads up on what was coming. Pearl liked Matthew, and there was no real way of hiding it at this point, but after finding out all she had that day, she was ready to let him off the hook.

      In her mind, she quickly went over the things she had learned and the things Benny had told her. She wasn’t sure what the feds taking over meant. She couldn’t even be sure they would do any more than what the local department had already done, but she hoped it would bring her closer to finding her son. Without realizing it, she had completely zoned out. It wasn’t until Benny started to speak again that she brought herself back to the conversation at hand.

      “We’re just trying to help, Pearl.”

      “And you are helping. You’re helping the real kidnappers get a bigger lead.”

      She slammed the door in his face, locking it behind her as she marched back to the living room and grabbed her phone. Pearl quickly sent an email to her legal counsel before dialing Matthew’s number. At first, she didn’t think he was going to answer, but when he finally did, he spoke in hushed whispers. It was obvious he was in the room with someone else and didn’t want them to hear what was being said.

      “Ben just left,” she snapped. “You wouldn’t believe the conversation we had.”

      “Oh, I bet I would. I’ve got a couple men here giving me the same talk I’m thinking. Are you coming back over?”

      “Yeah, I was getting ready to leave when a half dozen bombshells were dropped in my lap. Ben left in a huff. I’m done talking to any of them. They can call my attorney.”

      He chuckled. “Atta girl. I’ll see you in a few. Hopefully, these idiots will be gone by then. Honestly, after the conversation I just had, I’m surprised they’ve made it as far as they have in this investigation.”

      “You and me both. I’ll see you in a few,” she replied.

      Grabbing her purse, she darted out the door for a second time. Pearl was happy to see that Ben wasn’t still sitting at the end of her driveway, but it didn’t take her long to spot the patrol car near the end of her road. Despite the desire to peel away and give him a run for his money, she obeyed the traffic laws the entire way to Matthew’s house. By the time she got there, Pearl was fuming. It wasn’t Ben following her, but he’d obviously instructed the officer to keep a close tail on her. She had half a mind to tell Matthew they were going on a road trip for no other reason than to waste the cop’s time.

      Just as she reached the front door, it opened, and two uniformed officers walked out. Neither of them spoke to her as they stormed to an unmarked car. Matthew followed after them, leaning against the frame of the door with his arms crossed over his chest. From his stance alone, she could tell he was livid with what had happened. He ushered her inside and out of the frigid cold. Within minutes, they were sitting in the living room as she shared her conversation with Wendy. The steaming coffee jolted her awake some, though it did nothing to help with her aching heart over the betrayal.

      “Holy shit,” Matthew mumbled. “That’s insane. I’m so sorry to hear that. What are you going to do?”

      “Not a damn thing. She’s made her bed, and now she can lie in it. Did you find out anything? You said you were going to talk to a few people on the registry, right? Or did the cops get here before you had the chance?”

      “Nope, they showed up right as I was pulling in. Either their timing is perfect, or they were waiting for me.”

      “Yeah, one of them followed me here, so I’m not surprised,” Pearl said. “If you ask me, they are chasing their tails right now and wasting valuable resources at the same time.”

      “You’re not wrong in thinking that. I did manage to find out a few things, though, before they shut down my plan. I talked with one of the guys on the registry, and I believe him when he said he had nothing to do with it, but he heard a couple pot dealers talking about the case at the bar this morning.”

      “Holy shit, we have to find those men. Do you think the place has security cameras?”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think they did; I know they do. I already went over there. Thanks to my military looks, they didn’t take a close peek at my ID when I said I was with the locals. They let me look at the videos and were able to identify one of the men.”

      “Look at you go,” she said playfully.

      “So, I found this guy right on the corner where the bartender said he would be, and he told me he was making a deal yesterday around five and saw a boy matching Conner’s description in the back of a van. It was vague, but I guess the kid was crying and tried to get out when they stopped at the dime store on the edge of town.”

      Just hearing that someone had seen her son since the time of his kidnapping was enough to send her heart racing. It wasn’t what she thought when he had said he was going to check on the people on the offender registry, but she was happy to hear they had a lead. Finally, something was going their way. Out of nowhere, her mind went into overdrive. She suddenly had a thousand questions, and she didn’t know where to start.

      Her thoughts landed on her son. She wondered where he was right then and if he was okay. She pictured him locked in a dark room, cold and crying. Her body went numb. Pearl couldn’t stand thinking her boy was suffering. She knew that wherever her son could be, he was scared and alone, and the thought of that broke her heart.

      This was time she could be with her son, enjoying life. It was time she knew she never would get back. She wanted to wrap her arms around Conner and never let go. The hole in her heart wouldn’t be filled until her son was home. She didn’t know how yet, but she knew they would find him. The flood of questions ran through her thoughts again. This time they came slowly, though her speech was faster than she expected.

      “What town? Where? Did he try to stop them or tell the police?”

      “Easy now. Don’t forget he’s a pot dealer, Pearl. He didn’t call the cops or try to do anything. However, he got the last three of the van’s plates. I’ve already asked a friend over at the DMV to look into it for me. This was right outside of Loudonville.”

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe we have a lead. What if it was them? Do you think they’ve made it across state lines yet?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll hear back from my contact soon, though, and when we do, we’ll go get some answers. I can promise you that much. We’re getting close, Pearl. I can feel it.”
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      Matthew’s men at the DMV didn’t take long to come through with a name and address on the van. The residences on file were only fifteen minutes away from where the pair were trapped in Matthew’s house. There was no way of knowing how long Ben planned on keeping the officers on their tails, but as long as they were sitting out front, the duo was trapped inside. Every move they made was being watched by the small-town police. Pearl felt herself wishing the feds would move in faster so they could clear her name and start looking for the real culprits.

      “I can't believe my son might be holed up somewhere so close, trapped and braving the elements while some asshole is hurting him,” Pearl stammered.

      “Hey now, it doesn’t do us any good to think like that. We are going to get to that property, got it?”

      “How? The second we step outside, that jerk is going to follow us. Then what do we do?”

      Matthew shrugged. “Then we give him something to follow.”

      “That’s your plan? A high-speed police chase to the kidnapper’s house? I really don’t think they’ll let you go with a warning, even when we find Conner.”

      “I was thinking something a little less Bonnie and Clyde. Do you want to go for a drive? We can take my truck. That way, our officer friend out there doesn’t get lost trying to tail us.”

      “Now, you want him following?” Pearl asked. “How does that fix our problem?”

      “You better believe it. You’ll see,” Matthew said. “Just give me one second to make a phone call first.”

      Pearl watched him walk into the other room. She couldn’t make out what was being said, just that he spoke fast and in a hushed voice. Matthew was laughing and carrying on like he was talking to a friend he had known his whole life. A small part of her wanted to follow into the room and hear what they were saying, but Matthew hadn’t hidden anything from her yet. So, she trusted him in whatever his plan was.

      She didn’t normally like being kept in the dark, especially when it came to her son being missing. She thought about Conner and what he must be going through. He was alone and scared, and she could only hope the kidnapper wasn’t hurting him. Pearl wondered what they would find at the address they had received, but when the negative thoughts came rushing in, she shut them down. Going back to Matthew, she tried to clear her mind and listen to what was being said, to no avail.

      After a few minutes of hearing him laugh and talk on the phone to whoever he had called, she heard him say goodbye and waited for him to re-enter the room. She was curious as to what his plan was, but she waited for him to speak. As he walked into the room, he had a big smile on his face. She couldn’t help but break a smile in return.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She shrugged, unsure of what to say as she followed him out to his waiting truck. There was a bitter chill in the air. Every day the temperatures were dropping a little more. Her mind filled with the same worrisome thoughts as before. Conner was a smart boy; he knew how to keep himself warm, but he was still so young, so innocent. Her heart lurched as the truck rolled forward. Sure enough, the cruiser stationed out front followed behind. It was a quick drive to a neighboring housing complex. When they pulled into the driveway, a familiar face greeted them from the door.

      “Mr. Martin’s?” Pearl asked.

      “Yep, we are old friends. I served with his younger brother on a few tours. He’s the reason I moved here and got the teaching job to start with. Old John wouldn’t shut up about what amazing work it was.”

      “I still don’t know what we are doing here. How does the police following us here change anything we talked about?”

      “Come on, it will make sense in a few. I won’t keep the details quiet any longer, I promise.”

      She followed after him, watching the police cruiser as it stopped a block away from where they’d parked. As soon as they were in the house, John’s wife was wrapping them in her arms, tears flowing down her face as she asked them both an onslaught of questions. Matthew did his best to answer them all as John pulled her off to the side.

      “Are you doing okay? Has Matthew been able to help?”

      “More than anyone else,” Pearl replied.

      “Good, are you two ready?” John asked as the other two joined them.

      Matthew nodded. Pearl still had no idea what was going on.

      “Perfect! Come on then,” John said.

      Pearl followed the other three through the small kitchen into the attached garage, where John’s SUV was already running. He opened the back hatch and pulled out two blankets.

      “Ladies first,” Matthew said with a grin.

      “Listen, I’m down for just about anything that will find my son, but—”

      “Trust me,” he whispered.

      Pearl sighed and rolled her eyes before climbing into the back of the vehicle. Matthew climbed in after her. With a final wink from John, he tossed the blankets over the pair and closed the back hatch. She could hear the duo outside, but the conversation was muffled. A few seconds later, the driver's side door opened, and the car lurched forward, jolting her back and forth momentarily until she got her footing again. They rode in silence. Pearl had to assume that Matthew was struggling to stay upright as much as she was.

      The minutes dragged on until finally, the car stopped, and she heard the driver getting out. The hatch opened as Matthew pulled the blanket off of Pearl. It took her vision a minute to adjust, but when she did, she saw John’s wife smiling at the pair. She climbed out of the trunk and saw they were at a large mechanic’s shop. There were six bays, though the workers had all gone home for the day. Matthew kissed the woman on the cheek and thanked her again before grabbing Pearl’s hand and dragging her toward the main door.

      “Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on now?” she asked.

      “So, when I first enlisted, I was young, and the money was amazing. So good, in fact, that I did what every young and wild man with a little cash in his pocket does.”

      “Which is?”

      “I bought a car.”

      Matthew unlocked the door leading to another garage room. When he flipped on the lights, Pearl could only see a car under cover. She watched as he pulled back the cover, revealing a fully restored, cherry-red GTO convertible. She had seen one at a car show years prior, and the car in front of her put that one to shame. The color was perfect, with an all-black leather interior and chrome trim. The chrome pieces on the GTO were all in perfect condition.

      Pearl had never been one who enjoyed old muscle cars, but if she had ever picked one for herself, she would have gone with the GTO in front of her. Matthew gave her a list of quick details about the car, including some things she had never heard of. She enjoyed listening to him describe the feeling of driving it and the work he had put into it. She could tell by the way he spoke that he really loved it and hearing him describe the car made her chuckle.

      “You really love this car, don’t you?”

      “Love is a strong word for any vehicle, but it was always my dream car.”

      “Why isn’t it in your garage? I’d drive this thing everywhere.” She smiled.

      “Now, a car like this, you don’t drive it every day, and when I divorced my wife, I wanted to make sure it wouldn’t end up in the wrong hands. So, I sold it…for six dollars.”

      She laughed, finally understanding the ruse. “Let me guess, John is a fan of these cars as well?”

      He grinned. “You better believe it. The plan was for him to sell it back to me for what he paid when I moved here, but we haven’t made it that far yet, so it’s not registered to me or anything else.”

      “Which means the police aren’t going to be looking for it. You really have thought of everything. Are you sure you aren’t still in the military?”

      “Nope. I just like old cars and didn’t want the ex-wife to get it. Everything else is just karma. The gods knew we’d need a clean ride, I think. So, what do you say, wanna go find out who took your little boy?” Matthew asked.

      Pearl smiled. “I thought you’d never asked.”
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      “So, what are we going to do when we get there?” Pearl asked.

      “I guess that depends on if they are home or not.”

      “Right,” she muttered. “I didn’t think about that. If Conner is there, do you really think they’re going to just let us walk right in?”

      “No, which is why you are going to wait out here in the car. There should be a scarf and sunglasses in the glovebox still. You’ll need to put those on.”

      She frowned. “What? Why? I don’t want to wait in here.”

      “I know you don’t, but your face was plastered all over the news. You can stand outside the car if you want and look around but stay next to it, understood? We can’t risk them noticing who you are. Conner's life might depend on it.”

      Pearl nodded in understanding, the weight of his words hitting her like a brick wall. Her son’s life was on the line. Suddenly, Pearl regretted even doing the press conference. She’d been so focused on getting her son back that the repercussion of her actions on their private investigation was never considered. With a heavy sigh, Pearl resigned herself to staying next to the car as she opened the glove box and pulled out a pair of oversize sunglasses and a cherry-red scarf. Catching the whiff of perfume still nestled in the scarf’s folds, Pearl gave Matthew a quizzical sideways glance.

      “It’s not what you think,” he grumbled. “My mom loved riding in this puppy. Whenever she’d come to visit, she would look at it longingly but not want to mess up her hair. So, on one of their trips, I surprised her with those. Now, whenever we see each other, she can come with me.”

      Pearl smiled. “You’re a good son.”

      She quickly put on the scarf and sunglasses just as they pulled up to the trailer. Pearl took a deep breath when she saw a dark-blue van sitting in the driveway. Her cheap disguise was the only thing protecting her from others knowing who she was. When she heard dogs barking from all directions, her heart started to race. The area looked desolate, with everyone inside due to the cold.

      Pearl took note that the whole street looked depressing and dead. The movement appeared to be at a minimum, but with the temperatures sinking, she expected nothing less. The gray sky, with signs of the sun poking through and cold air reminded her of scenes from a warzone, where everything looked as if it were coming to an end. As Matthew pulled the car into the driveway behind the van, Pearl held her breath. As much as she hoped to find her son, she was also hoping they didn’t find him here. She could only pray that Conner was somewhere warm and as safe as could be.

      As he parked the car, she said a prayer, hoping to find her son. Her chest hurt from how hard her heart was pounding. There was an eerie silence besides the dogs barking. The cold air had a quieting effect.

      “What are you going to say to them?” Pearl asked.

      “Well, I figure with the car, I can just say we were heading to a classic car show in Loudonville and got turned around. They probably don’t get great cell phone service out here, so I’ll say my GPS isn’t working.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. “That could work to get you close to the guy.”

      “I’m hoping to get a good idea if Conner is in there or has been here,” Matthew said. “Wish me luck.”

      Pearl smiled at him as he gave her a wink and climbed out of the car. She waited until he was a little ways away before getting out herself and pretending to stretch. A man came to the door. Instantly, her heart started to pound when she saw the small pistol tucked into the waist of his jeans. She was grateful for the glasses that hid her frightened gaze as she quickly scanned the area. The van had dark-tinted windows, making it impossible to see inside without being obvious. Pearl ran her hand along the car’s hood as if she were appreciating its beauty but inching closer to the van in the process.

      It offered her nothing of use. Despite the new angle and the sun poking through the tint, the interior looked well-worn but clean. There was no indication Conner had been there. She felt like she was going to be sick as she climbed back into the passenger seat and watched the men talking on the porch. The owner of the trailer was showing Matthew something on his phone. After a few more minutes, Matthew shook the man’s hand and headed back in her direction. Climbing behind the wheel, he started the car and carefully backed out of the driveway. When they were on the gravel road again, he sighed.

      “I take it you didn’t find anything?”

      “Well, not nothing, but he’s not our guy. He works night at the local butcher shop and uses the van to haul deliveries.”

      “That doesn’t mean much. Just because he has a job doesn’t mean he didn’t take Conner.”

      “It does when he’s got a live stream of himself gaming all day when Conner was kidnapped. He’s not our guy. I’m sorry, Pearl.”

      “You did everything you could.”

      “He did give me an idea, though. While we were talking, he mentioned that his brother was going through a nasty divorce and had to hire a private investigator to dig up dirt on her ex. I wonder if any of Dillon’s clients or their bitter exes did the same.”

      “Well, we’ve only got one private investigator within forty miles of the city, and she’s over in Cheshire on the opposite side of Jackson.”

      “Why don’t you give her a call and set up an appointment. We don’t need to tell her who we are just yet.”

      “So, you don’t think the man back there has anything to do with this?”

      Knowing the answer wasn’t what she wanted to hear, she could see Matthew was debating the possibility in his head. The wheels turning was evident by the expression on his face. Pearl understood from the beginning that this might not be their guy, but it didn’t make the pain any less fierce. She felt like she could cry at any moment and that this was just another dead end on a list of many. Her heart sank when she thought about never finding Conner. He was just a little boy who should be at home, playing and not worrying about the evil of this world.

      She choked back the tears, though she had no clue what they were going to do next. She wondered if they would ever get the clue that would actually lead to where Conner was being held. Every step they took and every lead they followed only led to disappointment. Pearl could feel the tears building in the corners of her eyes.

      She wiped away the tears and waited for Matthew’s reply. She couldn’t help but notice that he looked defeated as well. She suddenly felt like she had lost all hope and that her prayers of finding her son were useless. Though in her desperate times, she knew she’d still pray, the hope of them being answered was slowly fading. She couldn’t help but wonder what kind of god would allow this to happen to a child. She wasn’t about to give up, but her heart ached with unanswered questions.

      “No, I don’t think so. At least not right now. That might change, but he seems to have a solid alibi and no reason to be a part of this. I could be wrong. We might want to send the police over just in case. They might find something that we don’t have the forensics to catch.”

      “And how do you propose we do that? I don’t think Ben is going to appreciate us still moving one step ahead of him.”

      “That’s the beauty of not having the feds here yet. They’ve got the technology to track anonymous tips, but a small town like Jackson won’t.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. This whole ordeal makes me really happy the school did that fingerprinting program a few years back. At least if they do find something, they’ll have a set on file to run it against.”

      Matthew grinned. “See now, with a brilliant mother like you on our side, there is no way we won't find him.”

      As Pearl called the police hotline and left a tip for them to follow on the man, she couldn’t help but be amused at the irony. They were leading the investigation, but Ben and his team had no idea. It didn’t matter, though; Pearl was willing to do whatever it took to find Conner. The second call to the private investigator was equally as brief. Within fifteen minutes of leaving the former suspect's property, she was programming the PI’s address into the GPS.
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      The woman’s office was small but well maintained. She greeted them with a warm smile as they introduced themselves to her. Beatrice Ronald looked to be in her early forties, with whisps of silver slicked back with her raven hair in a tight bun. Pearl could appreciate her business suit and the care with which it had been pressed. She was obviously a woman who cared a great deal about her brand's image. When Pearl introduced herself, a look of recognition crossed the investigator's face.

      “I’ve heard your story on the news. I’m so sorry for what you’re going through. I’m happy to help in any way that I can.”

      “I’m really glad to hear you say that. We know you’re the only private investigator in the area. Have you ever worked with my husband before?”

      Her eyes darted to Matthew. “I’m sorry, neither of you look familiar except for the news conference I saw earlier.”

      “He’s not my husband,” Pearl replied. “He’s just a dear friend helping me find my son. My husband is Dillon James.”

      Beatrice gasped. “That’s why your last name rang a bell! I couldn’t quite place it! Yes, I’ve worked with Dillon before on a few cases.”

      Pearl grinned. “I figured as much. You’re the only PI around.”

      “You’ve done your research. You know I can't talk about my discoveries with another client, though; I’d never work in this town again…or any other one around here for that matter.”

      “Listen, we aren’t asking you to give us any details. We are just trying to get pointed in the right direction. Did any of the cases stand out to you?” Matthew asked.

      She frowned.

      Pearl could tell the woman was trying to build walls around her answer. Unfortunately, there wouldn’t be much she could tell them. She quickly glanced around the room. There were several personal items displayed in her office. She was a family woman, and that was something Pearl felt like she could use in her favor. Looking around a little more, she spotted a picture frame with two young girls sitting on the woman’s desk. They looked to be teenagers, judging from the height of both of them.

      She thought about how the woman would have felt if it had been her daughters that were missing. Pearl saw the look in the woman’s eyes when Matthew had asked her the question. She was preparing to shut them down and answer nothing. She knew they couldn’t afford to lose another lead, and she had to work fast.

      “Beatrice, do you have kids?” Pearl asked softly. “I see you have a picture of those two beautiful young ladies there.”

      The woman’s eyes darted to the picture as she nodded and smiled. “Two girls. The oldest is getting ready to graduate. She’s going to State in the fall,” she said. “I’m really proud of her.”

      Pearl chuckled softly. “I bet you are. Conner is already thinking about what he wants to be when he grows up, too. He’s only eight, though, so he’s got some time to decide…if we find him in time….”

      Her voice cracked. She knew if she didn’t stop talking, the tears would start to fall again. The woman’s gaze turned sympathetic, a mother's understanding evident. She sighed and nodded before circling around to the other side of the desk and sitting down. Pearl was scared to move or even breathe in fear that the woman would change her mind about helping them. It wasn’t until Matthew gently touched her arm and indicated they should sit as well that she was able to draw an unsteady breath.

      “Your husband only came to me three times to use my services.”

      “That’s surprising,” Pearl muttered. “I would have thought he’d come here more often.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      She cringed, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut. “Because you’re smart and beautiful, just his type. I’m sorry. Recent…revelations have left me a little bitter toward him. He’s more of a… hands-on kind of man. He’ll be my ex as soon as I find Conner…well, if we find him.”

      “Honestly? You don’t know how relieved I am to hear you say that. It makes me feel a lot better about this whole thing, too. He came on to me several times, but I knew he was married. The last time, about two months ago, I finally told him to back off, or I’d blacklist him in the industry.”

      Pearl chuckled through the anger. “Good, maybe you should do it anyway. Trust me, I’ll be needing your services for my divorce if things get messy. I hope he rots in hell.”

      “I’ll be there to watch the fire,” Beatrice replied with a grin. “Now, the most recent case was hands-down the messiest as well. The husband hired Dillon as his council. He was a drinker with a mean temper, and his wife knew it. However, he was also the sole breadwinner, and let me tell you, he made loaves with his construction company.”

      “So, Dillon brought you on to dig up some information on the wife?”

      “Yep. The only problem was, I couldn’t find a thing. She was a genuine saint. Mother of the year to their three kids, worked as a volunteer all over the community—not a bad thing to be said about her. Needless to say, Dillon’s client was not happy about it.”

      “Do you know what happened with the case?”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t care, but since I’ve got a restraining order against the man now, I’ve kept tabs.”

      Pearl gasped.

      “A restraining order?” Matthew pressed. “What did he do to deserve that accomplishment?”

      “Yep. They ended up going to court, though I would assume Dillon tried to talk him into settling outside of it. The man lost damn near everything in the settlement. His wife was able to prove not just the infidelity but also tax evasion and child abuse. It was a real mess of a case, and he wasn’t happy with how it ended.”

      “Damn, how did she manage to do that?” Pearl asked. “How’d she turn it around so quickly.”

      Beatrice grinned. “A good private investigator. After her ex realized I couldn’t dig up any dirt, he got drunk and thought it would be a good idea to come over and try to intimidate me into fabricating intel. That was when I got the restraining order and took her case free of charge.”

      “That’s awesome,” Pearl stammered in awe. “Well, if nothing else, I’ll be hiring you for my divorce from that prick as well. You definitely seem to be the kind of woman I need in my corner.”

      “Good, I’ll be happy to help you bury him. I wish I had more to offer you on finding your son, though. One of the officers at the courthouse the day of the divorce said the man was livid, though, and had to be dragged off of Dillon. He made threats, Pearl. If I were searching for information, I’d start with him. He’s a real classy guy.”

      Pearl thought about how horrible of a man he could have been to try to pile dirt on the mother of his children. The world was full of people who only cared about themselves and wouldn’t blink to use their kids as pawns to get revenge on their ex. The thought made Pearl sick.

      A spark of hope entered Pearl’s mind, though. Finally, a real lead that could take them to her son. She knew if the man had been willing to put everything on the line to get the PI to fabricate evidence and attack Dillon in a public location, it wasn’t too farfetched to believe he would retaliate by kidnapping his lawyer’s son. Her mind raced with thoughts on the new information. This could have been the lead they were waiting for.

      Beatrice reached for a stack of cards and pulled out a pen. Pearl watched her scribble her name and address on the back of the card before sliding the card to her. She was thankful Matthew was there with her, and she was thankful Dillon had hit on Beatrice. If he hadn’t, Pearl didn’t think the woman would have been as helpful.

      “If you need anything from me, including when you divorce Dillon, you contact me using the number on the back of my card. It’ll put you right through to my cell phone.”

      “Thank you so much. Not just for your time, but for your kindness,” Pearl said.

      “I hope you find the sons of bitches who took your little boy. Let me know if you need any help, and I’ll keep my ear to the ground for you. If I hear anything, you’ll be my first call.”

      “Thank you,” Pearl said. “I think we are going to get along just fine.”

      Beatrice chuckled. “Good, I can always use another friend. I look forward to burying Dillon with you. Just say the word and I’m there.”
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      “I’m not waiting in the car this time,” Pearl growled.

      Matthew sighed as they pulled up to the apartment complex address Beatrice had given them. She knew he was going to be irked by her decision, but from the way the PI had spoken, the man deserved an angry woman yelling in his face. While she had no intention of making a scene, Pearl wasn’t a wallflower, either. Whether or not the man was helpful would determine her behavior in response.

      “We already know this guy has a nasty temper. Why don’t you let me go first, and if it looks like he’s got to talk, I’ll come to get you? That beat-up little car there is the only one in the lot; it’s got to be his.”

      She glared at him. “That’s not going to happen. I’m not gonna budge on this. I feel like we’re getting no closer to finding Conner. If this guy is a waste of time, then I’ll know right away.”

      “Pearl—”

      “Don’t, Matthew. I’ve made up my mind on this.”

      He sighed but nodded as they climbed out of his car. It looked out of place in the run-down neighborhood. Pearl still couldn’t believe there were parts of the community she didn’t know anything about. Her parents had always kept her away from the apartment complex, knowing the unsavory handful of people who lived there. In Jackson, it was rare for the town to turn its back on someone. Single parents and strays alike were helped no matter the circumstances.

      It took a great deal of being taken advantage of for someone to land at the apartment on the outskirts of the sleepy community. As they walked past the car, Matthew ran his finger over the hood. Matthew pounded on the door. The apartments on either side were vacant, with their doors standing open. Kids had vandalized them, though it was hard to feel anger over the situation when it was obvious no one cared about the property.

      Despite hearing movement on the other side of the door, there was no answer. Her friend knocked again as she started to lose hope. They didn’t look like they were police, but Matthew still had his military vibe. The man might have been already making a beeline for a back exit without them knowing. When he went to knock a third time, the door swung open.

      The man who answered the door looked nothing like what Beatrice had described. He no longer had his fancy cars, suits, and impeccable appearance. This man was unshaven, with a dirty wife-beater on and a beer gut. Losing everything had worn down the man’s looks. He had a beer in his hand, which he drank as he opened the door.

      Pearl couldn’t help but think it was everything he deserved. He had been rich and played the wrong person. From the looks of him, he got played in return, and his ex-wife must have taken him to the cleaners. The man glared at them and scratched his belly. He let out a loud, obnoxious belch before settling his attention on the pair standing in front of him. She could easily tell the man was not impressed by their presence at his door.

      “The hell do you want?” he growled.

      “Hi there, friend,” Matthew said. “Is that your car out front?”

      “Yeah, what of it? It’s registered, but it doesn’t move. It ain’t run in almost a month now.”

      “Since the end of fall, would you say?”

      “Sure, who the fu—”

      “We were wondering if you’ve kidnapped any kids lately.”

      The man’s cheeks flushed red with rage. “Excuse me? You son of a—”

      “Matthew!” Pearl yelled simultaneously.

      “It’s okay, Pearl,” Matthew quickly said. “I already know the answer. I was just hoping to piss him off.”

      “Who the hell are you?” the man snapped.

      “My name is Matthew, and this is Pearl. Her son is missing.”

      “And what the hell does that have to do with me?”

      Matthew shrugged. “Nothing really. I knew it as soon as we opened your door. You’re too lazy to bother with kidnapping, and you’ve obviously got no money. Nor have you the brainpower to mastermind something like that.”

      “I’ll have you know I’m plenty smart,” the man muttered.

      “All right then, thanks for your time.”

      Pearl’s cheeks were red with anger. She was completely dumbfounded by what had just taken place. Why on Earth would he have been so blunt with the man? His partner in crime could get wind of them being there and do something to Conner. She was pissed and turned to let Matthew hear all about it. Before she got the chance to open her mouth, he grabbed her by the arm and nearly dragged her all the way back to the car.

      By the time they made it back to the car, she was fuming. She couldn’t help but wonder if they had just given away their only lead. She was still confused by what had just transpired, even if she knew in her heart that Matthew would never do anything to jeopardize her son. It had taken everything in her power not to push the man into his house and look for Conner, and with just a few sentences, Matthew had told the man exactly why they were there.

      Matthew opened the passenger door and gently led her into the seat. While he walked around to the driver’s side, she thought about the reasoning behind his decision to tell their suspect why they were there. Anger continued to flow through her as he opened the door and slid into his seat.

      “Do you want to tell me what the hell that was all about? You blew our cover! What if he’s calling his accomplice right now and having her do something to my little boy?”

      “He’s not our guy, Pearl. I promise if there was even a shred of doubt in my mind, I’d be interrogating him right now. The car had pollen on it from the ash trees. Those are the last to fall at the end of the season. It hasn’t moved. There was a flip phone snapped in half on the coffee table with a pile of disconnect notices and no lights on. He wouldn’t be staying there if he had an accomplice with running water and a phone somewhere else. The man was stagnant. Dormant.”

      “Then why did you try to get him to swing at you like that?”

      Matthew grinned and shrugged. “He’s a prick. I thought it would help me blow off some steam if I got to deck him.”

      Pearl laughed. “I understand why you’d want to do that, but next time you go all bad cop on a lead, let me in on it, too. I couldn’t really blow off some steam myself, and he looked like the perfect one to do that to.”

      “Yeah, I’ll think about it. I just thought if I pissed him off enough, he’d swing, and I could score one for the women he tried to screw over.” Matthew chuckled.

      “I would just like to say, you’re pretty ridiculous. What if he had a gun or a knife? Would you have been so hell-bent on provoking him then?”

      “Simply put, I’ve had training in disarming threats like that. Plus, he was so drunk that if he had tried to do anything, he probably would have just fallen on his face.”

      “Fair enough,” Pearl replied. “So, what are we going to do now?”

      “I know it doesn’t feel like it,” Matthew said. “But I promise we have gotten a lot done today.”

      “What do you mean? Everything has led us to dead ends. We’re not any closer to finding him than we were this morning.”

      “We’re a lot closer than you think. We’ve taken several suspects off the list, and every time we do that, it makes the list shorter.”

      She wasn’t happy that every lead had gotten them nowhere. Pearl knew he was right, though she had hoped that this guy would have been it. Her heart ached as she thought about finding her son and giving him the biggest hug of his life. She missed her baby. She didn’t know where they should go next. They were at another dead end, but there wasn’t anything else they needed to check out. Slowly, she tried to ask Matthew, who was staring out at the man still standing at the door.

      “What’s our next move then?” Pearl whispered.

      “I’m not exactly sure, but I do know that we will figure something out. Every time we think we’re at a dead end, something leads us to another possibility. We just have to follow that lead when it shows up.”

      As they pulled away from the apartment complex and started back for Matthew’s house, Pearl’s phone vibrated. It was a text from Ben instructing her to call. Her heart raced as possible reasons ran through her mind.
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      They pulled in front of the police precinct moments later. Pearl was already on edge; Ben hadn’t given her anything to go off of during their phone call. He wouldn’t even meet her at the house. From the tone of his voice, she couldn’t help but wonder if they’d figured out that they’d dropped the ball. While they hadn’t seen any officers when switching out the car for Matthew’s old truck, she knew the question would come up as to where they’d been. Ben glared at them as they entered the building, heading them off in the lobby.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he hissed. “I have people watching your car and both of your houses,” he hissed.

      “I guess you should get some better people then,” Pearl offered. “I don’t really feel like answering any more of your questions. Did you bring us down here for a reason?”

      “Yes, but I’m a little pissed off that I just got a call from my patrol unit saying neither of you has left the principal’s house.”

      “Really? That’s weird because my truck is sitting out front here as proof that we aren’t there,” Matthew offered.

      Ben just glared at Matthew, and Pearl tried to keep herself from laughing, though a smile might have crept through. She said nothing about Matthew’s truck, as she knew the principal had dropped it off for them at the garage where they had picked up the GTO.

      Judging by the tone coming from each of them, she knew a fight was about to break out. The pair had been rubbing each other the wrong way since the moment they had met. She wondered briefly if she should just let the two hash it out but thought better of it. The brewing tension was more than enough, and they still weren’t any closer to finding her son.

      She was still upset with Ben for not keeping them in the loop. Plus, she still felt like he could be doing more to find Conner. They had been at the department for several minutes, and Ben had yet to tell her what she was needed for.

      “You know I can have you tossed out of here, right?” Ben said to Matthew. “You’re becoming quite the nuisance.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” he growled back.

      Pearl cleared her throat. “Can you two please just put them back in your pants? We don’t have time for this. My son is still missing, and you're trying to push around everyone trying to help me find him. Now, Benny, you said you guys found something?”

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “We got a tip about a van that might have been seen with Conner inside around Loudonville. I followed up on it myself. Now, the van was clean…a little too clean, as a matter of fact. We couldn’t get any prints off of it.”

      “Then why are we here if you didn’t find anything?” Pearl asked. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s what we found about a mile down the road that interests me. One of my men spotted it on our way out. At first, we just thought some homeless had taken up camp. Naturally, we went to run them out.”

      “Naturally,” Matthew muttered as he rolled his eyes.

      “Anyway, when we got there, we saw some identification documents in a burn ring and managed to fish them out. Now, they were just partials, most of them were useless because of fire damage, but one piece, in particular, caught my eye.”

      Pearl wasn’t sure where Ben was going with it. What kind of identification could be that important? When he handed her the clear evidence bag with the charred documents, she took it and studied it. Most of the document had been burned, and she couldn’t read the majority of it. Though it was unreadable, her heart skipped a beat when she recognized the half-burned image of her son.

      The documentation she had in her hand was a passport. Her ex-husband had been planning to take her son out of the States and to some country she wouldn’t have been able to reach him in. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing, though she knew there was a reason the meeting had seemed so sketchy, and now she knew why.

      Though Pearl didn’t understand why he had taken such drastic measures, the realization of what Dillon had been trying to do, shook her to the core. Rage filled her mind, and if it weren’t for her son missing, she would have gone straight to the hospital and done real damage to Dillon. It wasn’t bad enough that he had taken her son without telling her; he had planned on taking him away forever. All the things she had ever believed about Dillon over the years were a lie. The man was evil to the core, and once she found her son, she hoped to put her soon-to-be-ex away for good.

      Panic set in, and she could hardly breathe. If the people who had her son were the ones he was getting his illegal documents from, there was no telling what they could do to Conner. It was obvious they wouldn’t want to get caught, and she slowly began to understand that her son could be anywhere now. She prayed silently that her boy would be found, safe and sound.

      “Oh my God,” Pearl stammered.

      “Now we’ve got a few other pieces back in the lab as well. It looks like they’re forged passports, which makes sense because it wasn’t Conner’s name on it.”

      “That son of a bitch…the dash camera showed him with paperwork. He was going to flee the country!” Pearl hissed.

      “Easy now, Pearl,” Ben cautioned. “That’s the way this is looking, but as long as he’s got amnesia, the evidence is all we have to go on.”

      “I’m going to wring his neck—”

      “Pearl,” Ben warned again. “We’ve got no proof right now that the documents were commissioned by Dillon. Now, we both know that’s the case, but your gut instinct and mine aren’t going to hold up in a court of law.”

      “So, what are you going to do now?”

      “We’ve got the van being dusted, the man who owns it in the interrogation room, and the documents are being inspected by forensics. Something in this case is going to break. It’s looking like a kidnapping gone wrong.”

      “Obviously, it didn’t go wrong if they still have him. Do you have anything else?”

      He hesitated. “Do you mind if we talk alone for a minute?”

      She hesitated before replying. Matthew had been there with her through everything and helped her to find out so much information. She wasn’t ready to brush him aside and talk to Ben alone. He had been such a force in their investigation, and she knew his insight would eventually help her find her son.

      She thought for a moment about telling Ben that he could stay because she would tell him everything anyway. Halfway through making her decision, Matthew’s voice interrupted her.

      “It’s all right, Pearl,” Matthew said. “You can fill me in later on whatever this is.”

      “You’ve been such a great help. I don’t want you to feel excluded from this. I know you want Conner home as much as I do.”

      “I do want him home. I miss the little guy, but this is important, and Ben is really trying to help.”

      “Okay,” Pearl replied.

      “I’ll be right outside in the truck if you need me for anything. Okay?”

      “Thank you, Matthew.”

      Pearl watched as Matthew left the office and headed to the front door. She was thankful to have him at her side through the whole process. His contacts and quick thinking had led them to many possibilities that even the police hadn’t found. As she watched him exit the building, she suddenly grew concerned with what Ben wanted to say.

      “All right, now we’re alone. What do you have that you felt he couldn’t hear?”

      “It’s nothing he couldn’t hear. It’s just something personal that I thought that I should tell you in private.”

      “So, what is it?” Pearl asked.

      “When we were running the list of possible known suspects through the database, one name came up that we can’t really get ahold of.”

      “Who?” Pearl asked.

      “Your father, the real one…he’s out of our jurisdiction, and every time one of my men calls, he hangs up .”

      “You don’t really think he’s got something to do with this, do you?”

      “I don’t know… Did you know he and Dillon were still in contact as of six months ago? Dillon was representing him in his second divorce.”

      Pearl gasped. “I had no idea.”

      “Well, not only did Dillon manage to screw up the case, but he also got it flagged by the IRS thanks to some of your father’s…business practices. He lost a lot of money and was pretty adamant that he’d get revenge on Dillon.”

      “How did I not know about any of this?”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. Dillon covered his tracks well, but…it’s starting to look like old Scott might be involved in this somehow.”
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      “You’re wrong. My father wouldn’t have anything to do with this,” Pearl whispered.

      “I really hope I’m wrong, but if we don’t hear back from him in the next few hours, I’ll need to send someone over to his place to talk with him.”

      “I didn’t even know he was back in the area.”

      “Bremen area. Looks like he moved back about two years ago with his second wife.”

      “Okay, thanks for the heads up,” she muttered. “Is there anything else?”

      “Not right now, but stay close, Pearl. I know you want to find Conner, and I’m happy you’ve done so much already, but seriously, you need to stop perusing this.”

      Pearl debated on dropping her own investigation into her son’s disappearance, but she quickly decided she couldn’t do that. She knew if she lied to Ben and told him she would give it all up that there would be a possibility he could drop the tails. She wasn’t sure if her plan would work or not, but she had to try something. The longer they had the other officers following them, the harder it would be to chase down leads.

      Her mind led back to her father. She hadn’t spoken to the man in years and didn’t even know he had moved back to the area, let alone that he had remarried. Pearl knew she needed to have a conversation with the man, if only it was to clear the air of any wrongdoing. Part of her didn’t want to think of that as a possibility, but her heart knew anything was possible at that point. She sighed silently when she realized that before a conversation with her father could take place, she would have to speak to her mother first.

      “All right, Benny. I know the case is in good hands. I’ll have Matthew give me a ride home and wait for you to keep me updated there.”

      “Really?” he said. “That’s great! There are still things you can do to help as well. You can be active on social media, share the information and get the public interested in it. Any sightings people mention online can be sent to the secretary here, and we’ll sort through them. What you should be doing is really just making the house feel like home again for when Conner comes back.”

      “That sounds like a great plan. Thanks for the information, Benny.”

      “Of course, and hey, I’m here if you need someone to talk to,” he said.

      Pearl smiled and nodded in understanding before doing her best not to run out of the building. She was excited to take the information back to Matthew and see where it would lead. It did raise a quandary, though. In order for them to talk with her father, she’d have to know where the man lived. Asking Ben would have been a huge red flag, but knowing her father, the first call he made would have been to her mother to brag that he was back in the area. He’d always been a petty man. She had to wonder just how much of the story her mother knew.

      When she made it back to Matthew’s truck, she quickly pulled out her phone and dialed her mother’s number. With everything going on, she answered by the second ring.

      “Hey, honey. Is everything all right? Any news yet?”

      “Nothing yet, Mom. Everyone is still looking at every possible lead,” Pearl answered. “I had a question, though.”

      “What’s wrong, Pearl?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, but did you know that Dad had moved back to the area?”

      There was silence on the other end of the phone. Pearl didn’t know what to say, hoping her mom would tell her what she needed to know. After several silent seconds, her mother finally responded.

      “Yes, dear. I knew he was back,” she muttered.

      “I’m going to need his address.”

      “There’s no reason to drag him into this. You know he’s not going to be anything but trouble.”

      “It’s important, Mom. He could have valuable information on Conner. Or, he might not know anything,” Pearl said. “Either way, I have to talk to him.”

      “But honey, there’s nothing that he can do to—”

      “Just talking to him will tell me what I need to know. Benny told me about some interactions Dillon had with him, and I have to find out if he’s involved.”

      “Dillon was still in contact with your father?”

      “From what Ben told me, yes.”

      Pearl explained what she had learned from Ben. After a few minutes of discussing it back and forth, her mother finally relented and told her she would text Pearl the address. She quickly told her mother she loved her and hung up the phone. A nervousness entered her, and she couldn’t help but wonder how seeing her father would make her feel.

      When she got in the truck, she relayed to Matthew that she was waiting for the address to come in by text, and they left the precinct parking lot as soon as the address came through. Pearl wasted no time in filling Matthew in on what she’d learned and the lie she’d told. Her father lived forty-five minutes away, but Pearl was thankful when she didn’t see a tail on them as they left town. The plan would have changed to only God knew what if that had been the case. Pearl didn’t want to think of the statistics and odds stacked against Conner as the hours since his abduction slipped by. Nothing would keep her from searching.

      “Do you really think your father could be involved?”

      She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know. I’d really like to say no, but there is always the chance. He’s a bit of a narcissist. I could see Dillon going to him for help getting the passports and documentation, then my father deciding he’d be a hero and ‘save’ Conner.”

      “Jeez, talk about a head case.”

      “Yeah, thankfully, my mother figured that out and got us the hell out of that situation. I still don’t see him doing something like this, but who knows anymore. I didn’t think my best friend would sleep with my husband, either, so maybe I’m just a shit judge of character.”

      Bringing up her best friend sent her mind into a tailspin. She couldn’t stop thinking about Wendy. The woman had been her best friend for over ten years. They were amazing together, and when she needed someone to talk to, Wendy was always there. She wondered if maybe she had been too hard on her. After all, Dillon was a liar, and he could be as manipulative as they come.

      It had been a long time since Dillon had slept with her best friend, and she believed Wendy when she told her it was the only time. Forgiving her wouldn’t be the easiest thing to do, but she was always going to need Wendy in her life. Plus, Conner adored the woman, and he was already going to lose his father for the rest of his life.

      Suddenly, she knew she would have to speak to her again. She thought that maybe after they found Conner that they could get together and talk things out. It wasn’t her friend’s fault that Dillon was the way he was. Wendy supported her through every hard time over the last ten years, and she missed their friendship now. She knew that with everything that was changing and how fast it was happening that she would need her best friend again. Until then, her focus was on finding her son and bringing him home safely.

      “You okay over there?” Matthew asked.

      “Yeah, just thinking about all of this and the crazy things it’s brought.”

      “Let me guess, you’re thinking about how amazing I am and how blessed you are to be hanging out with me?”

      She burst into laughter, knowing Matthew was trying to lighten the tense mood. His crack worked, and Pearl felt herself forgetting about everything else but finding her son. Part of her knew he was right, though. Having him around had been wonderful during such a dark time in her life.

      “You are definitely something else,” Pearl replied.

      “Why do I feel like that could be either a compliment or an insult?”

      “Because you are a smart man,” she said. “The question is, are you brave enough to ask which?”

      “Call me a coward or an optimist, but I’m gonna say no. Instead, I’m going to assume it’s a compliment.”

      Pearl grinned. “Uh-oh, you know what they say about assuming, don’t you?”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head, unable to get rid of the smile on her face as she turned her attention to the scenery flying by. Everything looked so stark and cold, as if the joy had been sucked from the land.
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      “I guess Pops isn’t hurting for cash after the divorce,” Matthew muttered as they pulled up to the house.

      “I’m not surprised. Mom used to tell me he stashed money all over the place. If anyone he did business with paid cash, you better believe the government didn’t know about it.”

      “Sounds like a real nice fella.”

      “I couldn’t tell you. I never really knew the man.” Pearl snorted. “I guess you do end up marrying someone like your parent.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it. Bad marriages happen all the time.”

      “Do they end in a child being kidnapped, though?”

      He frowned. “No, not always. Parents have been known to flee with their kids, though. I read about a case a few weeks ago where the couple was married but in the process of divorcing. I guess they both stepped out during the relationship, and it escalated into a big custody battle and DNA testing. Both the other kids were his, but the one she was pregnant with wasn’t. Cue the husband really playing it up, staying close with the mom, claiming he wants to work it out. So, he waited until she went into labor and had his kids while she was in the hospital, as they’d agreed. The next day, he’s supposed to bring the older two to meet their new half-sibling, and he doesn’t show. He called her when they landed in Montenegro.”

      “My God, that’s terrible. What happened?”

      “Nothing. The case stopped being interesting, so people stopped caring. Last I heard, the dad and two kids were still over there, living their best lives. Mom’s been fighting for years to get them back, but the States don’t have an extradition treaty with the Republic of Montenegro.”

      Still sitting in the truck, Pearl thought about the possibility of going to Montenegro when she found Conner. With everything he had tried to get him away from her, she knew he would do anything in his power to get custody. She was going to be ready, though. The custody battle would be an ugly one, even with the PI on her side. Dillon was an amazing attorney, but he had his flaws like anybody else. She made a mental note to look into the area and plan for the worst-case scenario.

      She still hadn’t built up the nerve to knock on the door. Pearl wasn’t exactly sure what to say to the man she hadn’t really known her entire life. She truly wanted to believe that her father couldn’t be involved, but in truth, she knew more about Matthew than her own dad. For a moment, she thought about how her father had been growing up. He had done many of the same things her husband had, and now her son was missing, and she never saw that coming, either. Before she had the chance to figure out her next move, the front door opened, and her father appeared on the porch. Her heart instantly began to race.

      “Do you want me to talk to him by myself? Might be easier for you,” Matthew offered.

      She shook her head. “No, if he’s involved in this, I want to know.”

      They climbed out of the car, with Pearl taking the lead. As soon as her father recognized her, his irritated expression shifted to one of excitement. The man jogged down the steps, two at a time to greet them. While Pearl didn’t shy away from his embrace, it felt forced and awkward. They’d never been close. The whole thing felt like a charade.

      “Sweetheart! It’s so good to see you! This is an unexpected surprise. Who is this fellow with you?”

      Pearl ground her teeth. “Dad, this is Matthew Ford. He’s former military and helping me find my son. We’ve got a couple questions for you.”

      Instantly, the man’s demeanor changed. “Should I have an attorney with me for this?”

      “Not unless you think we need to call the police to do a formal interrogation,” Pearl shot back.

      Pearl noticed immediately that he looked angry, though she didn’t quite understand why. Her mind began to race with the possibility that he could be involved, but she wasn’t going to jump to conclusions without hearing him out first. As her father stared at her, she saw a look of concern in his eyes. She knew right away that he didn’t want the police snooping around for any reason.

      She wasn’t sure if he had anything to do with the kidnapping of her son. She hated believing anyone in her life could do such a thing, but the man was clearly hiding something. She knew he had been involved with some shady dealings in the past but wondered what he could be hiding, nonetheless. She took her time, debating how to question the man she called Dad.

      “What is it you want to know, or how can I help you?” he muttered.

      “Did Dillon reach out to you?”

      “You mean since he screwed me over last time? That little shit knows better. We have an accord.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Pearl asked.

      He sighed. “He knows things about me, and I know things about him, okay? But don’t think for one second that I had anything to do with your son’s kidnapping.”

      “It’s looking that way,” Matthew growled. “You have the connections to get forged travel documents, right? When the ones we found are checked, are they going to lead back to you?”

      “Of course not!” he hissed. “I know I might have been a lousy father, and I’ve got some ground to make up for in being a grandparent—”

      Pearl scoffed. “Oh, please. You aren’t a grandparent to Conner, and you never will be. That’s not something you get to decide; that’s my decision. Though you made that decision for me a long time ago.”

      Her father glared at her. “What kind of daughter would keep a grandfather out of her son’s life? I have a right to know my grandson.”

      “Do you really want to get into this right now? Your rights to be a grandparent went out the window long before now.” Pearl asked. “Or do you want to bury that dirty laundry for today?”

      She watched as her father thought about how to answer her. She could tell he really wanted to talk about it, but his eyes told her that she had shut him down. She almost felt bad for him, but she felt worse, knowing the way he had treated his family in the past was the reason Conner didn’t have his real grandfather in his life. She quickly changed her mindset when the reality of what kind of man she was looking at hit her.

      The man’s demeanor changed, and she knew he was reliving every past transgression against her mother and her. She couldn’t imagine her really cared enough to feel sorry for the things he had done to them, but she could see he didn’t want to talk about them, either. He slowly looked up at her, with a small amount of pain in his eyes, and shook his head.

      There had been a time when she was younger that she could have forgiven him, but he had chosen not to be around. Her mother’s husband had been more of a father to her than he had ever been, and she was grateful Mike had come into their lives. Plus, Conner loved Mike as much as any kid loves a parent. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach, wondering why Dillon had approached him to begin with. She was snapped out of her thoughts by the voice of her father speaking.

      “I don’t know where Conner is. If I did, I would be giving him back to you right now. Your husband did reach out to me, trying to get ahold of some documentation, but I shut him down real fast. I didn’t know anything about the kidnapping until this afternoon when I saw it on the news. That’s the honest truth.”

      “So, you knew Dillon was going to flee with my son…and you did nothing to stop him? You didn’t think to warn me? What kind of grandfather doesn’t warn their daughter about something like that?”

      “Pearl—”

      Her hand snapped up as she told Matthew they were leaving and stormed back to the truck. She was fuming but knew her father had nothing to do with the kidnapping. He was wasting their time, just as he’d done her entire life. To Pearl, the man’s life had been a waste of time. He had wasted her mother’s time by pretending to be loyal, and he had never been a part of her life because he was always too busy sticking his body parts in anyone he could.
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      “Are you okay?” Matthew asked.

      She shrugged, unable to give him an honest answer. It would have made perfect sense if her father had helped Dillon. Without the connection, though, Pearl wasn’t sure where to go next. The only person who had answers for them was Dillon, and she was sure the police were already interrogating him. Pearl was fueled by her rage. There were some things she wanted to say to Dillon, and she wasn’t going to wait around for a better time.

      “Let’s go back to the hospital. I think I need to have another conversation with my husband.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Matthew asked.

      “Do you have a better one?” Pearl growled. She let out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I think we need to press him for more answers. If we knew where he got the passports, we would know who took my son.”

      “You know there is a chance the police are still there, right? As a matter of fact, I’d gamble they have a guard stationed outside his door.”

      “And what are they going to do, huh? Tell a wife she can’t see her husband?”

      “I don’t know, but if this is where you want to take things, I’m happy to be your driver.”

      Again, Pearl was thankful for how willing Matthew was to help her. Even with her craziest ideas, he was there by her side. She didn’t know where she would be without her newfound friend. She knew by his reaction that he wasn’t sold on the idea of returning to the hospital, but she didn’t know what else to do.

      Finding out who he had tried to get the fake passports from could blow the case wide open. She was sure that whoever those people could be had her son at that very moment, though she had no clue where or why. She was running out of ideas, and they weren’t getting any closer to finding Conner. Talking to Dillon was the last thing she wanted to do, but unless Matthew had another plan, she had nothing else to go on.

      She watched as Matthew struggled with the idea. She was curious as to what the man beside her was thinking. She stayed silent as they pulled out of her father’s driveway and headed back to the town she called home.

      “Do you have any suggestions? I’m not sold on the idea of talking to Dillon again, but I don’t see any other way. We’ve got no more leads to run down, and the minutes keep ticking by. If Conner is out in this weather…I just…I can’t think about it. He’s suffering, Matthew. What am I going to do if we can’t find him in time?”

      “I know, Pearl. We are going to figure this out,” Matthew replied. “But you can’t think like that. We’re going to find him, no matter what it feels like at this moment. Right now, though, we are at a standstill. I think meeting with Dillon again is the only path we have to take. I don’t like it, but I understand it. We have to get him talking, then go where the trail takes us.”

      Pearl chuckled. “You do seem to get a bit more aggravated each time we go there. Any particular reason for that?”

      “Yes, and it’s a good reason, too,” he muttered. “That son of a bitch is the reason Conner is missing. I know I’m just his teacher, but Conner is still one of mine. He’s my student, my little buddy, my sidekick. I can’t fathom the pain you’re going through as his mother because I can barely cope with the suffering as ‘just’ his teacher.”

      “I feel like I’m moving through a fog, like none of this is real. I keep hoping I’ll wake up to Conner in my arms and realize it was just a terrible dream.”

      “I wish I could do more,” Matthew whispered. “I don’t know what else to do, but I’m here, and we’ll follow every lead we can.”

      “I keep going back to the same memory of Conner,” Pearl said.

      “Do you mind sharing with me?”

      “It was this past Mother’s Day,” she said. “I had actually slept in, and Dillon had gone to work. I woke up to the sound of singing coming from the kitchen. I knew Conner was the only one home, so I snuck to the kitchen to see what he was getting into. He had a tray out with a glass of milk and orange juice, and he was making toast and cereal for my breakfast. Seven years old, and he’s making his mother breakfast.”

      “That sounds like Conner. He’s always really helpful in class.”

      “That wasn’t the funny part. I snuck back to bed and waited for my breakfast-in-bed. It was a few minutes later when he came quietly walking down the hall. I pretended to be asleep still so he could surprise me. That’s exactly what he did.” She chuckled.

      “What happened?”

      “Conner tried to set the tray on the bed, but he wasn’t quite tall enough to get it up over the edge. The next thing I know, he spills the whole thing all over me. I thought he was going to cry, but he didn’t. Instead, he cleaned it up, with my help, of course, and made the whole thing over again.”

      “He’s a special kid, Pearl. He’s lucky to have a mother like you.”

      “I’m the lucky one to have a son like him,” she whispered as her voice cracked.

      Pearl felt the tears start to well in her eyes and kept her gaze trained out the window. The tears started to fall, but she didn’t move. It felt as if she was frozen; by moving to wipe them away, she’d shatter what little self-control she had left. Conner needed her to be strong. His father certainly wasn’t going to save him, and the police had proven less than helpful. As they pulled into a hospital parking spot and Matthew killed the engine, Pearl took a deep breath.

      “You know you’re going to have to keep your cool in there, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I know,” she muttered. “It might be best if you wait out here. I don’t want to give anyone a reason to start talking.”

      “Screw them,” Matthew growled. “I’m not going to let you walk into the wolf's den without some backup. I’ll stay outside the room, but I’m going into that hospital.”

      She didn’t argue with him. In fact, she was grateful Matthew was being so protective of her. Her whole marriage felt like a failure, and Dillon never did anything that made her feel safe. Instead, she had constantly felt like an outsider in her own home. She knew she should have left Dillon years ago, but hindsight was 20/20. If she had paid attention to all the signs a long time ago, her son would still be there. She pushed the thoughts back, knowing regret wouldn’t help bring Conner back.

      The pair got out of the truck and headed toward the main entrance of the hospital. She debated what she would ask Dillon when she saw him, and she became curious about how he would react. The man had become a nuisance, and Conner didn’t have time for the games Dillon was playing. As they walked toward the room her future ex-husband was in, she noticed there wasn’t an officer posted at the door like they thought there would be. Panic set in, and the confused look she gave Matthew did not go unnoticed.

      “I thought you said that there would be—”

      “There should be a cop there,” he hissed. “Unless that son of a bitch got out of being considered a suspect somehow, but I don’t see that happening. They’ve already got one hell of a case built against him. The dashcam alone should be enough to charge him, and they have a list of things to use against him.”

      “You don’t know Dillon very well. He could charm the shake from a rattler. He’s a weasel, and he always manages to get his way, no matter the circumstances.”

      “Are you ready for this? Have you got your recorder set up and running? We need to record anything that could help us catch him later.”

      Pearl nodded, pulling out her phone and showing him the app still running. In earnest, she’d forgotten about it after the conversation with her father. As her heart raced, she took a deep breath and headed for her husband’s room. She knew she had to keep a level head, but as they approached and the sound of his carefree laughter reached Pearl’s ears, rage filled her once again. The bastard was having a grand time while their son was suffering. Pearl wanted Dillon to pay for what he’d done.
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      As soon as Pearl recognized the female laugh joining Dillon’s, her plans for retaliation went out the window. Rose was in the room with him. They both turned to look at her when she appeared in the doorway. Instantly, she could feel a frost of tension in the air. Her cheeks flushed at the implications. Never before had Rose and Pearl had a problem. She’d been a kind and doting mother-in-law and grandmother in the years they’d been family. Now though, she glared at Pearl with the same disdain Dillon had. Rose peered past Pearl to where Matthew was waiting outside.

      “Aren’t you going to invite your boyfriend in?” she asked.

      Pearl rolled her eyes. “So that’s Dillon’s angle, huh? Matthew is Conner’s teacher and a former green beret. He’s helping me find my son, who was kidnapped by Dillon’s friends.”

      “Oh my, that’s quite a fanciful tail you’ve worked up. Thank God no one believes you. How long are we going to keep playing this game? You’ve run my son’s name through the dirt, traumatized him beyond repair, and slowed the investigation into finding his son, my grandson, with your interference.”

      “Oh, is that it? I’m the one who traumatized him? What about my son who was taken while he was out trying to get forged documents to take my son out of the country?”

      “I don’t think he would try to take Conner from you. He knows a son needs a good mother in his life. Though, I’m not sure you are a good mother since you’ve been out cheating on him all these years.”

      “What kind of bullshit stories has he been telling you? He’s probably slept with over half the town at this point.”

      “My son is the farthest thing from a liar. Maybe he wouldn’t have run into the arms of other women if you weren’t constantly dragging him down with your affairs.”

      “Dillon is the epitome of what a cheating, lying bastard is. Get your head out of your ass and look at the facts.”

      “You have no right to speak to my mother that way,” Dillon interjected. “Who do you think you are?”

      “I was supposed to be your wife and the mother of your child. I was supposed to be the only one you spent your life with, not the whores you’ve been running around with.”

      Dillon laughed. “From the way I understand it, you’re the one who ran around on me, and I had no other option but to try to find someone who gave a damn about me.”

      Pearl couldn’t believe he was trying to spin it all around on her, but that really wasn’t what surprised her. Pure rage took over her, and she took a step toward Dillon and his mother. She could feel ready to snap, and all she could see was red. Luckily, a voice from behind her stopped her in her tracks.

      “Pearl!”

      She had no intention of stopping, despite knowing it was Ben behind her. Rose screamed from the corner before Pearl was anywhere near either of them. The shrill noise was enough to send Ben into action, grabbing hold of Pearl and dragging her back out into the hallway. She tried to jerk her arm free, but his grip didn’t budge. Her stomach dropped. Ben was dragging her out of the hospital with Matthew following behind.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she hissed. “Get off me!”

      “Do I need to put you in cuffs?”

      “Oh, you mean because I’m the freaking criminal, right? I can’t believe you are buying into this bullshit. I should have known—”

      “Would you please just shut up for a minute?” he barked.

      Pearl closed her mouth. She’d never seen him so worked up before. Ben stepped away from her, letting go of her arm as he sighed and shook his head. For the first time, Pearl could see the toll the investigation was taking on him. No one expected her to notice, not with it being her son missing, but she was still kicking herself for being so blind.

      “We don’t believe a word he is saying, okay? The evidence is piling up against him, but we can’t make an arrest yet. The only reason I’m here is that we got prints off the van. I was going to ask him about a couple of the names.”

      “So, who did the prints come back to? Do you have specific names?” Matthew asked.

      “Well, we got a partial match to Conner from one of them. So, we know they’re his. The problem we ran into is that two other partial matches came back out of the others.”

      “What’s the problem then? I don’t understand. If you have matches in the system, why aren’t you tracking them down right now instead of asking the fool in there about the names?”

      “I’m not certain we understand, either. See, the other two came back to other missing child cases,” Ben said. “They matched up to fingerprints on file for two other kids who have been missing for years.”

      “But no other matches for who could have taken them?”

      “Nothing at all. We think the adults used gloves so we couldn’t get their fingerprints. We didn’t lift a single print that came back to an adult, just the kids.”

      “What are the names of the other missing kids?” Pearl asked. “There’s obviously a connection somehow.”

      “The only thing we know is that the other two children had to have been in that van at one time or another. This means we are dealing with someone who has done this before. The kids’ names are Enzo Marvin and Nathan Peters.”

      “Neither one of those names sounds familiar—”

      Before Pearl had the chance to continue, Rose walked out of the room and into the hallway. She stopped talking so the woman wouldn’t hear what they were saying.

      “I’m going to need you two to leave,” Ben said. “Go back home and prepare for your son’s return like we talked about earlier. Just do me a favor and stay away from Dillon, okay? I promise I’ll let you know as soon as we hear or know anything.”

      As soon as they were back in the truck, she typed the names of the missing children into her phone and saved the screenshot. Pearl didn’t want to forget them. Next, she typed in Enzo’s name. The abduction had taken place over a decade ago. The grainy image of the boy looking back at her did nothing to jog her memory. The lead on Nathan served equally as fruitless. The child had been taken when he was only eighteen months old. Pearl slammed the phone down on her leg and sighed as they pulled away from the hospital.

      “Are you okay?” Matthew asked.

      “What the hell are we going to do now? I can’t believe he was with those boys.”

      “That’s a good thing, Pearl. It means those boys are still alive, and he is, too. I know this isn’t the big answer we wanted, but it’s a huge leap in the right direction. Let’s go back to my place and start digging into those cases.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she said.

      “Well, right now, you’d probably be in the back of a police cruiser,” he replied playfully.

      “That’s a fair assessment,” she said, forcing a smile.

      Pearl took a moment and thought about the two young boys. She couldn’t imagine how their parents must feel, knowing their son had been missing for ten years. Her heart ached for the families of the two boys. She got lost, worrying about the same thing happening to Conner. She couldn’t handle ten years’ worth of the emotions she had felt since he went missing. Pearl knew the heartache of missing her son for just a few days, and that was almost more than she could handle. The fact that someone had been looking for their kid for ten years made her sick to her stomach. A sudden wave of fear washed over her.

      Her head hurt thinking about it, and her heart ached for those boys who were missing. She couldn’t imagine what kind of person could do such evil things, though she knew it happened more frequently than she knew. She tried to hold on to the hope that with her friend's help and the leads they continued to follow, she would never have to go that long without knowing where her son was.

      “Do you think their parents know yet?”

      “Whose parents?”

      “The other two missing boys. This is a break in their cases, right?”

      “Yeah. I imagine the police will be telling them soon if they haven’t already. I’m sure it’s going to give them a lot of hope.”

      “Hope,” she whispered. “I’m starting to forget what that feels like. Those other boys were missing for years without a lead… What if that happens to Conner? They just disappear like they’ve done before with my baby—”

      “Hey, don’t think like that. Those other boys didn’t have the resources we have nowadays, the technology. When we find Conner—and we will—we’ll probably be reuniting two other sons with their mothers, too. Hold on to that image of three families being reunited. I promise we won’t give up until that happens.”
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      As soon as they got to Matthew’s house, the pair started digging into the old kidnapping cases. She started with Enzo while Matthew researched Nathan. It was no wonder police never connected the two cases. They were different in every way imaginable. Pearl prayed they would find the missing link, but as the minutes passed into hours, she felt her spirit starting to wane.

      “It doesn’t make any sense; Enzo was taken from New Mexico almost twelve years ago when he was a year and a half old.”

      “And Nathan was taken around the same time when he was three but in Virginia.”

      “So, these people just drove from one kidnapping to the other? Were the boys targeted? If so, was Conner targeted for some reason, too?”

      “I wish I knew. It does seem really random. What did the report for Enzo say?”

      “Not much,” she muttered. “He was taken from his home. Police suspected he knew the kidnapper, but everyone they interviewed came up short.”

      “Nathan was taken from his grandparents’ house. He was in the backyard playing with their dog, and the grandmother went inside for a few minutes to make them drinks. Police said again, they thought it was someone familiar with the family.”

      “That has to be the link. Both kids were taken by someone they knew.”

      “Well, Nathan was being raised by his mother. His dad died of a heart attack about six months before the abduction. By all accounts, Mom and Dad had a solid relationship.”

      “Enzo’s parents were happily married as well.”

      “We need to get ahold of the official police reports on both cases. Those won’t be public.”

      “I really hope you’ve got someone in mind because I’ve burned just about every bridge I have with the locals.”

      There was a knock on the door, and seconds later, Matthew’s phone started to vibrate. She tried to catch his eye, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. Instantly, her stomach plummeted. She didn’t know who was on the other side of the door, but from the way Matthew was acting, she wasn’t going to be happy with him. He rose and went to the door, ignoring her when Pearl asked who was on the other side.

      “This is the only way, Pearl,” Matthew said as he opened the door.

      “What are you talking about?”

      To her surprise, Ben walked in. She didn’t know why he was there, though he had folders in his hand. She couldn’t be sure, but he had a look of disappointment that she didn’t understand. Her heart sank when she thought he was there to give them bad news.

      “I don’t have anything new, but I wanted to give you these files. I hope they are useful,” Ben said.

      “They will be,” Matthew replied. “We really appreciate it, Ben. These cases are intertwined somehow, and we have to figure out what that means. They look random from what we have seen online, but if both of their fingerprints were in the van, then something has to connect them.”

      “Look, I need to let you know that this has become a federal case. Finding those fingerprints popped a red flag to the feds, and now they’re taking over the case.”

      “That’s a good thing, though, right?” Matthew asked.

      “It’s good news and bad. The good news is that they have more resources to cover a bigger area, but the bad news is, aside from giving you these files, there is nothing else I will be able to do to help.”

      “Thank you again, Ben. I know you’re putting your ass on the line by giving us access.”

      “Wish I could do more. If I do hear anything, which is unlikely at this point, I’ll let you know immediately.”

      Just like that, Ben was gone. Pearl was left with more questions than answers, and she glared at Matthew as he walked back to where she was sitting.

      “You want to tell me what that was all about?” she seethed.

      Matthew shrugged. “We needed help, and now we have the files.”

      Pearl wanted to argue with him, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. Snatching the one with Enzo’s name from Matthew’s hand, she started to reach the police report. It was the same as the one released to the press. Flipping to the next page, she ran her finger down the list of possible suspects. Each one had been cleared, though.

      “Anything stand out?” Matthew asked.

      “No,” she muttered. “Mom was clear, Dad, grandparents, everyone. Even the nanny and guy who delivered their mail.”

      “Same…hold on a second…correct me if I’m wrong, but having a nanny isn’t something everyone can do, right?” Matthew asked.

      “I know we couldn’t, even with what Dillon was bringing in. That’s why we’ve always counted on Valerie and my parents.”

      “So, a babysitter? That’s the same thing as a nanny.”

      “Not so much. A nanny lives with the family or at least is there all the time. A babysitter, you usually take your kid and drop them off. They are paid hourly, and a nanny is on a salary. They have to have a lot of training, too.”

      “Both families had childcare though, a woman….”

      “Yeah, but most child caregivers are female.”

      “Are they all in their early twenties, students, and living with the families at the times of the kidnappings?” Matthew asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Matthew grabbed the file from her and laid the two files side by side. He studied them for several moments before ushering her to look at them, too. When she glanced down at the two files, a shock rushed through her. She hadn’t noticed it before, but the descriptions of both women were almost identical. There wasn’t a lot to go on. Neither file had a great description of the women, but they were close enough to know there had to be some sort of connection.

      She knew right then that the woman was the key to it all. It didn’t register with her right away, but she felt Matthew watching her. She thought about everything leading up to her son’s disappearance, but nothing was adding up. Pearl thought about her own babysitter, though the woman was a saint when it came to Conner. She quickly brushed the idea away until Matthew spoke up.

      “When was the last time you spoke with your babysitter?” Matthew asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know, a few days ago. You don’t really think she could have anything to do with this, do you?”

      “Didn’t you say that she had a couple sons? Teens? Wouldn’t that put them in the same age category as the two missing boys?”

      “Oh, God…I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “Easy now. Let’s take this one step at a time. First things first, why don’t we pay Valerie a visit? See what we can’t figure out from there. It’s an easy enough place to start.”

      “The police have already talked to her and cleared her of any connection to Conner’s kidnapping, though,” Pearl said.

      “Don’t forget that according to these files, both women in those cases were cleared as well. We can’t just disregard the notion that she could be tied to this just because she’s been cleared.”

      “Valerie is so good with Conner. There’s just no way she would be involved with all of this,” Pearl offered. “Her sons play with Conner all the time, and they don’t look like they ever go without.”

      “Don’t forget that at one time, you thought your husband was a saint, too. You just never know what people are truly capable of until you see it first-hand. We have to know, Pearl.”

      “That’s not fair,” she snapped. “You can’t use my being blindsided by a narcissist against me.”

      The two were quiet for several minutes. Pearl instantly regretted snapping at him. She knew she’d only lashed out at him because of the anger instilled by her conniving husband. Matthew was only trying to help, and she knew he was right. Valerie might not be who she thought she was, and if Dillon had taught her anything, it was not to trust anyone.

      “I’m sorry, Matthew. I just—”

      “There’s no need to apologize. I understand. No one feels good about being tricked and lied to. Let alone that it could happen twice. I know you don’t want to hear it, but she could be involved in this. At the very least, we can go talk to her again.”

      “You’re right,” Pearl muttered. “Let’s go see what she has to say.”

      As Pearl followed him to the truck, a frigid gust of wind caught her jacket, making her shiver in the cold. She refused to believe a woman she’d been friends with for years could be the same child abductor from the past kidnappings. It was impossible that she’d left her innocent son in the care of a lunatic. Guilt washed over her at the thought. Was it her fault that Conner was gone after all?
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      “Do we have a plan here?” Pearl asked.

      Matthew shrugged. “Not really. I thought we’d just go knock on the door. If she’s innocent, she’ll invite us in like old friends, right?”

      Pearl hesitated. She’d been thinking about their plan on the way over and knew Matthew wasn’t going to like it. There was only one way to approach the conversation with Valerie without raising her suspicions, and it didn’t involve the hulking man next to her lingering over the conversation. Pearl no longer felt like she could trust her own judgment of people, not after what she’d learned about her husband. If Valerie turned out to be a criminal as well, Pearl knew her faith in humanity would be dealt a hefty blow. Matthew noticed her silence and groaned.

      “I think it will be better if I go in and talk to her alone. She doesn’t know you, and I feel like your presence will probably intimidate her. Plus, if she’s not involved, I’d rather not ruin the friendship I have there.”

      “I don’t think that’s the safest approach,” Matthew said. “What if she is involved and she tries something. I won’t be able to protect you if I’m not there with you.”

      “I understand, but I don’t think she’ll do anything if you’re sitting in the truck, waiting for me.”

      “There’s always a chance, though. I’d feel a lot better if you let me come with you.”

      “I’m telling you, Matthew. She won’t do anything to me, okay?”

      “I don’t like the chances here. Whether you think she will or won’t doesn’t matter. I’ll be too far away if she does do something.”

      “It’s my son’s life at stake here, okay? I’m not willing to chance it on you wanting to protect me. While I’m grateful for you in all aspects of what you’ve done, I can take care of myself with this. Just give me a few minutes with her, and I’ll let you know anything I can find out.”

      “Fine,” he muttered. “Promise me you’ll be back in thirty minutes?”

      “I’ll try, but I don’t know how long this could take.”

      “Thirty minutes, Pearl. Then, I’m coming in after you whether you like it or not.”

      She nodded in agreement. Zipping her jacket to combat the cold, Pearl climbed out of the truck and jogged up the steps of the modest house. She knocked with more gusto than it called for, but within seconds, Valerie was pulling open the door, a look of shock quickly turning to a smile when she saw Pearl. The subtle gesture made Pearl question her resolve to see the woman as a kidnapper once again. There was no way her friend and trusted sitter would snatch Pearl’s little boy. It simply made no sense.

      “Hey!” Valerie exclaimed. “Have they found anything? I was just getting ready to shoot you a text and get an update. I’ve been losing my mind over here with worry.”

      “Nothing yet. Do you mind if I come in? I could use someone to talk to right now.”

      Valerie’s eyes moved past her to Matthew, still sitting in the truck. Pearl could see the reaction she had to seeing the man in the truck, but it was nice to know he was there if she needed him.

      Pearl sighed and rolled her eyes. “Ignore him. Ben over at the precinct doesn’t trust me not to lose it and beat Dillon to a pulp, so he outsourced a babysitter and took my keys.”

      Valerie chuckled. “Well, in that case, let's just leave him out there. No point in making his life easy, right? You’re always welcome to hide out over here.”

      She followed Valerie inside, surprised by how organized the house was given the rambunctious teen boys she knew the woman had. By the front door, Pearl saw a suitcase had already been packed. It made sense that she’d be traveling to meet up with her husband and sons, but the notion still struck Pearl as strange. Had one of her friends’ children been missing, Pearl would never leave, not until the kid was found safe.

      “Where are the boys at again? I’ve been so wrapped up in finding Conner that I don’t remember if you told me or not.”

      “Oh, they’re with their dad fishing in Lake Erie. The two of them sure enjoy fishing,” Valerie said.

      “Where all have you lived?” Pearl asked.

      “We’ve lived all over the country, really. Why do you ask?”

      Pearl was trying to be as subtle as possible. If the woman had anything to do with Conner’s kidnapping, she didn’t want to tip her off. Although if she didn’t, she didn’t want the friendship between them to fallout.

      “Honestly, I’m just making small talk. I’m sorry,” Pearl said. “I’m just trying to keep my mind busy. I miss Conner so much, and not knowing if he’s okay or not is driving me crazy.”

      “Have they found anything or have any leads?”

      “Nothing yet. Everything just leads to a dead end.”

      “What about Dillon? Hasn’t he been able to help with anything? I heard he was awake.”

      “He’s awake, but he hasn’t been much help either. He has amnesia.”

      An awkward silence filled the air as Valerie glanced at the clock on the wall. Pearl had seen the woman do so several times throughout the conversation. Standing up, Pearl extended her hand and thanked Valerie for letting her vent. The woman seemed surprised the conversation was ending so quickly but happy enough to walk her to the front door. When Pearl was back in the truck with Matthew again, she told him everything she’d learned before playing the audio recording for him as they drove.

      “Do you still think she doesn’t have anything to do with this?” Matthew asked.

      “Honestly, I have no idea. Her behavior was weird, though, nothing obvious…it just felt strange to be there. I think we need to dig into her past a little more. I don’t know anything about her husband.”

      “You said they had a house on the lake, right? Those don’t come cheap. Do you know if it was inherited by them or if they bought it?”

      She shook her head. “No, but we can find out. If it’s in either of their names, it will be public record, right?”

      Matthew grinned. “See now, I knew my detective skills would start to rub off on you at some point.”

      Pearl rolled her eyes and laughed. “You are rather sure of yourself; do you know that?”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he replied.

      “Whatever gets you through the night, darling,” she quipped back playfully.

      “Hey, you have a dog, don’t you? I thought I remember seeing him the first time we were at your house. Do we need to drop by and take care of him?”

      “Yeah, his name is Milk Dud. He’s a boxer. My mom’s been keeping an eye on him while I’ve been running around. He’s at their house now.”

      “Boxers are a good breed. I hear they are one of the easiest to train. Make’s them a good first pet.”

      “Milk Dud is the best dog we’ve ever owned. He learns his lessons quickly.” She chuckled.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The first time I had my mom keep an eye on him was when I took a vacation a few years ago. We dropped him off there the morning we left. It wasn’t two hours later that I got a message from my mom that she had to take Milk Dud to the vet.”

      “What happened to him?” Matthew asked.

      “Mom has a cat at her house. I guess Milk Dud tried to play with the cat and got a little too rough. Her cat tore him up pretty good.”

      “Oh, no. Was he all right?”

      “Well, he was fine, and so was the cat, although Milk Dud had to get six stitches. He had chased the cat into a corner beside the couch. He barked at her, and Mom said the next thing she knew, Milk Dud came running back to her, yipping the entire way. Split his lip open really good.”

      “I bet he doesn’t chase her around anymore,” Matthew replied.

      Pearl laughed. “He doesn’t even go near her, let alone bark at her.”

      He laughed, and Pearl couldn’t stop herself from smiling. Pulling up to Matthew’s house again, she couldn’t help but feel like the place was her own. Given the amount of time they’d spent there together in the last few days, it was strange to think of going back to her own place. Her mind flickered to Wendy and the empty abode. A twinge of regret surged through her. She missed her friend. There wasn’t time to think about how they would start to heal their friendship, at least not until she had Conner back in her arms and Dillon behind bars for what he’d put them through.
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      “What do we know about her husband?”

      Pearl shrugged. “I thought he was an oil worker down off the gulf, but when I put in her name, nothing comes up online.”

      “And his name?”

      “Oliver Bowling…I think. Honestly, she’s never really mentioned him. Occasionally she’s called him Ollie so that’s what I’m going off.”

      “It’s weird that neither of them has social media, especially with teen boys.”

      “I’ve never tried to reach out to her online, so I’m not surprised. Maybe it’s just their religion, though.”

      “How did you hear about her again? You said she’s been babysitting Conner for a few years now, right?”

      Pearl nodded. “Lord, I can barely remember that far back. She was from the area originally, I thought but then moved away.”

      “Let’s start with this then,” Matthew said. “Who introduced you to her?”

      “Well, Dillon is the one who introduced us. He helped her with a legal matter and knew she was good with children. Plus, with her having two boys, he thought it would be good for Conner to have time with older kids to help teach him about friendship.”

      “I know it’s not something you want to hear, and you might have already thought about it, but is it possible that with the way he is that they had slept together before or after the two of you met?”

      “I mean, at this point, anything is possible. From what we’ve been finding, it seems like he has slept with just about everyone.”

      “So, let’s just say the two had a relationship, and then he introduced the two of you to keep her around, hoping she’d never say anything to you.”

      “He couldn’t know she would keep it to herself, though, could he?”

      “If you wouldn’t have caught him with the last one, would you have found out about it?”

      Pearl sighed. “I guess not. Maybe we just go ask him about it and see how he reacts. Unless he’s still pulling the amnesia card.”

      Matthew chuckled. “I know it’s not funny, but I really think he’s going to play that game as long as he possibly can.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right about that,” Pearl replied.

      “Then let’s keep digging and see if we can find some proof before we talk to him.”

      Pearl knew that the only way they’d be able to make a connection would be by going through their old tax records. Dillon was meticulous about writing off expenses, and now she understood why he was hiding everything from her. Still, she’d seen his work firsthand and knew that somewhere back at her house, he’d have kept receipts for paying Valerie. The pair continued to work on finding any information about the couple, but as the time dragged on, Pearl grew more anxious. If Valerie was involved, they were running out of time.

      “Why isn’t their Erie property coming up?” Pearl hissed.

      “Probably for the same reason their house in town isn’t. Look, it wasn’t purchased under their name. It looks like a woman named Constance McCray purchased it.”

      “Jesus, that name sounds so familiar. What was the name of the nanny for Nathan?”

      Matthew reached across the coffee table littered with paperwork, coffee cups, and takeout wrappers. His home had been transformed into a makeshift office for their rescue operation. Finding the pages he was hunting, he laid them out on top of everything else, running his finger down the page to the name they were looking for.

      “Beverly McCray,” Matthew muttered. “What do you think the odds are that the two are related?”

      “Hell, I don’t think they’re related at all. As a matter of fact, I don’t think they’re real at this point. Find Enzo’s babysitter's name for me, would you?”

      He swallowed, looking her in the eyes as he set it down. “Hilda McCray.”

      “That’s it,” Pearl stammered. “There is a link!”

      “It’s just a name at this point, but I think we should talk to Valerie again. It’s possible we can get more information from her by just seeing her response and how she reacts to the question.”

      “Yeah, there’s definitely something going on there. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that all three have the same last name.”

      “Even if it is, which is highly unlikely, there is something to be said about it. At the very least, there’s a connection somewhere.”

      They grabbed their things before walking out of the house. Pearl wondered what the connection in the name could be. She still didn’t believe that her babysitter could be a three-time kidnapper and she did not see it. Then again, Dillon had cheated on her many times, and she had never suspected him, either. She was torn between suspecting her and not wanting to ruin a friendship, but if she wanted to find her son, it would come down to what she could get out of Valerie.

      “Hey, do you remember how the two of you met?” Matthew asked.

      “No. With everything that’s happened, I just can’t remember.”

      Even as she spoke, the memory came flooding back to her. It was a sunny spring morning around Easter. Conner had barely been four. He’d wanted to go to the park and watch the old men racing small boats, but Pearl had been exhausted. After returning to work for the first time since his birth, she was unprepared for the physical toll of being both a breadwinner and a parent. Dillon was supposed to meet them at the park, but he’d been late—a meeting had run over. Ten minutes turned into twenty, and before long, an hour had passed since their agreed meeting time. In just a few seconds of peace, she’d dozed off on the park bench, woken suddenly by a splash and scream.

      “She saved him,” Pearl muttered. “That’s how we met. Valerie saw him tumble into the lake over at the park and jumped in after him. I was shattered for months over it.”

      “So, you met her by chance?”

      “At the time, I thought it was by chance. Come to think of it, Dillon showed up just a few seconds after that.”

      “Right. So, moments after a complete stranger saves your son from drowning, your husband comes waltzing in like he wasn’t over an hour late already? Seems like a pretty big coincidence.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, it doesn’t. Though I do recall that he insisted on inviting her over for dinner that night to thank her. Even that sounds sketchy saying it out loud.”

      “What happened then? What did you say?”

      Pearl sighed. “I was just so grateful Conner was okay that I agreed she should come by the house.”

      “You didn’t find it odd that he knew the woman?” Matthew asked.

      “As I said, I was thankful she had been there to save Conner. It wasn’t until later that night that he told me he knew her and that she had been his client. He told me it had been a while, and he didn’t remember her until she introduced herself by name. I believed him. He had so many cases back then that it didn’t dawn on me that it was strange he’d forgotten who she was.”

      “Looks like we’re digging up a lot of dirt here. I don’t mean to sound so judgmental, but it’s easier sometimes for an outsider to see the truth behind so many lies.”

      “It’s okay. It seems like I needed the help to see through some things. Could she have really placed herself in my life just to sleep with my husband and kidnap my child all these years later? Sounds like an awful lot just to steal a kid.”

      “It seems like we’ve got some more questions for your friend then,” Matthew said. “You ready?”

      Pearl nodded as they pulled out of his driveway. Their first stop was going to be the house Pearl shared with Dillon and Conner. All trust she had in her husband and his family was gone, and with his mother having a key, Pearl wanted to get all the rooms locked up as a precaution. When Dillon had insisted on installing a lock on the office door, she had thought he was losing it, but now, she understood he had so much to hide. Matthew didn’t argue or ask questions when she requested they stop at the hardware store first.

      No one was getting into her house anymore without her permission. Twenty minutes later, they were pulling into her driveway, armed with a new deadbolt for both the front and back door, along with one for the office. If Dillon or his parents tried to sneak over, they’d be disappointed. Between Dillon’s attitude and his mother's lies, she was done playing nice with people. As soon as her son was home, Pearl would wage war against the James family.
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      “She’s not answering the door,” Pearl whispered. “Her car isn’t here anymore, either. I think Valerie’s already left for the lake. What do we do now?”

      “Well, the way I see it, we have two options. Either we can go back to the truck, call the law, and hope they show up—”

      “You and I both know that isn’t going to happen. Look at how much they’ve already missed. Plus, Ben has basically already given us the green light.”

      “Not to break the law, he hasn’t, not like this at least. You know what you’re facing, right? If we get caught, they aren’t going to let you just walk away.”

      “I know, but I don’t see us as having any other choice. You’ve seen the paperwork; you know what I have on the line here. I don’t care about what happens if we get caught. It’s a risk I’m willing to take, but I understand if you’re not. I won’t ask you to put your future in jeopardy for this.”

      He sighed, seeming to contemplate his options before nodding his head. “All right, but if we are going to do this, we’re doing it my way. I don’t want it to be obvious, okay?”

      “You know, I’m not as innocent as you think. I’ve broken into a house or two in my day,” Pearl said.

      “Oh yeah? Not counting your parents’ house, how many?”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not fair.”

      “Just promise me you’ll listen, okay? I don’t need you going rogue on me.”

      Pearl nodded in agreement as she listened to his plan. Moments later, they were walking down the road back toward the house. They’d left the truck parked a few blocks away, not wanting to draw any suspicion. While he’d suspected the small home would have a back door, Pearl didn’t take an easy breath until they were behind the fence and staring at the gray door. She had been ready to take a rock to one of the small panes of glass but quickly realized Matthew’s skill for picking locks.

      After less than a minute, Matthew had the door opening without having to break any glass. She shouldn’t have been surprised by his lockpicking skill, but she was. She couldn’t help but wonder where he had picked up such a normally useless skill.

      “Where did you learn that?” Pearl whispered.

      “Just one of the many trades I picked up on deployment. Sometimes, we’d be in a certain situation that called for us to go unnoticed. So, they taught us all types of useful tricks.”

      “Have I mentioned how grateful I am that you’re on my team?” Pearl smiled.

      “I think you’ve said it a time or two.” He chuckled. “Now, I know you know this already, but I’m going to say it anyway. Don’t touch anything. If we leave prints, then if they do a search of the house for any reason, they’ll come after us.”

      “Matthew, I’ve been in her house before. I’m sure my prints are all over.”

      “Okay, but have you been in the bedroom? How about all the other rooms of the house? Just don’t touch anything.”

      “Okay, fine. What if I see something of interest?” she asked.

      “Then you let me know, and we’ll decide what to do together. Try not to leave any DNA evidence, and if you move something, make sure it goes back exactly how you had it. If she’s not involved, we don’t need her calling the police when she comes home. You got it?”

      “I got it,” Pearl replied. “Is there anything, in particular, I should be looking for?”

      “You start upstairs. Look for anything that would hold files of any sort. With some luck, maybe she’ll have a safe. So, look in the closets and behind the pictures. Maybe she has an in-wall safe.”

      Following her friend’s instructions, Pearl took the steps two at a time. The first two rooms were obviously occupied by the children, while the third door was a modest bathroom. The fourth and final door appeared to be the master suite. Grabbing the closet doorknob with her jacket pulled over her hand, Pearl opened it to search for a safe. Immediately, she noticed the lack of a male presence. Even for someone who worked away from home, it was sparse. Not a single article of men’s clothing was in the space, not even a pair of shoes.

      Yet there was no time to dwell on it. With no sign of a safe in the small space, she moved to other parts of the room. It wasn’t until she looked under the bed that she found anything of interest. It was an old shoebox, nothing of consequence but the dust imprints of fingertips on the lid were recent. Carefully opening the box, Pearl gasped before yelling for Matthew. He came running up the steps as she set the box on the bed, gingerly pulling out its contents.

      The pair looked through the contents of the box. It was full of blank passports and blank state IDs from Missouri, New Mexico, and Virginia. She couldn’t believe what they had found. The box alone had enough information to bury the woman. Pearl became angrier the more she saw. At the very bottom of the box, she found an envelope. Pulling it out carefully, she looked at Matthew as he watched her open it.

      Pearl’s jaw nearly hit the floor. Inside the envelope were newspaper clippings dating back a few years. Every one of them was concerning cases Dillon had won over the years. She stared at each page in utter shock. Her shock was quickly pushed out by the rage filling her. She needed answers, and she knew where to get them.

      “I need you to drive me to the hospital now,” Pearl said sternly. “I think we have enough proof to get the answers we need from Dillon.”

      “I think you might be right. Let’s get out of here,” Matthew said. “Make sure everything is back where you found it, except the box. We’re taking that with us.”

      Tucking the box under her arm, Pearl stormed out of the room and down the steps. She was still fuming when they reached the truck. The last thing she wanted to do was see her husband and his mother again. This time though, she was armed with proof. Matthew said nothing as he climbed in and started the truck. As they pulled silently out onto the road, Pearl knew they were getting closer to finding her son. She prayed Dillon would be reasonable.

      “Listen, Dillon could just end up being a dead end now that I’ve had a chance to think about it. Why don’t we just head directly to the lake house and find Conner?” Matthew said.

      “Because I’m not letting that asshole get off the hook for any of this. Directly or indirectly, he’s the reason Conner is missing, and now I have proof that he’s connected to it all. I want Dillon to know I have proof of what he’s done.”

      “Can’t that wait until after we find him, though?”

      “Maybe it can, but I’m not going to rest until that bastard is behind bars. What he’s done to Conner and me is nothing compared to what he has waiting for him when he’s in jail.”

      “If you don’t mind my saying, I think you’re letting your emotions get the best of you. Conner is our priority,” Matthew offered. “We can make sure Dillon pays for his deeds after we get your son back.”

      “My son is my only priority. Okay? There’s nothing I won’t do to get my son back, but Dillon has to know he’s going to pay. Maybe then he’ll quit this amnesia crap and tell the police what they need to know,” Pearl snapped. “And for the record, I’d really prefer not to hear your opinion on the matter. Just please, drive me to the hospital.”

      Pearl knew Matthew was upset over the way she’d reacted, but they were almost to the hospital. She wasn’t in the mood to argue with him any longer. After all, he wasn’t the one who would have to go up against Dillon in court. It was a struggle for her to understand where Matthew was coming from. Dillon was the reason Conner was abducted in the first place. She wanted him to pay for what he’d done.

      Matthew put the truck into park when they reached the hospital but said nothing to her. Pearl felt the familiar rush of heat jump to her cheeks as the silence grew. Grabbing the door handle, she jumped out of the truck and slammed the door behind her. If he wanted to be angry, then so be it. There wasn’t anything he could say to change her mind. Walking through the automatic doors, Pearl’s heart started to race. A guard had been posted outside of Dillon's room.
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      “So, I’m curious, are you here because of me?” Pearl asked.

      The young man grinned. His name was Eric Willard. He’d been with the force just a few short months but seemed adequate as his job. Pearl knew him because of the community, though, with his parents and her own going back decades. He was two years younger than she was. They hadn’t been close, but she knew he’d be honest with her at the very least.

      “I was told to keep an eye out for you, but that’s not the main reason I’m here,” he replied.

      “Oh, no? Don’t tell me someone else has it out for my husband,” Pearl joked. “If so, you better tell them I have first dibs.”

      “Only most of the county, it seems. You know how it goes; good gossip spreads fast.”

      “Well, I see the matriarch of the family isn’t holed up in there anymore. I suppose that’s a good thing. Is it too much to hope for that she got tossed in a holding cell?”

      Eric chuckled. “I think she went down to the cafeteria to make some phone calls. She did mention something about finding an attorney.”

      “You still haven’t told me the reason you’re stationed out here like a real cop.”

      His eyes moved past her, scanning the wing of the hospital. She knew he could get into trouble for talking with her, but it obviously wasn’t enough to keep his mouth shut. It was one of the few perks of living in such a small town. Sometimes there was nothing else to do but gossip. It helped that he was friends with her parents and had never said anything kind when it came to Dillon’s people. She knew she should have questioned the conflict of interest but was instead happy for the insight.

      “I’m actually here on Ben’s command,” Eric replied. “We have a ton of questions that need to be answered by Dillon. Whether it’s for our sake or his, I’m just doing what I’m told.”

      “Questions about my son’s kidnapping?”

      “That’s number one on the list, according to Ben. Although there is a laundry list of charges we will most likely be filing.”

      “So, you guys are finally getting your heads out of your ass and charging Dillon? That’ll be the day.”

      Eric chuckled. “Look, Pearl, I shouldn’t be telling you any of this. I could lose my job or get suspended, but I like you and your family. Dillon makes regular guys like us look bad.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to get some answers myself.” Pearl sighed. “What other charges do the police need to ask him about? Other than Conner’s kidnapping.”

      “Finding your son is first on the list. It’s our number one priority. There’s also conspiring in a kidnapping, tax evasion, assisting in the filing of a complaint, and quite a few others.”

      “Is it sad that none of those things surprise me now? If you’d said any of that to me a week ago, I would have called you crazy and contacted a lawyer.”

      “I’m sorry you’re going through all this, but rest assured, he’s going to go to jail for a good amount of time.”

      “I believe you,” Pearl said. “Hey, do you think I could get just a few minutes with him? I have a few things that I’d like to say.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. Just make it quick, and for God’s sake, watch what you say.”

      “I will, Eric. Thanks again.”

      “No problem.” Eric smiled.

      Pearl knocked but didn’t wait for a reply before sliding open the door. She was smiling from ear to ear. He glared at her, obviously aware of what was happening outside in the hallway. Pearl sat down in the chair pulled next to his bed. She assumed it was where Rose had taken up perch. Dillon appeared as though he wanted to wring her neck as she carefully slipped her phone from her pocket and started the recording app without his seeing.

      “What the hell do you want, Pearl?”

      “Oh, so many things, but right now, I just want to find my son. We are going to find him, you know. This would be so much easier if you…wait….” Something was different. “You remember now, don’t you?”

      Dillon looked away from her, nodding as though he was ashamed. Pearl’s heart felt like it was fluttering with the speed of a hummingbird’s wings. She could barely breathe. Tears of joy threatened. Now they would have the answers they’d been searching for, assuming her husband was going to cooperate. If the past few encounters had been any indication, though, Pearl wasn’t optimistic.

      “If you remember, do you know who has Conner?” Pearl asked.

      Dillon nodded.

      “So, were you planning on fleeing the country and taking Conner with you?”

      He nodded. Pearl knew he was intentionally not saying anything out loud. For a moment, she thought he knew she was recording, but then she figured he was afraid to say anything for fear of the officer outside hearing their conversation. After everything going on with Conner, the man was still only thinking about himself. She was beside herself, though part of her was happy he was finally answering her questions.

      “Was it Valerie who took Conner?”

      He nodded again. Her heart started to race, understanding that she was getting closer to finding her son. She knew that whether or not he said anything out loud made no difference. Dillon was going to rot in prison for the pain he had caused her and her son.

      “So, were you aware that she has kidnapped before?” Pearl asked. “Actually, two times that we know of.”

      He glared at her, shocked. “I had no idea. I swear, I didn’t know that she—”

      “You’re a bastard!” Pearl snapped. “Even after everything I’ve found out about you in the last few days, you still somehow surprise me.”

      “Pearl, please. I know I’m a bastard,” Dillon said. “Just let me explain—”

      Pearl stood to go.

      “Pearl, please wait. I’m so sorry.”

      “Save it,” she growled. “You’re going to need an attorney. Rumor has it your mother’s out setting that up now. I have nothing to say to you, Dillon.”

      “Are you going to tell Conner when you find him?”

      She didn’t know how to answer the question. Pearl knew his life was about to change forever; all of theirs were. Someday, Conner would have a right to know what had happened. There was no way with the media today that she could keep it a secret from him forever. Yet she still didn’t have her child in her arms. The pain of that knowledge had wedged a dark sword of rage in her heart. Pearl glared at Dillon.

      “I’m going to find our son. After that…well, I don’t know.”

      “Please, I know it’s a lot to ask, but please don’t tell him what I’ve done.”

      “He has a right to know, Dillon. Because of you, he’s been taken from the safety of his home, and he is probably scared and confused. This is your fault, and you need to own up to that.”

      Dillon sighed. “You’re right, and I know that, but could you please bring him here when you find him?”

      “Why in the hell would I do that? After all the trauma and lies, why would I bring my son here to see you?”

      “I just want to tell him how sorry I am. Can’t a father apologize to his son?”

      Pearl was seething with anger. She couldn’t believe the nerve he had. What would he tell his son, anyway? That he was the reason he had been taken away from everything he knows and loves, but sorry, it was a mistake? She was so pissed off that she almost lunged across the room at him. Her fists were balled at her sides before she took a deep breath and tried to restrain herself.

      “What are you going to tell him, Dillon? How do you make up for what you’ve done to him? Huh? Have you thought about it at all? You’re a no-good piece of—”

      “Hey!”

      Startled, Pearl spun around to see Rose walking through the door.

      “Get out of my son’s room! Now!” Rose yelled.

      Before Pearl could say any more, she noticed Eric standing in the doorway. He looked panicked, like he was about to get in a bunch of trouble. She hadn’t meant for it to get that far, and she didn’t want Eric to get blamed for her actions.

      Pearl stormed out of the room. The now-familiar rage that came each time she was forced to talk with Dillon made a resurgence as she fought to keep it under control. They were going to find Conner, she knew it in her heart, and when they did, she wouldn’t be able to keep the anger inside. It had to be gone, for all of their sakes. Conner was already going to lose his father. He needed a parent with a level head who could talk about the other with kindness and love for his sake. Pearl let out the breath she’d been holding when Matthew smiled and waved from the truck. Everything was going to be okay.
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      “It’s a two-hour drive up there. Are you sure you don’t need to stop for anything? Or call anyone?” Matthew asked.

      “No,” she whispered. “I just want to find my son.”

      He frowned. “Are you sure we can’t call your friend, Ben?”

      “You told me it was my call,” she hissed. “Well, this is it. The second we call him, they are going to swarm the place. Can you promise me it’s not going to become a Waco or hostage situation? Are you ready to take that risk?”

      “Jesus, you really know how to make someone feel the pressure, don’t you?”

      “We’ve already been on the road for ten minutes, okay? If we get there and we’ve got like…eight people surrounding us, then we can call. Otherwise, I want to do this quietly. Once I’ve got Conner and the other two, you can make all the calls to reinforcements that you want.”

      Matthew gave a low whistle and shook his head. “I’d honestly forgotten about the other two. Do you think they remember their real families?”

      She didn’t want to think about what they could and couldn’t remember. Conner was able to recall the colors of his room from when he was an infant, but she barely remembered a thing before her third birthday. Pearl prayed that the kids would get the counseling and healing they needed with their real families. Otherwise, the future would be unsteady for the young men. Every part of her body ached from a lack of sleep and nutrition, but she wasn’t willing to rest without Conner home.

      “Valerie is the only family they know,” she whispered.

      “She might be all they know right now, but they both have families who love and miss them.”

      “They’re going to need a lot of help adjusting, though. I couldn’t imagine being kept from my real family as long as they have. It’s going to be hard on them, and they aren’t going to understand what happened to them.”

      “I think they’ll be okay. Boys are strong and durable. They’ll have each of their families to help them transition,” Matthew said.

      “They aren’t even from the same state, and they think they are brothers. They won’t even see each other anymore.”

      “Honestly, with the power of technology, I’d say they’ll see each other a lot more than you think,” he offered. “It might not be the way things should have happened, but I guarantee they will have each other for the rest of their lives. The two of them might not be related by blood, but they’ve grown up together. They’re brothers now.”

      “I know you’re only trying to make me feel better, but thank you,” Pearl whispered.

      “I’m trying to make myself feel better, too. Though I truly believe those boys are going to be fine.”

      She knew Conner would have a tough time, and he had only been gone a few days. She promised herself to check in with the parents every chance she got. Conner was going to lose his babysitter of the last few years and his father. She wasn’t about to let him lose his friends, too.

      “I hope so.”

      “They will be. Now, why don’t you try to get some rest while I drive?” Matthew suggested. “We got some time before we get there.”

      “Oh no, I’m too antsy to sleep now.”

      Before long, as the sun started to set, Pearl felt her eyelids growing heavy. She fought the urge to fall asleep, but it was quickly starting to overpower her. Sweet memories of Conner in her arms as they watched early morning cartoons and scary movies at night lulled her to sleep. It felt like barely a moment had passed when she felt Matthew gently shaking her awake. Pearl jolted upright, frantically looking around to see where they were. It was a truck stop and gas station hopping with patrons coming off the road for the night.

      “What happened? Are we there?”

      “Not quite. We are about three miles out. I had to get fuel and take a leak. Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’ll wait…maybe some coffee if they have it?” Pearl stammered.

      “You got it,” he said.

      She watched him walk into the gas station before pulling out her phone to check her missed messages. Mike had sent a picture of Milk Dud happily lounging on the furniture. She chuckled and shook her head. There was no question in her mind that the pooch adored being at her parents’ place. They loved him like another grandchild and spoiled the beast accordingly. Wendy had messaged her as well, apologizing yet again and asking for an update on Conner's case. It broke her heart.

      Pearl quickly sent a group message to her parents, Wendy, and her sisters, letting them know they were on the trail of a hot lead but nothing else. She jumped when Matthew appeared at her window, passing a hot cup through to her before he went around the side to pump fuel. He leaned against the driver’s side door and sighed. For the first time, Pearl could see the fatigue behind his smile.

      “We’re going to need a plan,” Matthew said. “I’ve been looking over some aerial shots of the land. It still amazes me what you can find on the internet. These shots show the terrain and everything.”

      “What’s the problem then?” Pearl asked.

      “The problem is that it doesn’t look like we have a very good amount of coverage. It’s not going to be easy to get back to the house.”

      Matthew showed her a few of the images on his phone. He was right. There were some wooded areas leading up to the house, but not much after that point. She studied the images for a moment, trying to think of a plan.

      “Why don’t we leave the truck in the woods, right there. We can walk the rest of the way in.”

      Matthew smiled. “You sure you weren’t in the military? That’s a good idea, though I still feel like we need some reinforcement. I know; it’s your call.”

      “When we get the boys out of there, then we can call for backup. I don’t want her to spook on us and do something drastic,” Pearl replied.

      “I understand.”

      “Do you have anything for protection?”

      He sighed. “I have a gun in the glovebox, but I’d rather not bring it along. Too many things can go wrong.”

      She frowned, not liking the idea of going in without protection. While she could understand where he was coming from, getting her son back was all Pearl cared about. If the people who kidnapped him died in the process, it wouldn’t bother her one bit. She sighed and tried to clear her head. Being negative and vengeful wasn’t the person she wanted to be. It was bad enough that Dillon was a lousy parent; she wasn’t going to be the same.

      “How about this, then? We park the truck and go in just like we planned, only to scope it out, though. We get a feel for the area and see if they’re even there. If they are, then we come back to the truck. We could either grab the gun or call the police, maybe.”

      “I like that idea better. If we sense anything that might go wrong, then we can let the police handle it. Remember, we’re here to get your son home. Safely, okay?”

      “I know. I just want Conner back, Matthew. He’s been gone too long, and I just want to be able to hold him and tell him everything’s going to be okay.”

      “I know,” Matthew said. “Are you ready for whatever we might find up there? It might not be what you expect.”

      “I’m ready,” she muttered. “I know it could end badly. I also know we might not find anything at all. She’s been a step ahead of the police for years. So, we know she’s not stupid.”

      “You have to stay positive, Pearl. Keep that hope alive that Conner is going to be safe. The one thing we’ve got going for us is that the other two boys have been well taken care of, if not the way they should have been. We’re going to find them. I promise.”

      She didn’t respond, hoping he was right. Nothing meant more to her than Conner. She knew Matthew was right, though she wasn’t sure how Valerie would react to them trying to take the boys from her. She realized that, in her own way, Valerie cared about the kids, and all she could do was hope she’d give them up peacefully.

      As they set off on the road again, Pearl said a prayer. She’d found a renewed faith over the last few days. It felt like everywhere she turned, God’s hand was pointing them in the right direction. The cool air moved through the cab as she rolled up the window. It was at least twenty degrees colder than it had been back home because of the water. A shudder moved through her. Conner had to be close. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep the crippling heartbreak at bay if he wasn’t there.
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      “You know, when I heard it was a place on the lake, I was expecting something…nicer?” Matthew whispered.

      “Yeah, this whole area is run-down, though. The government has really let it go. They have already polluted the lake so much; it feels like they just don’t care anymore. Obviously, the local realtor didn’t look into the buyers much. I can’t imagine Valerie is that great at forging things.”

      “I don’t know. They’ve made it this long without getting caught. A decade on the run isn’t an easy feat.”

      “Then they really screwed up when they went after my son,” she hissed.

      “There is no denying that. I don’t see any lights on inside. It looks like they aren’t here. Do you want to head closer?” he asked.

      She nodded. It was getting to the point that she couldn’t feel her toes any longer. The cold was settling into her bones with enthusiasm. There was a new anxiousness inside of her that had started though she couldn’t give it a name. The mixture of fear and anticipation made her stomach roll. They inched forward, the bitter wind from the lake sending a chill through her again. Every step they took that brought them closer to finding her son brought with it trepidation. A twig snapped beneath her feet, and she froze, worrying that any sound might seal her son’s fate.

      After a moment of hearing nothing else, she began to move forward again. The darkness made it difficult to see much of anything, but what she could make out wasn’t what she’d expect for a lakefront home. With the lack of light, she couldn’t see the boathouse.

      The closer they got to the main house, the more she could see how rundown the property was. Bags of trash were torn open by what she could only assume were wild animals. The trash bin was overflowing, and the contents of the bin were strewn across the yard. The paneling on the outside of the home was rotted, with pieces falling off the side of it. The yard looked as if it hadn’t been mowed or cared for in years. As they made their way across the property, she wondered how someone could live in such filth.

      She looked around, trying to catch her bearings in the dark. She noticed that even the trees seemed to be dying with the rest of the property. She held her breath as she caught the smell of something terrible. Rotting trash had taken away the fresh smell of the lake. They made their way closer to the house, slowly stepping over and around anything that could give away their presence.

      When they reached the structure, Matthew cupped his hands over the dirty glass. Pearl followed suit. Inside the cabin, she could make out furniture as worn as the home itself. It appeared lived in, though no signs of the children greeted them. Her stomach plummeted. Creeping around to the front door, they found a heavy-duty lock on the outside of the door. Pearl followed Matthew silently as they crept to the back of the house. There was a lock similar to the front door on the back.

      Pulling a knife from somewhere on his person, Matthew wedged the blade between the base and the hinge. He wiggled it several times as the worn nails started to give. Her phone started to vibrate in her pocket, and she quickly pulled it out, dimming down the screen so as not to draw attention. Pearl’s gaze met Matthew’s; it was Ben calling. She declined the call and started to slip the phone back into her jeans when it vibrated again. Looking at Matthew, she sighed as he nodded his head for her to answer it while he worked.

      “Hello,” she answered in a hushed voice. She placed the call on speaker so Matthew could hear, too. Pearl knew she wouldn’t have time to discuss anything that was said if she had to repeat everything.

      “Where are the two of you?” Ben asked.

      “Honestly, Ben, I wish I could tell you,” she replied. “I just can’t drag you into this right now.”

      “What…never mind then,” Ben stuttered. “I just wanted to let you know that we got the results from the forensic team.”

      “What did they find out?”

      “The fingerprints match the cold cases on both kidnappings. It’s definitely Valerie, Pearl. She’s the one behind it all. The van owner didn’t have anything to do with it. I guess he really was asleep after all. His brother, on the other hand, has a mile-long record of breaking and entering, robbery, and theft. Might even be some forgery involved, too.”

      “Who is the van owner’s brother then?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. The brother is Valerie’s husband.

      Pearl was shocked by the revelation. Though, she wasn’t sure why anything surprised her at this point. It had been a strange sequence of events, and she didn’t know what to think.

      “So, what’s next then? Do you have a plan?”

      “I’m heading up to her property at the lake now. I have a team with me,” Ben said. “We’re going to get your son and those boys home to their families, Pearl. We should make it to the property in roughly about twenty minutes.”

      “Thanks, Ben,” she said as she ended the call.

      Pearl exchanged a look with Matthew as she slipped the phone back into her pocket. At least they knew the police would be there soon. For a moment, she thought Matthew was going to suggest they wait for the others back at his truck, but when the hinge finally gave way and the back door popped open, Pearl knew there was no turning back. Silently, the pair moved into the house, using their phones as flashlights to guide the way as Pearl softly called out for her son. There was no reply. She felt like she was going to get sick.

      “They aren’t here,” Pearl whispered. “Where the hell did they take them? Do you think we are too late?”

      “No,” he muttered. “I think we are just in the nick of time. Look at the bags they’ve got packed by the door. If I had to guess, I’d say they ran out of last-minute supplies before skipping out of the country.”

      “Where are the kids at then? Would they risk taking them into town to shop? I feel like Conner would try to break free if that were the case.”

      “They have to be keeping them somewhere….”

      Suddenly, Pearl spotted headlights moving up the driveway. Her heart nearly stopped on the spot. Matthew moved his head in that direction at the same time. Moving quickly toward the back door, they heard two car doors close almost simultaneously. Sneaking their way out the back door, they pulled the door closed as much as possible, just as the front door swung open. Pearl’s heart was racing as she thought about where her son could be.

      They could hear the voices inside, and though the voices were raised, she couldn’t make out anything they were saying. Pearl wanted to rush in and find Conner, but she knew they needed to wait for backup. They had already done enough, and Ben and his team were on the way. Getting caught there now could put her son’s life in jeopardy. At the moment, it was a risk she was not willing to take. She took a deep breath and sighed. Looking at Matthew just as he glanced her way.

      He beckoned for her to follow him back toward the truck, and she complied without arguing for the safety of all three children. She struggled to believe she had been friends with the woman who had kidnapped children and quietly still blamed herself for not catching any signs of foul play. She moved quickly and silently over to where Matthew was crouched down.

      The pair inside were arguing, but it was impossible to hear what was being said through the walls. As they moved silently beneath the windows, Pearl prayed that her son could hold on just a few minutes longer. The police would be there soon, and they’d be able to take over the scene while she found Conner and the others. Pearl was holding onto Matthew’s shirt, the darkness too vast for her to find her way on her own as they crept. Beneath her, a twig snapped, and the muffled voices inside stopped. Panic filled her as she froze.

      They stood hunched over, suspended in time before the voices inside started again, and they continued to move. For a moment, Pearl thought they were going to make it, but when a flood of lights suddenly assaulted them from the front and she heard the telltale sound of a gun’s hammer being drawn back, her confidence shattered. They’d been caught.
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      “Well, now, if this isn’t an unexpected surprise,” Valerie hissed. “Judd, come look at what I’ve found over here!”

      The burling man appeared. “That explains why the back door is jacked to hell. You gonna pay for that, boy?”

      Pearl glared at the pair. “Where the hell is my son?”

      “Your son? Heavens, I don’t know what you are talking about! We are just getting ready to leave for a nice family trip. I was thinking Canada, but now I’m not so sure. What do you think, Judd?”

      “I think all three of the boys sure would like to spend some time overseas.”

      Matthew growled. “You son of a—”

      “Easy now,” Judd muttered.

      The man was brandishing a large shotgun. Pearl was kicking herself for not bringing Matthew’s gun with them, but she didn’t know what good it would have done. With two loaded weapons pointed in their direction, Matthew wouldn’t have gotten a shot off before someone got wounded. At least she still had her phone recording in her pocket. At the very least, if they both ended up at the bottom of the lake, the police might be able to recover the recordings and find her son, even if he’d spend the rest of his life without a mother.

      “What do you think, sugar?” Valerie asked. “I reckon these two aren’t going to just walk away and let us have our happy family.”

      “I say we tie them up and concrete their feet. That way, they just sink to the bottom of the lake. Doubt anyone would find them after that,” Judd said.

      Valerie chuckled. “Oh, baby, you know how to get me going, don’t you? You’ve always had a fascination with those mobster movies. No, I think we just shoot them both in the head and run them through the woodchipper.”

      “That’s a bit messy, but I don’t mind getting dirty for the family.”

      “I know it is, sugar. I know you’d do anything for us.”

      The show they were putting on made Pearl sick to her stomach. She knew she needed to buy them some time so Ben and his team could get there. She prayed they were going as fast as they could.

      “Where’s my son?” Pearl asked. “What have you done with Conner?”

      “I think you’re talking about Billy. He’s just fine. He’s adjusting well, and he’s going to be okay with us now,” Valerie goaded. “As a matter of fact, he’s going to help us get a new baby. Isn’t that wonderful? He’s such a good little helper.”

      “You’re going to rot in hell, Valerie!” Pearl snapped.

      “Honey, you’re going to get there a hell of a lot sooner than I will. Do you really think I was just going to hand him over to you? You’re such a stupid woman.”

      “You’re going to pay for—”

      “That’s enough,” Judd said, taking a step closer. “I’ve heard enough from the two of you. Let’s get them to the boathouse.”

      Judd waved his gun at them, and Matthew pulled Pearl to her feet. She struggled against him, unwilling to walk to her death while her son was still alive. Though Pearl knew there was nothing they could do but walk ahead of the armed gunman. There were at least twenty feet between the pair and their attacker. Her eyes adjusted back to the darkness, just as a boathouse in the same dilapidated state as the house came into view. Next to it was a boat that appeared to be in much better shape. Pearl’s stomach lurched, thinking about the couple's escape plan with her child.

      “What are we going to do?” she hissed.

      Matthew shook his head. “I don’t know yet. I’m working on it. For now, we just stall. We need to get Valerie down here and away from the kids.”

      “How do you know they are even in the house? We looked and didn’t find anything.”

      “No, but I felt a soft spot in the living room floor right before we saw the headlights. I’d bet my last dollar that the boys are down there. The other two are probably keeping him quiet. I have to assume they’ve been told their whole lives that law enforcement is out to get them.”

      “I hate these people so much,” Pearl growled. “I can’t believe how long they’ve gotten away with this. Those poor boys…their families…I don’t want to think about how much their parents have lost over the last ten years. I want them to pay for what they’ve done.”

      “And they will, we just need to buy a little more time until Ben and his men get here.”

      “What if they don’t see us? We left the truck parked so far away.”

      “It was parked on the main road; Ben will see it as soon as he pulls around. However, that means he’s going to be blowing up your phone trying to find you.”

      “It’s on silent,” she whispered. “And recording everything.”

      Matthew grinned at her. “Good girl, you’re one smart woman.”

      “You two need to shut the hell up,” Judd said. “Whatever the pair of ya are talking about, it isn’t going to help you escape. I’ll gladly pull the trigger right here and drag your bodies to the boat.”

      “Do you really think you can keep running? How long will that last, Judd?” Pearl asked.

      “It’s done us just fine over the last decade,” Judd replied. “You’d be surprised how easy it is to fool the pigs these days.”

      “Well, I think your time is about to run out. You see, law enforcement already knows about the other kidnappings. They’re going to be looking for the two of you now. I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as it has been over the last ten years.”

      Judd grew silent, and Pearl knew she had struck a nerve. It was just as she had intended, to shock him with the information he was unaware of. She could tell the man was worried, whether he showed it or not. His silence was enough to give away his emotions. She was about to make another comment when he shut her down with a booming voice.

      “Shut your mouth, woman. I’ll not hear another word from you, or so help me God…”

      She knew her plan was working, and she turned her head to meet Matthew’s gaze. Matthew grinned at her, understanding the ruse. Pearl was working to drive a wedge between Judd and Valerie. It seemed to be working to some extent as well as they reached the boathouse and Judd’s gaze flashed to the boat next to it. He jerked his head, indicating that Matthew should open the boathouse doors. Instantly, the stench of rotting, waterlogged wood assaulted her senses as they stepped inside. She knew it was only a matter of time before one wrong misstep would send one of them plunging into the icy water below.

      “You know, Judd. It’s not too late to save yourself here,” Pearl offered. “You could just slip away into the darkness and let Valerie take the fall. We know she’s the brains of this little operation.”

      “Shut the hell up, Pearl.”

      The sudden voice from the darkness startled her. Pearl looked in the direction the voice had come from, and from behind a row of trees, Valerie stepped out.

      “Judd, you know I’d never leave you. You’re the father of our children, and I love you. We’d be nothing if it weren’t for the strong man you are. You’re our leader, Judd. Don’t forget that.”

      “I know, baby. I wasn’t even listening to her,” Judd said. “Now, what would you like me to do with these two.”

      “Let me see,” Valerie said. “Ah, I’m feeling a bit forgiving tonight. Plus, we’ll be in a hurry, so I say you just put a bullet in both of their heads. Quick and painless, which is more than you deserve.”

      Pearl knew they were running out of time. She had to think of a way to stall. They only needed a few more minutes before the place would be crawling with police. She still didn’t know where Conner was, but she knew he was there somewhere.

      “At the very least, before you kill me, tell me where my son is and what you’ve done with him. I deserve to know,” Pearl seethed. “Why’d you kidnap any of those kids, to begin with?”

      The woman looked pleased with herself as she smiled and shook her head. Pearl knew Valerie couldn’t resist bragging about what she’d done over the last ten years, especially after not being about to tell anyone about the ruse for so long. Pearl listened intently, her phone recording everything as the woman started to talk. Pearl stayed silent, wondering if it had been twenty minutes since her call with Ben. Her phone vibrated in her pocket, but no one else noticed. With each passing second, Pearl prayed the boys in blue would find them before it was too late.
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      Valerie glared at her. “You think you're so special, don't you? Well, I have news for you, you aren't! I'm not surprised, though; you all think you're special... until I come along. That's when we see what kind of people you really are.”

      “You people? Who the hell are you talking about?” Pearl asked.

      “Housewives! You think your pretty little worlds are so charmed, but I’ve seen what happens the second your husbands get bored. They run from you, all of you. They flee to the first woman willing to take their minds off things.”

      Pearl snorted. “So that’s your play, huh? You’re the other woman left scorned. Jesus, how does that make you feel, Judd? Knowing she can’t keep her panties on for other men?”

      “You shut your whore mouth,” he snapped. “My wife is a saint. Those men were pigs, pigs she used to get what we wanted. You’re nothing to us.”

      “That’s right, baby,” Valerie echoed. “This bitch isn’t anything. Just look at the man she’s got with her now. Hell, her husband is still in the hospital, but she couldn’t keep it in her pants for even a few days.”

      She started to lunge for the woman, but Matthew held her back. Judd brandished his weapon like a madman. Pearl could see his hands trembling, though, and wondered if he’d ever actually killed someone before. Every car that drove past on the main road sparked the hope inside her that the police had finally come. All they had to do was keep the deranged couple talking long enough for the others to arrive. Correcting herself, Pearl leveled her gaze and attention at Valerie, knowing the woman loved to talk about herself.

      “You two really are the perfect match,” Valerie said. “I imagine the papers will paint quite a colorful picture of you both. I can see it now, the two of you going down for Conner’s kidnapping, bodies and boy never found…how ironic.”

      “You need help, lady,” Matthew growled.

      “So, you just snatched random kids?” Pearl goaded. “Sounds basic if you ask me. What’s wrong with Judd’s juice? Just doesn’t do the trick for you?”

      “Shut up bitch, my juice works just—”

      “Enough, Judd. No need to get worked up. That’s exactly what she wants you to do.”

      “Sorry, babe. I just don’t like being talked about like I ain’t standing right here.”

      “It’s okay, baby,” Valerie said. “Now, it’s not like I owe you an explanation for anything I’ve done, but I’ll tell you a little bit. It all started with Nathan’s dad. We were supposed to run off and start a life together, but he bailed on me and stayed with his wife.”

      “How did that make you feel?” Pearl said with a smirk.

      “I lost my job, the respect I had within the community, everything. It was all gone. It happened so fast; I didn’t even know what to do with myself. I was numb and felt defeated, but I powered on and moved down to New Mexico. Within a few months, I found a job working with Enzo’s parents.”

      “All this started because you tried to be a homewrecker and the husband stayed with his wife? Not much of a woman, are you?”

      “One more word and I’m going to let your brains leak onto the ground right where you stand,” Judd shouted.

      “No, Judd. Let her hear this first,” Valerie said.

      It was a tragic story, but not one that Pearl could have sympathy for, not knowing what the couple had done. Granted, the husbands, like Dillon, never should have cheated in the first place, but their actions didn’t warrant the extreme reply from Valerie. The more the woman spoke, the easier it became to see how truly unhinged she was. Outside, she heard the sound of an approaching car. It slowed down as it passed but continued on. Judd was obviously starting to get nervous as Pearl’s eyes darted to the road expectantly.

      “Anyway,” Valerie continued. “Enzo’s father was a kind and loving man. We hit it off almost immediately. We wanted to run away together. His wife was overbearing, and he couldn’t take it anymore. Unfortunately, he died before we got the chance to start our lives together.”

      “What happened then?” Pearl asked, still stalling for time.

      “Well, his wife found out about his plans to leave with me, and she fired me. Again, I was exiled from the community, and my name was tarnished. Soon after that, I met Judd. He was down on his luck and going through a ton of shit with his ex. He had just lost custody of his son and was looking for a fresh start.”

      “You just figured that taking your exes’ kids was the way to go?”

      “Why not start a new family of our own by taking kids who had already grown accustomed to me? It wasn’t that difficult, and it was easier than just taking random kids off the street.”

      “You couldn’t just adopt?” Pearl asked.

      “The process for that takes so long, and we already had children who needed a good mother in their lives. Not women like you who couldn’t do the right things in the bedroom to keep your husband loyal. Judd knew what I could offer, and he was more than willing to help our family grow.”

      It had become clear that Valerie was completely insane. Her grip on reality as she spoke was obviously gone. Judd, on the other hand, looked at his wife with blind adoration, making Pearl wonder what his story was. She wasn’t going to interrupt the woman’s monologue. Nor did Pearl want to pull Judd’s attention away from his beloved. The rantings of his wife were keeping him distracted from what was really going on. Her eyes flickered to Matthew, who shared in her expression. He’d heard the cars moving past and slowing down several times as well. The cops were there. They had finally made it to the end of the road.

      If they could keep the killer couple engaged for a few more minutes, Pearl knew the police would come bursting through the door, guns drawn and ready to fire. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, thinking of her son and holding him close to her again. Conner was a mere hundred yards away from her. Hang on just a little longer, buddy. I’m coming for you. Glaring at her captors again, she listened as Valerie spilled every detail of the poor children’s kidnappings.

      “What did you do then?”

      Pearl didn’t care about the story. She only wanted to buy them more time. Valerie’s ramblings were making her sick, but if she could keep her talking just a while longer, Ben would be able to make it to them in time to keep anything from getting worse. Valerie smiled before she continued. Pearl could see how proud the woman was of herself. It baffled her how someone could be so out of touch with reality.

      “We decided to take Enzo first. After all, he was right in the same town. Then we headed out to get Nathan. We had the perfect little life until I met Dillon. He was honestly pathetic, but somehow, he managed to use me, just as the others had. I became angry and vengeful, but I was able to keep it in check. That is until he decided to try to use me again to get the passports. He needed to take Conner out of the country. It was more than I could take.”

      “Then why did you take Conner? What did he have to do with your plans?”

      “Don’t be so naïve. Conner just completed our little family. That and the boys loved spending time with him so much that I couldn’t deny letting them have another brother around the house to play with. He really is a good boy, Pearl. I suppose I have you to thank for that. We both know Dillon had nothing to do with how well he turned out.”

      Pearl was disgusted. While the story of her life had been heartbreaking, she knew Valerie wasn’t okay. Something along the lines had broken her down to the point that she thought kidnapping children was the only way she could have a family. She only hoped Ben was nearby, ready to pounce and save them and the boys.

      “It’s time, Judd. Let that little gangster inside you out and take care of these two. We have a plane to catch.”

      Judd propped the gun against the wall and crossed his arms as Valerie leveled the pistol in her hands at Pearl. No more than a split second had passed when she heard Matthew yelling her name at her side. The gun went off too quickly for her to react, but Matthew’s training kicked in. He shoved her out of the way to the ground an instant before the bullet made an impact. A deafening thud shook the building as the metal connected with soft flesh. Pearl screamed for Matthew. His gaze met hers before his eyes rolled back in his head, and he stumbled backward, his body falling into the icy water below.
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      “You wanna take her down, baby?” Valerie asked Judd. “That way, we are in this together, forever, like always.”

      The man hesitated. It was then that Pearl realized they’d never gone as far as murder before. She closed her eyes and prayed that God would make her death quick and protect her son. Drawing a final breath, Pearl heard the sound of approaching footsteps outside just as two shots rang out. Her ears throbbed as she waited for the pain to overpower her, but when nothing came, her eyes flew open again. Judd was holding his large gut, a trail of crimson blood dripping over his fingers as he looked around in shock.

      A slew of police officers had burst through the door. It was only then that Pearl realized the screaming she heard wasn’t her own. Valerie was kneeling over Judd where he’d fallen to the ground, her own hip bleeding from a gunshot wound as police dragged her out of the building. They grabbed Pearl, but she fought against them, screaming for someone to help Matthew. When she saw Ben running in her direction, she quickly broke free from the officer’s grip and raced to him.

      “Ben! Matthew’s been shot, and he’s in the water! Help him!” Pearl screamed.

      Panic consumed her as they rushed back to the boathouse. She had no idea how bad he had been hit or how long he had been under the water. The frigid temperatures didn’t bring down the level of concern she had for her friend. Ben didn’t hesitate, though. While in full sprint, he dove into the ice-cold water. Several other officers ran up to her.

      “Matthew’s down there somewhere, and Ben just jumped in after him,” she stammered.

      She was struggling to stay calm as she watched the other two officers jump in after them. Her heart raced as she waited for them to reappear. She was franticly pacing side to side, hoping to see something. Her heart sank when the water went still, no longer seeing bubbles breaking the surface. She prayed Matthew was okay and that Ben would be able to find him. There was no sign of them, and the tears began to trickle down her cheeks. She’d held in so many emotions over the past few days that she could no longer hold them back.

      The silence was broken by the crackle of the officer’s radio. Unit two-two-one, we’ve located three adolescent males in the basement of the house. All are responsive, requesting medical transport to the hospital.

      “Oh my God,” Pearl whispered. “Thank you.”

      Though the uniformed men tried to talk to her, Pearl heard none of what they said as she raced from the building. She knew there was nothing more she could do for Matthew, he was in the hands of the officers now, but her son, her precious little boy, had been found. Half a dozen police cruisers had circled the house, shining a blinding array of headlights in the direction of the front door. Pearl was still twenty yards away when she saw the trio of children emerge. They were flanked by officers carefully shielding them from the field-triage area that had been set up to help the wounded kidnappers.

      Conner turned, looking around for anyone he recognized with fear in his eyes. When they locked on hers, she broke into a sprint, tears streaming down her face as she called out to him. The officer, acting as their handler, grabbed him before Conner could race for her. As soon as the man saw who her son was running for, though, he let him go. Pearl called out to him, dropping to her knees just as Conner reached her. Never before had his embrace felt so utterly perfect. The fear drained from him, sucking away everything that had happened.

      “Oh, my precious son. It’s okay now. Mommy has you. I was so scared and worried about you. It’s all going to be all right. You’re safe, and no one is going to hurt you.”

      She could feel Conner trembling in her arms. She couldn’t imagine how scared her son must have felt when they had taken him away, but she could feel his grip around her tighten, and she knew he’d be okay. Her son was back where he belonged, and nothing was going to take him away from her again.

      “Mommy, they hurt Daddy,” Conner said.

      A twinge of pain took hold of her heart. She didn’t know how she would explain everything to her son, but she knew it would be a long time before Dillon saw the outside of a cell.

      “Daddy is fine, honey. He’s okay, I promise. He’s resting at the hospital now. It’s all going to be okay.”

      “Good. Can we go home now? I don’t want to be here anymore.”

      “Let’s go home, baby. We can get some pizza and watch some cartoons. Anything you want, okay?”

      “Okay, but we can’t leave the others here.”

      Pearl looked past Conner to the other two boys, now being attended by a paramedic. Three other emergency units had arrived. Her thoughts raced back to Matthew as she scooped up Conner in her arms. There was part of her that was sure she would never set him down again. At least not until he was eighteen, but she knew her friend had paid the ultimate sacrifice to make their reunion happen. Walking up the slope to the house, she found one of the officers.

      “Where are you taking them?”

      “The plan was to take them to the hospital up here, but both boys seem to be in good health. We’re going to transport them back to Mercy Hospital in Jackson—”

      We’ve got him! Gunshot wound to the upper torso; the victim is breathing, but it’s shallow. The wound looks like a through and through! We need heat blankets down here asap!

      “Oh, thank God,” Pearl whispered.

      “Momma?” Conner asked.

      “Matthew, I mean…Mr. Ford, he helped me find you.”

      “Ma’am?” a paramedic interrupted. “Would you mind if we looked him over really fast? We’ll just be right there at the ambulance. You’ll be able to see us the whole time.”

      Her heart lurched, but she nodded, setting Conner down and kissing him before he followed after the paramedic. The officer from before touched her arm gently to get her attention.

      “He’s going to be okay,” he whispered. “Your friend, that is. I just wanted you to know. The freezing water actually saved his life. It stopped his body from pumping out all his blood. So, we’ll just have to get him to the hospital and checked out. Maybe a few stitches and some recovery time, but he’ll be just fine.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Conner was back in her arms minutes later, asking questions about what had happened. He hadn’t forgotten that it was his teacher who had helped to save the day.

      “Well, I remembered you told me that he was in the military, so I asked him for his help. He really is a cool guy, just like you said.”

      “I told you, Mommy. I like Mr. Ford.”

      “Me too. He helped me find you.”

      “The other boys made sure I was okay. They helped me with everything. Valerie and the man, they told all of us that our parents didn’t want us anymore and that’s why they gave us away. I was scared, Mom.”

      “Well, that’s not true, honey. I would never give you away, not in a million years. Those two people took them from their parents. They’ve been looking for them for a long time,” Pearl said. “Now, they’ll get to go back home to where they belong. You’re all safe. You say you were scared, but I think you were a very brave young man.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I knew you loved me. I told the others what Valerie and Judd did, and that’s why they helped me. I think they knew Valerie was a bad person.”

      “You’re probably right, sweetheart,” Pearl agreed. “Now, I hope you know I will never stop loving you.”

      Conner grinned. “I know, Mom. I love you, too. I didn’t know if I would see you again.”

      “Well, here I am. You can’t get rid of me that easy.”

      They both smiled, and she squeezed him just a little bit tighter.

      She let him go and couldn’t stop smiling. Her boy was going home, and she’d never let him leave her sight again. Pearl wrapped her arms around her son again, turning to face the boathouse as Matthew was carried out of the building. She wanted to run to him and tell him it was all going to be okay, but his lifeless body gave her pause. Conner had already been through so much; he didn’t need to see his teacher in that state. Praying for her friend’s safety, Pearl carried her son to the waiting ambulance. Finally, her boy was coming home.
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      Matthew groaned.

      “Take it easy there, big boy,” Pearl said softly. “Don’t try to sit up too fast.”

      “What the hell happened?”

      “You saved the day, sir,” she said. “I thought I’d lost you there for a while. You were in surgery for three hours.”

      “I…I remember getting shot then waking up in a ton of pain.”

      “Yeah, that was at the hospital in Erie. They transported you down here as soon as they realized there was still a piece of the bullet in you. Turns out, we have one hell of a surgical wing down here.”

      “Thank God for that…I was sure we were goners. Your buddy, Ben, sure knows how to make an entrance. Oh shit, the boys—”

      “They are all fine. We are expecting several happy reunions within the hour. The other two both got a clean bill of health just like Conner.”

      “Holy shit. What the hell happened after the crazy lady shot me?”

      Pearl chuckled and quickly filled him in on the other two and their injuries. They were both going to make a complete recovery and were in the same hospital as the others. Though the pair were handcuffed to their respective beds and had since lawyered up, Pearl knew they’d be behind bars for the rest of their lives. The news had already picked up the story and outside the hospital was a three-ring circus.

      “Where’s Conner? Can I see him?”

      “He's with my stepfather, Mike. He wanted to see his dad.” She sighed. “So, I had Mike take him to see Dillon. They’re in the other room. As soon as they are done over there, he’ll be in to see you. He’s excited to see his new favorite hero.”

      Matthew smiled. “I just did what any substitute teacher would do.”

      Pearl laughed. “I don’t know of too many teachers who would go out of their way to search for a missing child and then take a bullet for the kid’s mother.”

      “Well, maybe I did go a bit above and beyond,” Mathew said. “What about the case against Dillon?”

      “He agreed to testify against Valerie and Judd. The plea bargain he took will only give him twelve months in jail, but he is going to sign over full custody of Conner to me. He’ll only get supervised visits for some time.”

      “How’d his mom take that news, or is she still on the ‘Dillon’s innocent in all things’ kick?” Matthew chuckled.

      “Well, believe it or not, she apologized to me. After everything, she couldn’t deny what Dillon had done when she was faced with all the evidence. I understand wanting to protect her child. I’d do the same for Conner. Plus, it’ll be good to keep some things the same for Conner. Everything’s going to change for him. He’s even losing his favorite teacher for the time being.”

      They both fell silent and turned when there was a gentle knock on the door. Pearl’s heart started to race as Wendy smiled at the pair. She knew the time had come to leave the past dead and buried. It had been too long since she’d spoken to her best friend. Standing, Pearl jogged to the door and pulled Wendy close. Both women were sobbing and apologizing as they stepped out into the hall.

      “I’m so sorry, Pearl,” Wendy stammered. “I should have come to you a long time ago and told you what happened.”

      “All is forgiven, Wendy. It’s time to leave the past where it belongs.”

      “I was really worried about you all when you wouldn’t answer my calls. When I got your text about following a lead, I cried.”

      “Everything is okay now. It’s all how it should be, though Conner might struggle with some of the new changes he’ll be facing.”

      “I imagine it’s going to be difficult at first. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I don’t trust anyone anymore. Though, Conner is still going to need a babysitter from time to time.”

      Wendy laughed. “You got yourself a deal. You or Conner need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Would you mind picking up Milk Dud from my parent’s house? He’s been over there long enough, and I’d like Conner to have a somewhat normal family to come home to.”

      “Sure. That’s no problem. I’ll go and pick him up now,” Wendy offered. “Anything else I can do for the two of you?”

      “There sure is. How about you go ahead and pick up a pizza on the way to the house and join us for dinner. I’m sure Conner has missed you, too.”

      Wendy began to cry. “Sure thing, Pearl. I’d love to join you both for dinner. Thank you.”

      “Wendy, you’re my best friend, and I don’t know how I would have survived Dillon without you. Let’s just not make sleeping with my husband a constant thing, okay?” Pearl smiled.

      “You got it.” Wendy laughed.

      Before the conversation could go any further, two women flanked by two men came through the hospital doors. Pearl knew from their worried expression who they were and quickly jogged over to greet them. As soon as she said her name, there was a flurry of arms around her, thanking her for what she had done. It was embarrassing but welcomed. Pearl knew how it felt to have her child abducted. It was a bond she now shared with the woman. The foursome collectively gasped as Pearl turned to see the boys emerging from their rooms.

      Nathan’s mother and Enzo’s parents all descended on the children, the joyful reunions making Pearl miss her own son despite him only being a few doors away. As she glanced in the direction of Dillon’s room and saw Conner emerge, her heart filled with joy once again. He saw her and ran over, leaping into her arms as she walked back into Matthew's room. For the first time in a long time, Pearl felt like she could trust again as Matthew smiled at them. Things were going to be okay after all.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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