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      “Stop it,” Erica hissed. “Grandpa said I could feed the horses this time!”

      “No, he didn’t. He told us to do it together, and I’m the one who got the scoop out,” Emily said.

      The two girls shoved each other back and forth as they fought for the top position on a stack of two hay bales sitting outside the stall. Given they were only seven, nearly eight, it was the only way for them to reach the bucket inside the horse’s stall. It was well known by the girls that whoever fed the horse generally got to pet it for a few minutes while the beast nibbled on their food. It was the best part of helping with the evening chores. Emily was certain she’d heard their grandfather tell them both to do it, and Erica had a way of bending the truth.

      “I’m going to tell Dad!” Emily said.

      Erica jerked away from her, the feed bucket in her hands. Victoriously, Erica grinned at her sister before sticking out her tongue and climbing onto the stack of bails. For a split second, Emily thought about knocking her right back off them again but knew Erica would throw a big fit and only make things worse. Thankfully, she knew tomorrow morning, when it came time to feed the animals, Erica would still be asleep, and she’d get some one-on-one time with their father when he fed them.

      She smiled at Erica and shrugged. “Fine, whatever. I’m going to help Grandpa with the goats.”

      “So what? We aren’t allowed in the pen. You know Billy is mean as sin,” Erica said. “You’re just jealous because Peppermint likes me better.”

      Emily snorted. “As if! The only reason you get to pet her is because you’ve got her feed. Mom said I get to ride her first this weekend—”

      “No, she didn’t!” Erica snapped. “That’s not even fair!”

      Emily smirked. Her mother hadn’t said anything of the sort, but she loved getting under her sister’s skin, even if it was only for a few minutes before they went back inside to the party, and Erica ran to tattle on her to their parents. Having a twin wasn’t always easy, but she couldn’t deny they were still each other’s best friends. Still, Emily knew her sister was right. They weren’t allowed anywhere near Billy. The large male goat had only been on the property for a few weeks and wasn’t yet used to people.

      On the other side of the barn, Emily heard her grandfather curse before there was a commotion. She looked at her sister, exchanging a curious and worried expression. It wasn’t like their grandfather to cuss, but Emily knew what a handful Billy could be when he wasn’t getting fed fast enough. She turned and started creeping in the direction of the goat’s pen at the other end of the barn but paused when she heard her sister clicking her tongue. Spinning around, Emily glared at her twin, still standing and dropping small handfuls of grain to the horse to draw out the process and get more pets in.

      “Grandpa told you to help me, not go running around the barn. You know there are nails and everything else lying around here right now with them working,” Erica said.

      “Oh, shut up, you bossy butt,” Emily growled.

      Turning back away from her sibling, Emily slowly crept away from her sister. She had nearly made it to where the barn turned to the right and the goats were kept when Emily heard a commotion behind her. Turning, she saw her aunt had come to join them in the barn. Immediately, Emily raced back toward Erica and the woman. They didn’t know her well, but she’d been incredibly nice to them thus far. She skidded to a stop a few feet from where the woman was reaching through the stall door and petting the horse.

      “Do you want to feed him? I bet Erica still has some grain left,” Emily said.

      Erica glared at her, but their aunt chuckled and shook her head.

      “That’s okay. I was actually wondering if the two of you wanted to go on a little walk, call it a treasure hunt. I’ll even give you a prize at the end, maybe my broach you like so much?” she said.

      Erica’s eyes lit up as she quickly dumped the rest of the feed into the horse’s bucket and jumped down from the hay.

      “Really? That sounds like fun! Let’s go get Grandpa and—”

      “Actually, my boyfriend is talking to him right now. He said it was fine for you two to join us. He’ll tell your mom and dad, and we’ll have you back here before they put away the Christmas pie. How does that sound?”

      “Awesome! Where do we start? Is it in the barn? The house?” Erica asked.

      “The woods! Won’t that be neat?” their aunt said.

      Emily’s stomach lurched as her eyes darted out of the barn to the dark forest beyond. They weren’t allowed in the woods by themselves, even during the day. Something about the whole situation didn’t sit right with her, but Erica was beyond excited. She loved the idea of a treasure hunt. Emily just wanted to go with her grandfather back to the house.

      “It’s getting a little cold for me, actually,” Emily said. “I think I’ll just go with Grandpa—”

      “He’s already back at the house,” her aunt quickly said. “Come on, Emily. Don’t be a party pooper.”

      “Yeah, chicken,” Erica said.

      Emily glared at her sister. As much as she didn’t want to go with her aunt and Erica, she knew she would never hear the end of it if she instead went back inside to the warmth of the house. Behind her, she saw her aunt’s boyfriend start walking in their direction. Once again, her stomach started to ache like it did when she was sick, but Emily didn’t want Erica to have all the fun. When he reached them, he smiled at the trio.

      “Are you ladies all ready to go over here?” he asked.

      “Yep! Let’s go!” Erica said.

      Emily frowned but said nothing as she nodded. Turning, their aunt took her hand as she led them out of the barn. Just before the lights of their home started to fade into the forest around them, Emily caught a glimpse of the man’s coat. For a split second, she was certain she’d seen blood on his cuffs, but before she could change her mind, the forest encapsulated them. She had no choice but to follow along after the man and her sister, her aunt smiling down at her as the grip on her hand tightened. When it became painful and she tried to jerk away, though, the woman held tight, and the unease inside of Emily grew. Something was definitely wrong; they had made a terrible mistake.
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      Susan Enders was in the kitchen with her twins, making Christmas cookies for the family party coming up that Sunday. Erica and Emily were both excited about the Christmas break they were getting ready to take from school. She wasn’t sure if they were more excited about the fact that they were going to get a break from school or the fact that their birthdays were just two days away. Being born so close to Christmas had its perks. Not only did the twins enjoy getting presents on two separate days during the week, but they also didn’t have to worry about being in school during that time.

      Christmas was one of her favorite holidays because of the time off the kids would get. Being a stay-at-home mom with a husband who provided all the income the family would need made things easier for her. Still, she had her own aspirations and thoughts on how she could provide the family with an income that would mean everyone was home all the time. Susan quickly shook the thoughts out of her mind and glanced over at the kids covered in flour. Even though she was going to have a huge mess to clean up at the end of the night, it was all worth it because of the extra time she got to spend with them.

      She watched the twins both reach into the cookie dough bowl and start mixing. She couldn’t help but think she had the perfect life. Susan had married the man she loved, and he had fathered two beautiful children. There wasn’t a single part of her life she didn’t enjoy. Her husband, Willis, was a tech pro. The business he had been hired by years before provided them with a great income for a family of four. They had bought the house they were living in right after the twins had been born.

      It truly was their dream home, complete with a fenced-in yard and attached garage. Each of the kids had their own room, and she had her own office for writing her novels. Susan had dreams of becoming published and touring the world with her books of romance, but she was more than happy staying home with the kids. Her novels provided them with extra income for savings, but nothing worth bragging about, no matter how much she loved the work. She was proud of their family and how far they had come and looked forward to the future they would share together.

      The snow had been falling for most of the day, and she looked out the kitchen window and watched the big flakes hit the ground. She knew Willis was going to be coming home at any moment and just hoped he was safe with the way the weather was acting. Having watched the news earlier that morning, Susan knew the snow was supposed to continue off and on throughout for days. The twins had been bragging all week about how they were finally going to have a white Christmas, which hadn’t happened since the two of them were only two years old.

      As she continued to look out the window, she spotted her husband’s car pulling into the driveway. She was thankful he had made it home safely and knew the kids were going to be excited that their father was home. They truly did have a loving family, and she couldn’t have asked for a better life. It was hard to think that any sort of change would not be for the worst. There was never a moment she wanted to escape her life and everything that came with it. When she heard the front door open, Erica and Emily rushed out of the kitchen, and Susan rounded the corner just in time to see them practically tackle Willis. She smiled, just seeing the huge grin on the man’s face.

      “I wasn’t expecting this kind of warm welcome,” Willis said. “What’s the occasion, and why are you covered in flour?”

      Erica laughed. “We’ve been making cookies in the kitchen with Mom.”

      “Ah, that explains it. I think, as a rule of thumb, you’re supposed to get the flower into the mixing bowl and not all over yourself.”

      “Well, Mom started it.”

      “Did she now?”

      Susan laughed. “I didn’t think it was right to bake cookies without tossing at least a few cups of flour at each other. Still, I’m glad you made it home. How are the roads?”

      Willis sighed. “They’re actually not all that bad. I hear the bulk of the snow isn’t supposed to hit for a few more days. This is just a little teaser.”

      According to what she had heard on the news earlier that day, her husband was right in his assessment. The main part of the storm that was starting to hit them wasn’t supposed to have any effect on them for a few more days. Either way, Susan knew how drivers in their home state of Michigan tended to react to snowfall. She was sure that things were much worse in the bigger cities, but they lived in a rural area. It didn’t change the fact that people didn’t know how to drive when there was snow or ice on the ground.

      The house and property they had bought were right at the peak of the state, just a boat ride away from the Canadian side of North America. It was a small property, given its location, but it was the perfect little hobby farm they both had fallen in love with. As she watched her husband and children talk about their days, she heard the alarm on the oven. Susan knew the batch of cookies in the oven was done, but she was enjoying the view in front of her.

      While the twins were busy attacking their father, Susan made her way back to the kitchen in order to take the last batch of cookies out of the oven. The other three trays they had baked were already cool enough to put the icing on, which she knew was Erica and Emily’s favorite part of the process. It wouldn’t take long for the last tray to cool, but she was quickly interrupted by the rest of the family joining her.

      “Are they ready?” Emily asked.

      Susan smiled. “The first three trays are, but you’ll have to wait a little longer for the last one.”

      “Can we start icing them?” Erica asked. “You said once they cooled off, we would be able to.”

      She nodded. “Just the first ones. The one I just took out needs to cool off still.”

      Without waiting for her to say anything else, the twins rushed to the counter and grabbed their bags of icing, attacking the work like a baker. She quickly turned and smiled at Willis, who was standing in the doorway with a grin on his face. He motioned for her to join his side, and she walked over and stood beside him, leaning on his shoulder as the kids got to work. He kissed the top of her head, and she glanced up at his beautiful eyes.

      “Why don’t you join me in the bathroom while I take a shower? The girls look like they have their hands full.”

      “I think I can manage to spare a few minutes with you,” she replied with a smile.

      “Good. I always love the few minutes we get to share alone when I get home from work.”

      “I think you mean that you like to get naked in front of me.”

      Willis laughed. “Well, maybe a little of that, too.”

      “You’re going to have to wait a little longer if you want anything like that tonight.”

      “I think I can manage to hold off until later.”

      Susan laughed, and the two headed upstairs, but not before she leaned back and checked on the kids one more time. Willis had reached the top of the stairs long before she did, but she wasn’t far behind. One of her favorite things to do was to hear about her husband’s day while he took a shower. They both loved the twins with all their hearts, but a few minutes of peace without them running around was always welcomed.

      Willis was already in the bathroom by the time she had made it upstairs, and she joined him in the room and closed the door behind her. He quickly undressed, tossing his clothes into the dirty hamper beside her. Susan couldn’t help but think about how lucky she was to have a man like Willis in her life. Not only was he brilliant and a great father, but he had a body she never once didn’t want to stare at. Somehow, the older they got, the better her husband looked. She wasn’t complaining as he leaned over and turned on the water.
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      As her husband climbed into the shower, Susan took a seat on the toilet and grabbed her nail file. For one reason or another, it was always something she did while the two of them shared the details of their day. As Willis showered, she could hear their water running and see the vague outline of her husband’s body through the shower curtain. It never ceased to amaze her how well he maintained himself, even though no one would be able to see it through the suit he wore to work. Susan could remember the day she first saw him and fell in love.

      Looking at him from across the room in the high school class they shared together, he looked like a very docile man. After meeting him for the first time, Susan could tell that his exterior appearance didn’t match the interior way he felt. Willis was a very smart man, and it was one of the many things she had fallen in love with. While dressed in the suit he had to wear on a daily basis, no one would be able to see what was hiding underneath. It was like a little secret she got to keep all to herself. She looked up when he opened the shower curtain and smiled at her.

      “I finally got a final head count for my side of the family for the party on Sunday,” Willis said solemnly.

      Susan sighed. “I don’t really feel like I’m going to like the answer to this, but who is coming?”

      Her husband hesitated just long enough for her to understand that something wasn’t right. It wasn’t like he had a huge family they were waiting for a response from. There were four members on his side of the family, although there soon were going to be six. Her sister-in-law was pregnant with twins, which wasn’t a big surprise since twins ran in the Enders family. Still, as she tried to struggle through the math in her head, she wasn’t sure why her husband had spoken the way he had.

      “There are going to be six in total coming on Sunday.”

      Susan laughed. “Did your sister have her babies and no one told me about it?”

      “No, I’m sure my sister is going to let you know as soon as that happens and you’ll be one of the first people she does call.”

      “I don’t understand then. When did your family get bigger than the four people I was expecting to come in the first place? Who else is planning on coming along?”

      Willis sighed. “My family has always been the same size. My sister Paula is in town and going to be bringing her boyfriend along.”

      “What do you mean? You have to be joking about this right now, right?”

      Even though Susan was trying to hide her disdain for the woman, she wasn’t doing a very good job of it. The only time Paula ever came around was when she needed something or wanted something from the family. She hated that his sister seemed to have power over the rest of the family that no one else saw but her. Susan wasn’t happy to hear that the woman was going to be coming to their yearly Christmas party. It was something they did as a family, but Paula had distanced herself from the family a long time ago.

      There had been a huge falling out within the family, and his sister was a big part of the reason it had happened in the first place. Paula had a hunger for drugs that no one had seen coming. When Child Protective Services stepped in and took her kid away, Willis and Harper had spoken against her at the hearing. Harper was Willis’s sister, and when they both found out about the problems in the home, each of them had stepped up and did what needed to be done to make sure the safety of the child was the focus.

      Neither of them meant any harm to their sister. Paula had gotten so bad into drugs that there was no other choice to be made. Her daughter was taken away by the court system and CPS shortly after the court hearing. That was just a part of what had caused the falling out between them all. The woman hadn’t been able to get clean in months, and her daughter was placed in foster care. The memories of the phone call the family received were still fresh in her mind, even though the whole situation had happened five years earlier.

      While the little girl would have been the same age as her own twins, Susan couldn’t help but mourn the loss of Paula’s daughter. While living in the foster care system and being taken care of by the foster family, she had been outside playing in the yard that fateful day. The little girl simply had been enjoying the sunshine when, out of nowhere, some thugs in the car drove by and opened fire on the house, killing Paula’s daughter with one of the stray bullets. Though everyone grieved over the situation and news of the loss of life, Willis’s sister wasted no time blaming the rest of her family for what had happened.

      “Are you sure Paula coming to the party is such a good idea? I mean, I know she’s your sister and all, but she’s held a grudge for a long time over something that was her own fault.”

      “The death of her daughter wasn’t just her fault,” Willis said.

      “I wasn’t saying that the death of her daughter was her fault. That blame lies solely on the people who fired the gun that killed her. I’m not going to sit here and let you take the blame for that. You did the only thing you could do to protect that little girl from her mother.”

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t change the fact that Paula is still family. She’s going to be there either way.”

      Susan wasn’t trying to change her husband’s mind about inviting his sister to the party. She just wasn’t sure what to do with the information. While it was true that Paula was seemingly getting better, there was no denying the fact that the only time she came around was when she wanted something. Sometimes, it was money and other times, she just needed a place to stay. She wasn’t even sure if the woman had been able to stay clean over the past five years, but it was unlikely she had been able to get over the fact that her daughter had died in such a horrific manner.

      As her husband finished his shower, she couldn’t help but think about all the things that could happen with his sister coming to the Christmas party. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that the woman was going to start trouble for them at some point or another, but she really didn’t get a say in who was invited. She was only hoping she wouldn’t end up having to play the referee once again, as she had done so many times in the past. It wouldn’t take much for an argument to start, but she wasn’t worried about Willis being the one to start it.

      Harper had a mind of her own, and with the twins growing in her stomach, she knew the woman’s emotions were going to be out of control. It was going to be a mess, and the only person who seemed to realize and understand was Susan. Though she knew her husband would back her up if a fight did break out, there was also the matter that the woman was his sister, and the family loved her dearly, even if that meant putting up with the woman’s begging.

      Susan was still thinking about everything that could happen at the party when she heard the water in the shower shut off. There wasn’t anything that could make her love her husband less, but she was struggling to understand why they continued to put themselves in the position of having to pay for a woman who hated them. Each year, around the same time of year, Paula would come from out of nowhere and only be around until she got what she wanted. It was something that drove her crazy. Her thoughts were interrupted when she spotted her husband’s arm reaching out of the shower curtain for the towel hanging nearby.

      Slowly standing up and grabbing the towel, she handed it to Willis as he opened the curtain all the way. Watching the man she loved dry off his glorious body mesmerized her for a moment, allowing her to release all the negative thoughts that were going through her mind. She truly was a lucky woman, even though her faith in that would be tested on Sunday.
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      She watched Willis in amazement, drying off his beautiful body. If it weren’t for the fact that they had kids running around almost all the time, she would have snapped a picture and put it as the background on her phone so she could see it anytime she wanted. Quickly shaking out the dirty thoughts from her mind, Susan forced her mind to go back to the situation at hand. She knew they wouldn’t have any problem handling Paula, but she was more concerned about how Harper felt about the woman reappearing in their lives.

      “Does Harper know Paula is going to be coming on Sunday?”

      Willis hesitated. “I was actually kind of hoping you would be the one to break the news to her. I don’t think she wants to hear something like that from me, and the two of you have a special relationship.”

      “After everything that happened, don’t you think it would be better if it came from you?”

      “I already have one sister who hates me, and I’d rather not have Harper on that side of the spectrum.”

      Susan scoffed and walked out to the bathroom. It was obvious that her husband didn’t want to be the one to tell Harper about the fact that their sister was going to be coming to the Christmas party. It didn’t make it any easier for her to be the one to break the news to the woman, and she was already being driven insane by the fact that she would have to be the one to do it. Still, the twins needed to be checked on, and she was anxious to see what kind of mess they had made while the two of them had been upstairs.

      As soon as she made her way through the kitchen door, she couldn’t help but laugh at the fact that both of the girls were covered head to toe in not only flower but icing now as well. Emily turned around and had a handprint of icing on her face, and when Erica turned, she had icing dripping off her left cheek and hair. Knowing the only frustration going through her mind was the situation she had just learned about, she choked down the feelings of anger and walked over to help her daughters.

      It didn’t take very long to help them get the cookies put away and at least partially clean up the mess they had made in the kitchen. By the time they were done, Susan was already feeling much better. There wasn’t anything better than a good laugh with her children to make the day feel better. Even though she was still upset by the fact she was going to be forced to tell Harper about their sister coming to the party, she was amused by how much damage the twins had created.

      Susan wanted to make sure the girls got a shower before bedtime and quickly sent the twins up to the bathroom before Willis had the chance to settle in anywhere else. She knew he wouldn’t hesitate to help the girls get a bath or shower, since they were covered in icing and flour at that point. As the twins headed upstairs, she wasted no time going to work on cleaning up the rest of the kitchen.

      As she went through the process of wiping down the counters and putting away the rest of the cookies, Susan found herself thinking more and more about the situation. There wasn’t anything worse than having to spend time with Paula, especially around the holidays. Not only was she sure the woman was going to ask the family for help in one area or another, but at some point, Paula would bring up what had happened to her daughter. It was something that happened every time she was around, and Susan hated the fact that she was going to have to spend any time with the woman.

      At some point, the Ender family was going to have to realize that Paula was doing nothing more than using them for what she could get. While it still was an awful thing that had happened to the little girl, there was no way to go back in time and change anything. If Paula had never lost herself to drugs, the woman would have never lost her child, and it was possible that the death could have been prevented. It wasn’t lost on her that the little girl would have been the same age as her daughters had she lived.

      Susan couldn’t imagine the amount of pain the woman must have been suffering through, but it still didn’t change the fact that Paula had been getting high and disregarding her child in every way. She knew she could throw a rock into the middle of town and practically hit anyone who would have been a better mother than she was. Not only were all of these things going through their mind, but the memory of the last time her sister-in-law was around flashed through her mind.

      There wasn’t anything in particular that stood out. Susan always felt like Paula acted strange around the twins. It wasn’t something she could put her finger on or explain to anyone she was talking to, but it was just something inside of her that didn’t feel right anytime Paula was around her kids. It was a creepy feeling, but no matter how many times she had tried to shrug it off, the feeling remained.

      She had managed to push the thoughts out of her mind long enough to prepare dinner, and the family sat down together. There wasn’t anything she could do to change the fact that Paula was going to be at the Christmas party regardless of how she felt about the matter, but she was glad to have a break from the thoughts tormenting her mind. She looked around at her family, all gathered at the table and smiling while eating their meal. She once again found herself grateful for the people she had in her life. The twins ate their dinner without any complaints, and Susan didn’t hesitate to give them a cookie as dessert, especially since they had each worked so hard to help her finish them.

      After everyone had finished dinner, it was time for the twins to be put to bed. They were starting to get to the age that made them argue for a later bedtime, but it was all in good fun. Emily and Erica would each ask for a later bedtime, and Susan, along with her husband, would both laugh and tell them that would only change once they got a little older.

      “We’re going to be older in a couple of days,” Emily said.

      Erica laughed. “That’s right. We’re going to be eight in two days.”

      “Well, I guess your mother and I are going to have a conversation about seeing if we can adjust your bedtime just a little, but for tonight, it’s bedtime,” Willis said.

      Susan always loved to hear how her husband handled the conversation. She had already kissed both girls goodnight, and it was her husband’s turn to tuck them in. While she knew Willis would bring up the conversation when he came to bed, he knew what the proper response was going to be. Leaving her husband to take care of the twins, she quickly made her way to the bedroom and started to get changed for the night.

      Her husband was still tucking in the girls, and she had finished changing into her pajamas. So, she quickly made her way downstairs and poured herself a glass of wine before calling her sister-in-law. Susan still wasn’t quite sure how to approach the subject with Harper, but she took a couple sips of wine and knew she was going to have to be direct. She was happy it only took a couple of rings before Harper answered.

      “Calling me kinda late, aren’t you?” Harper asked.

      “Well, Willis just shared some information with me, and I thought it would be a good idea to give you a call and let you know.”

      “If you’re talking about Paula, then I already heard she was going to be coming to the Christmas party. Dad let me know earlier today.”

      Susan sighed in relief. “Willis told me you didn’t know about it yet and asked if I would be the one to break the news to you.”

      “I appreciate it, but I was already given the heads up. You know, I’d love to catch up with you in the morning over some coffee, but I’m getting ready to go to bed. This pregnancy is kicking my ass.”

      She laughed. “I understand that. I look forward to seeing you in the morning.”

      Susan was happy she hadn’t been the one to have to break the news to her sister-in-law, but she could tell by the woman’s voice that she wasn’t any more happy about the situation than she was. Susan quickly made her way upstairs and got into bed. When Willis came to bed, they talked for a few minutes before each of them was ready to go to sleep. While she wasn’t looking forward to seeing Paula, she was glad to have plans with Harper in the morning.
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      The next morning was going as smoothly as any other day usually went. Willis was up early in the morning and already headed out to work by the time she had gotten the girls’ breakfast. Susan was normally awake by the time her husband left, but only long enough to kiss him and see him out the door. She already had the morning coffee prepared and brewing in the pot by the time the twins were ready to head out to school. Even though there wasn’t a lot of snow on the ground or covering the roads, she quickly logged into the school’s social media site to make sure school wasn’t canceled.

      When the girls finished their breakfast, she quickly helped them get their coats on and made sure they had everything they needed for the school day. The bus stop was just at the end of their driveway, but it never stopped her from watching them make their way down to the end of the driveway to wait for the bus. Susan was watching them through the window when she saw their Aunt Harper pull into the driveway. She had gotten there just before the bus did, but she still managed to sneak in a few minutes of conversation with the twins before they hopped on the bus and pulled away.

      A few minutes later, the two were sitting in the kitchen, and Susan was pouring them a cup of coffee. She had already drunk one cup, but with the news that Paula was going to be coming to the Christmas party, Susan knew she was going to need more than one to make it through the conversation she was about to have with her sister-in-law. Once she was finished pouring their cups, she sat down across from Harper at the table. It was obvious that the first part of the conversation was going to be about the sister, but she was ready to get it all out in the air.

      “What are your thoughts about your sister joining us at the Christmas party this year?” Susan asked.

      “I don’t really have any thoughts on the matter other than the fact that I’m not looking forward to seeing her again. It seems like the only time she ever comes around is if she wants something from one of us.”

      “That’s basically what I was thinking. I just don’t know how good it is for her to be around the girls. Especially knowing she is bringing a boyfriend along with her.”

      Harper chuckled. “As tired as I was last night when we got off the phone. I couldn’t get right to sleep. I decided to do a little snooping on her Facebook page.”

      “She still has one of those? I thought she deleted everyone off her page and blocked us.”

      “That’s what I thought, too, but I found her. I did a little digging and found a few pictures of this boyfriend she’s going to be bringing along with her. I have to say he doesn’t look all that great.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, for starters, he wasn’t the best-looking guy I’ve ever seen, and he’s completely covered in tattoos. When I say the man is covered, I mean covered. His arms are so tatted up that you can barely see any skin through the ink.”

      Susan laughed. “You know, just because he has tattoos doesn’t make him a bad guy, right?”

      “That’s true, and you know I’m not the kind of person who’s going to judge somebody by how they look, but once I had his name, it wasn’t all that hard to find out a little more information on the guy.”

      “All right, now you have my attention. I’m really curious to know what you found out.”

      “I did one of those cheap record searches that you can get online for just a couple of dollars. It wasn’t too far-fetched to think he would have a record, but this guy she is dating has a laundry list of offenses he has done time for.”

      “I assume that most of them have something to do with drugs.”

      Harper nodded. “I can’t say that I’m the biggest fan of the idea of her joining us, and certainly not with a man that has a record as long as his, but I’m definitely not going to let the situation ruin my Christmas.”

      “I’m with you on that.”

      “In that case, let’s change the subject. How are your romance novels coming along?”

      Susan chuckled and blushed. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be telling me how bad of a job I’m doing. That’s one of the reasons I hired you as a beta reader.”

      “Hired me? Wouldn’t that involve you paying me in some sort of way?” Harper laughed.

      “I guess you’re right, but you’re still supposed to be telling me if my work needs anything else added to it.”

      “The only thing I could say about the way you write is that I wish you would write faster. The stories you come up with are amazing, and I look forward to everything you send me.”

      Susan only let a few people read her work before it was published online. Harper was one of the few people who actually gave her some decent feedback and didn’t just fill her head with the belief that she was writing better than she really was. It was always nice to talk to her sister-in-law about the work she had completed, knowing she would get completely honest feedback in return. The two women talked about the upcoming books she was working on and what she had planned for the main character.

      Harper was just as much invested in the story as she was. Being the writer was one thing but hearing ideas from others always seemed to give her a step up. Susan never looked at herself as an award-winning author, but her sister-in-law made her feel that way every time they spoke about the books. It was obvious she wasn’t just telling her what she wanted to hear, either. She always gave her an honest opinion, and every once in a while, she’d help her plot the storyline, whether she knew it or not. It was always fun to throw something into the book that Harper had offered her opinion on. About halfway through the conversation, she poured them each another cup of coffee and sat back down.

      “Are you sure that much caffeine is good for the babies?” Susan asked. “I heard caffeine isn’t all that great.”

      “Trust me, if you could feel the way they move around inside of me, you don’t understand how much they need it.”

      “Well, I suppose the fact that this coffee that I made for us this morning is low caffeine helps dramatically in that area.”

      “Enough about me. I was talking to Mom the other day, and she told me Willis was looking forward to the possibility of getting promoted.”

      Susan was shocked. She had no idea Willis was possibly getting a promotion and didn’t understand why he wouldn’t have told her first. After all, whether the news was good or bad, the two shared everything with each other. She barely replied to Harper and instead pulled out her phone, messaging her husband to schedule a lunch with him. One way or another, she was going to find out why he hadn’t told her about the good news.

      After she finished sending Willis a text message, the two women talked about everything for several more minutes. Susan worked from home, and her writing didn’t have an actual time frame to be completed. She was still planning on having some time to get some work done that day. Her sister-in-law had a few appointments she needed to get to, and Susan walked Harper to the front door. They planned to get together before the end of the week, aside from the birthday the twins had coming up the following day.

      It was nice to have the house to herself for a few hours before the lunch she planned on having with her husband. After Harper left, she wasted no time getting to her in-home office and sat down at her laptop. There were some days when she would sit in front of her computer for hours, and nothing would come to her, but that day felt entirely different. Susan wasn’t sure if it was the fact she had so much pent-up frustration or if the story was just coming to her, but she was able to type away on the keyboard for hours. The book she was writing was starting to flow faster than she had been able to write in weeks. There were times she would go months with writer’s block, but it was the day-to-day block that made it harder for her to complete the novel.
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      After getting several hours of work accomplished, Susan almost hated to leave her office and head to the diner, where she planned on sharing lunch with her husband. Still, even though her mind was full of thoughts and ideas for her plot, she hadn’t been able to get the thought of why her husband hadn’t shared the possibility of a promotion with her. Closing her laptop, she made her way to the front room and grabbed her purse and coat. Her curiosity was filled with questions as to why Willis hadn’t told her, but she knew he had to have a good reason to keep it from her.

      Susan quickly made her way to the car and pulled out of the driveway. Her mind was filled with questions, but she still planned on enjoying her lunch date with the man she loved. It didn’t take all that long to drive into town, but by the time she reached the diner, Willis was already waiting inside for her. Without wasting any time, she rushed right in and sat in the booth across from him. Though there was still a slight amount of worry about what he would say, she smiled at him, and he smiled back. As soon as she sat down, he started talking.

      “Before we get lunch, I was going to tell you last night about the promotion I was up for.”

      “I had to hear about it from Harper, and I was starting to wonder why you hadn’t told me yourself.”

      “I was going to, but then I got the call from Mom and Dad about Paula. It kind of ruined the night.”

      Susan sighed. “I think the news that you might get a promotion might have been able to make up the difference, but I understand. I bet it was stressful to hear that your sister was going to be there for Christmas.”

      “It was, but none of that matters right now. Instead of telling you about the promotion I might get, I get to tell you that I got it.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t think it was going to happen that fast, but the boss just let me know I got the promotion when I got to work this morning.”

      “That’s amazing news. I know you’ve been working really hard and talking about moving up in the company, but I never imagined it would happen so fast.”

      Willis smiled. “I didn’t, either. When they told me about the possibility yesterday, I wanted nothing more than to come home and tell you all about it. Hearing that Paula was going to be there for Christmas kind of ruined the moment.”

      “I understand, but I’m proud of you. I don’t know anyone else in the company who works as hard as you do, and you absolutely deserve to get this promotion.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. I really did want to tell you all about it last night, but I’m glad I get to tell you about this and know you were the first person I have told.”

      It made her feel a lot better, knowing she was the first person who’d heard the good news. After thinking about the fact that he hadn’t told her about it, it was a load off her mind, knowing he had good reason not to bring it up the night before. Not only was she getting the chance to share lunch with her husband, but they also now had a reason to celebrate. They ordered their meals, with her husband ordering a burger and fries while she ordered a Caesar salad. Normally, she would have gladly joined him in partaking in the diner’s burgers, but a salad just sounded better.

      The two continued to talk about the promotion and what it would mean for him within the business. Susan was happy to know his hours weren’t going to change, and he would still be home at the same time as he normally was. Along with the promotion, the company had given him a raise. Although they were far from needing any more money, it was nice to know they were going to be able to put money back in savings for the twins’ college fund. The conversation quickly turned to what their plans for the rest of the week were.

      “Don’t forget we have the vet coming this afternoon to check on the horse,” Susan said.

      “I already have it on my calendar, and my reminder went off on my phone earlier. Are you going to let the girls talk to the vet this time?”

      She chuckled. “Neither one of them would leave him alone for more than just a minute the last time he came out. I figured I would send them over to your mom and dad’s house so the vet could do his job.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. I figured that by the time the girls got off the bus, they would be finished checking out the mare.”

      “I just thought that since he was going to be out there anyway, we’d go ahead and have him check on all the animals to make sure everything is kosher. The girls are already planning on taking the bus over to your mom’s house, and then I was going to pick them up after the vet left.”

      He nodded. “As long as you already have everything worked out, no, we don’t have anything to worry about. Although I’m glad it is Friday, and I’m looking forward to tonight.”

      “We have a lot to do this afternoon and this evening to get ready for the birthday party on Sunday.”

      “I know, but I thought it would be fun to surprise the girls with a movie. When I get off work, I’m going to stop and pick up a few cupcakes for tonight, along with a couple of pizzas for dinner.”

      “I think that will make everything a lot easier on us tonight. I know the girls are looking forward to the birthday party on Sunday.”

      Willis laughed. “Don’t you mean the Christmas party?”

      She chuckled. “It still feels strange calling their birthday party at Christmas party, but I know they love it, and so do the rest of the family.”

      Though the twins weren’t born on Christmas, it had been a long-held tradition in the Ender family to celebrate their birthday and Christmas on the same day. The girls absolutely loved the tradition, and we’re always happy to receive their birthday gifts and Christmas gifts from the rest of the family days before they opened their actual Christmas presents from her and her husband. It was still hard to get used to calling it that, but since the girls loved it so much, Susan played along.

      “I was wondering if you had heard when Paula is going to show up.”

      Willis sighed. “She’s actually already here and staying with my parents.”

      Susan didn’t like the fact that the woman was already in town and the idea that her daughters were going to be dropped off by the school bus there when they got out. The day had been filled with good news, and she wasn’t about to let her disappointment with the fact that Paula was already there ruin the lunch in celebration of his promotion. She was not happy with the situation, but she was already starting to formulate a plan in her mind for how to take care of it. She pushed the disappointing feelings down and tried not to let them show.

      Their meals came a few minutes later, and they both enjoyed the food they had ordered. Though, she had to admit, watching her husband eat his cheeseburger looked a lot better than the salad she had. She smiled at the thought that she would be able to enjoy the pizza he would bring home later that evening. The rest of their lunch went without incident, and as the two were leaving the diner, she embraced him tightly. Willis truly was a remarkable man, and she hated that she had doubted his reasons for not telling her about the promotion. Even though she could have stood on the sidewalk with him for hours, she was now in a hurry to make sure her daughters didn’t spend more time with Paula than what would be required at the party.

      As she watched her husband pull away in his car, she knew if she could help the veterinarian finish his checkups quickly on the animals, it would leave her with just enough time to rush and pick up her daughters before they even got off the bus at Dean and Becky’s, Willis’s parents’ house.
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      By the time she was pulling up in the driveway at the house, Susan had already made a call to the veterinarian to see if he could come any earlier. Luckily, one of his appointments had been canceled and he was ahead of schedule. The main concern with the animals was to make sure the pregnant horse they had was going to give birth to a healthy foal. The other animals they had on the small farm would mostly take care of themselves.

      The half a dozen chickens were easy enough to tend to. Along with the donkey, they shared the field with their mare. They had a couple of goats and a sheep that had its own kids to tend to. Though she wanted the vet to check them all out, the mare was their primary concern. After ensuring the veterinarian would be there ahead of time, she made her rounds around the farm. The faster she could get the vet in and out of the property, the more likely she would be able to catch the twins before they actually got off the bus at their grandparents’ house.

      She had only been home for a couple of hours by the time the vet arrived, and she was able to rush him along with just enough time to make it to Becky’s house before the girls got off the bus. Before the vet had even made it all the way out of the driveway, Susan was in her car and right behind him. She pulled out into the street and quickly made her way to where the twins were going to be dropped off by the bus. Managing to get to Becky and Dean’s house just before the twins, she wasn’t all that surprised to see Becky already waiting for the girls.

      “I thought the girls were going to spend a little time over here today,” Becky said.

      “The vet didn’t take nearly as long as I thought he would, but I still appreciate the offer of taking them in. I know they are looking forward to tonight and the rest of the weekend, and Willis wanted to surprise them with a little something when he gets home.”

      “Well, I understand that. I think you still could have given us a call instead of driving out this way.”

      Susan sighed. “I didn’t mean any harm. I’m just looking forward to the weekend as much as they are.”

      Susan hated the fact that Becky was disappointed that she wouldn’t be getting the girls, but the idea that Paula was somewhere in the house was something she didn’t feel like she could allow. She didn’t want Paula anywhere near the girls, other than the short amount of time they would all be together for the party. She could hear the bus coming down the road, but before it came to a stop in front of Becky’s house, Paula walked out the door with her boyfriend. There was a small amount of hope she had held on to that she wouldn’t have to deal with the woman, but there she was, standing in front of her with her boyfriend at her side.

      “How are you doing, Susan? I wasn’t expecting to see you until Sunday at the party. This is my boyfriend, Dylan.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Dylan said. “Paula has told me all about you and the rest of the family. I was looking forward to meeting your daughters as well.”

      “They’ll be getting off the bus here shortly, but we have a couple of things to do in order to get ready for the party on Sunday.”

      Paula smiled. “I’d be more than happy to head over there tomorrow and help you with anything you need to get done.”

      Before she could respond, the bus pulled up in front of the house, and the girls were getting off. Susan wanted more than anything to get them away from Paula and her boyfriend as soon as possible, but she turned back around to say goodbye to Becky. She caught a look on Dylan’s face that she didn’t like. She didn’t know what it was, but the way he was looking at Emily was infuriating. The only thing she knew at that moment was she needed to get her girls as far away from the two as possible.

      “I’d love to stick around and get to know you better, but we have a ton of stuff to do to get ready for the party.”

      “Like I said,” Paula replied, “we wouldn’t have any problem coming over and helping you finish things up.”

      “Thank you, but it’s kind of become a tradition for us to take care of everything ourselves. We just have a lot to do.”

      “I understand, but don’t hesitate to give me a call if you change your mind or if things get too out of hand.”

      Susan couldn’t stand the fact that Paula was standing there, acting like a new woman. Though it had been a while since she had last seen her, Susan knew there was more behind it than what met the eye. She didn’t want her sister-in-law or her new boyfriend to be anywhere near her children, especially with the way Dylan was already looking at Emily. She couldn’t help but think that there was more to the look in his eyes than just a cursory glance. Still, she didn’t want to leave without the twins getting a chance to say goodbye to their grandparents.

      Emily and Erica both raced up to the porch and hugged their grandma before rushing into the house to give their love to their grandpa. Susan wasn’t about to let the opportunity slip by, giving them a few moments to share the love and their day. She hated she was lying to the family about why she had come early, but she wasn’t going to allow her children anywhere near the couple staying with her in-laws. She knew no matter how much Paula acted as though she had changed, there wasn’t going to be anything different this time around. As she waited for the girls to come back out of the house, Becky approached her.

      “Can’t the girls just stay for a bit? I’d be glad to drop them off here in a little while.”

      “Next time, for sure. I just have a lot going on and a bunch of things to do.”

      Becky sighed. “That’s even more of a reason that the girls should just stay here. You can get whatever running around you needs to be done in preparations for the party taken care of, and we’ll get a few hours with the twins.”

      “As I already said, I’ll make sure the girls get a chance to come over and hang out with the two of you soon.”

      “Are you sure this doesn’t have anything to do with something else?”

      Susan sighed. “I’d be lying if I said it didn’t. I really don’t want the girls to be around Paula until we know for sure that she’s actually made a change for the better.”

      “That’s not fair to us,” Becky said.

      “I know it’s not, but that’s how I feel about everything right now. If she has truly made a change in her life, then we’re going to notice the difference. I don’t want my girls anywhere around her unless that’s the case.”

      Although she felt a lot better, knowing she had been able to tell Becky the truth about why she was leaving with the girls, part of her felt much worse. It wasn’t their fault that their daughter was the way she was, and she felt as though she was punishing them. It was far from what she was actually trying to do. Paula was a drug addict, plain and simple. Nothing in her past could change Susan’s mind about what she really was. It was something she didn’t want her kids to be anywhere near unless she found out for sure that Paula was clean and turning her life around.

      By the time the girls had come back out of the house, they were arguing to stay as well. She simply told them they had a lot of things to take care of before the end of the day, and she needed them both to be on their best behavior. Susan also made it a point that neither one of them was to go anywhere near Paula and her boyfriend. She never actually gave them a reason as to why, but it wasn’t something she wanted to discuss with her twins. Even though they asked her several times why they weren’t supposed to go near their aunt, Susan refused to tell them. The only thing she made clear was they needed to stay away from the couple as much as they could.
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      Susan was content with how the rest of the afternoon and evening had gone. Willis, knowing he had a half-dozen errands to run, had ditched work a little early to get it all done. By the time he walked through the door at five-thirty, the twins were bouncing off the wall to see their father and try once again to get their bedtime extended. As soon as she heard the back door leading from the kitchen to the garage open, Susan was on her feet and racing to help Willis carry everything in. Taking the stack of four pizza boxes from his loaded arms, she quickly set them on the counter before going back to help him again.

      “Whoa, there, cowboy! Did you buy out the whole store?” Susan joked.

      He chuckled. “Nope, I just wanted to make sure you had everything we needed for the party this weekend. The girls love their Christmas birthday party, and I know how much you love hosting it.”

      “Oh, you better believe it. It’s not every day I get to show off my culinary skills to everyone. I love the holidays. Do you remember the day they were born?”

      He set down the rest of the groceries and pulled her into his arms, smiling down at her in a way that still made her heart flutter. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he kissed her gently on the lips.

      “Like it was yesterday. With the exception of our wedding day, it’s my favorite memory. They were so small,” he said.

      “They still are little,” he said. “But I know what you mean. It feels like just yesterday that we were bringing them home. Boy, those first few weeks were rough.”

      Susan chuckled. “Thank God, we made it. You ever think about having more?”

      “Lord, no, those two are plenty for me. What about you? Do you want another two or three sets of twins?”

      “Ha! Nope, no, thank you, sir. Now, we can practice all we want, but I’m good with our little family of four,” she said. Glancing behind her to the four large pizzas on the counter, she cocked her head. “Speaking of a family of four…what’s with the double order?”

      His body stiffened some right before he dropped his arms and moved away from her. Bending to pick up the groceries off the counter, Willis started putting things away. Instantly, she knew something was going on. The only time her husband ever became evasive was when a decision had been made that wasn’t one Susan was going to like. Moving to the counter, she jumped up on it and tried to catch his eye, but he was engrossed in his work, tucking away blocks of butter and cheese for the weekend baking.

      “Willis, talk to me,” Susan said.

      Her husband sighed and paused after turning to face her. “Okay but promise me that you won’t get mad until you’ve heard me out.”

      “Great, that sounds like a promising start. I mean, I promise I’ll hear you out, of course. You’re starting to worry me. Is this about the promotion? You know I don’t care about all that. I just want you to be happy.”

      “No, nothing to do with that. I’m a great fit for the job and excited to be moving up in the company. That being said…I talked to Mom today. She said you seemed a little off when you picked up the girls,” he said.

      Her cheeks flushed. “It was nothing. I just didn’t want to leave the girls over there when I could have them home.”

      “Okay, well, it definitely seemed like you struck a chord with Paula. She was pretty hurt, I guess. You know, she’s really changed herself. Mom said Paula has really turned her life around,” Willis said.

      Her stomach rolled. She didn’t like where things were going with the conversation. The only time he was ever so vague was when there was bad news coming. Susan’s eyes darted to the stack of pizzas once again. Though she tried to stifle it, Susan groaned. Something told her the conversation was going to be one that wasn’t going to end in a warm embrace and a happy, quiet evening at home.

      “What’s going on, Willis? I’m getting tired of this.”

      “All right, so I extended an olive branch to Paula and Dylan. I think we should just try to get to know them a little. Think of how much we’ve changed and evolved in the last five years. Maybe—”

      “Maybe nothing. I told you I don’t want to spend time with them. I was barely okay with them coming to the girl’s party.”

      “She’s my sister, Susan. My blood. I know we’ve all got a past, but I don’t want to think of her leaving again and not seeing her for another five, ten, twenty years. Please, I know you don’t want to spend time with them, but can’t you just do this for me?” Willis said.

      She hated that he’d played that card. Their past with Paula was hard enough to cope with when the woman was miles away, but now, knowing she would be there, Susan felt anger coursing through her. Willis knew how she felt about his sister. After everything the family had suffered through, the sight of Paula alone stirred those long-buried memories. For so long, though, she had preached about forgiveness to her daughters. Now Susan had the opportunity to put her money where her mouth was. If he wanted to pretend like they were one big happy family, Susan wouldn’t stand in his way, but she’d take precautions, nonetheless.

      “Fine. When are they going to be here?” Susan asked. “Please tell me I’ve at least got a few minutes to wrap my head around this.”

      “About half an hour—”

      “Good, then I’ll leave you to get everything ready. I’m going to go check on the girls,” she said.

      He frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay? It doesn’t seem like you are…”

      “I’m not telling you they can’t come, right? That’s going to have to be good enough for now, Willis. You blindsided me with this. I just need a few minutes to collect myself.”

      Without waiting for him to reply, she turned and headed for the living room, where the girls were watching television and working on their Christmas break reading list. Though it was never something she forced them to do, Susan was happy they both loved the written word as much as she did. Sitting down next to the girls, she tried to think of how best to approach the subject.

      “Hey, girls, your dad invited your Aunt Paula and her friend over for dinner, but I wanted to talk to you guys before they got here,” Susan said.

      “You mean the lady from earlier?” Erica asked.

      She nodded. “That’s right, but listen, while they are here, I want the two of you to stay with me and Dad, okay?”

      Both cocked their heads, but it was once again Erica, outspoken and true to herself, who talked for both of them.

      “Why? Are they bad people?”

      “Oh honey, of course not. We just don’t really know them that well. Listen, we can keep this our little secret and make a game of it, like sleuths playing hide-and-seek. If you guys find yourselves alone with either of them, you just come to find us, okay?”

      “Okay, Momma,” Erica said.

      As the pair turned their attention back to the books in front of them, Susan smiled and stood. She was happy they were going to listen to her. Until she knew what Paula was up to, she’d be taking every precaution necessary to protect her children. As the doorbell rang and she realized their guests were early, irritation again flared up inside of her. Susan had hoped to have a few minutes alone with her husband, but it was already clear that Paula had no intention of respecting their boundaries. Forcing herself to smile, she went to the door and took a deep breath before opening it.
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      Susan kept her distance as a couple walked through the front door and were greeted by Willis. The twins were excited to see the aunt they never go to spend any time with, but she was anything but thrilled about the situation. Her husband was nice to each of them, and the girls treated the couple as they would any other family member. Hoping her husband was smart enough not to let the twins be left in the room with his sister and boyfriend, she left the group alone and headed to the kitchen.

      Trying to busy herself with anything she could, Susan started pulling out plates and setting the dinner table for them and their guests. It was hard to imagine that Paula had changed, but the way she was acting said otherwise. It drove her crazy to think about what kind of thing the woman would teach her children, but she tried to choke down her emotions as she set the last plate on the table. A moment later, when she turned around to head back to the kitchen, Paula was standing there, waiting for her.

      “I’d be more than happy to give you a hand,” Paula said.

      Susan sighed. “I’ve already done most of it, but if you wanna grab the soda and a few of those plastic cups on the counter and take them to the dining room, I’ll grab the pizzas.”

      “I can do that,” she replied. “I’ve really been meaning to catch up with you and Willis, and I hope I can get to know the girls a lot better. How are they doing in school?”

      “They’re both really smart. Neither one of them seemed to have any issues keeping up with their class projects.”

      “That’s good. Willis has always been really smart, and I know he married a really smart woman as well.”

      The comment irked her slightly. Paula had only come around over the previous five years when she needed something or for holidays, but that wasn’t a normal thing. Though she was sure since the woman was the older sibling of her husband and Harper, she hadn’t been around for much of their adult life. Susan still took the comment about her being smart to heart. It was a kind thing for her to say, even though she was sure Paula had some sort of reason behind saying it. Even though there was a small part of her that knew her sister-in-law was trying, she hated she had to have a face-to-face conversation to begin with.

      “Well, they definitely get more of their brains from their father than they do from me.”

      Paula chuckled. “Willis was always smart, and even in high school, we knew he was going to make something of himself. I’m glad he found himself a woman who can keep up. I bet the girls love being able to come home from school and have the farm animals to keep them busy.”

      “They certainly do love it here.”

      “Do they get to do a lot with the animals?”

      Susan shrugged. “They have certain chores they get to do, and it provides them some time to learn about the animals and what they are good for.”

      “That’s great. I really think if we’d had something like this growing up, my life would have been a lot different. It’s good to hear that all of you are doing very well.”

      “Emily likes the horse the best, but Erica really enjoys helping out with the donkey.”

      Paula took a deep breath and sighed. “My little girl used to love horses. Bella was fascinated with them and had posters of them all over her room. I wish she were still here to spend time with the horse.”

      There was an awkward moment of silence between the two. Susan knew, at some point, Paula would bring up her daughter, and while it still broke her heart to think about it, she wasn’t ready to have a conversation with Paula about her dead daughter. It would only lead to an argument that no one in the family was ready to have. Still, she could see the sadness in her sister-in-law’s eyes. She left the woman to have her memory without interrupting. It wasn’t something that mattered anyway, since nothing she said was going to bring Bella back or change what had happened.

      Several moments passed by as Paula seemed to stare off into the distance. Susan was still sitting with the boxes of pizza on the table, and the woman finally snapped out of her trance and finished setting the cups in front of each plate. She could sense the turmoil going through her sister-in-law’s mind. There was no telling what she would do if she lost one of her daughters, but there had been so many years that had passed where Paula had blamed other people for what had happened to her daughter. As the two walked back into the kitchen, she could tell the mood had changed.

      “I know this is a stupid question. Are you all right?” Susan asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s still hard, you know? Bella has been gone for a long time, and sometimes, it’s just hard to believe she’s never going to come back. When I first saw your daughters earlier, I was shocked by how much they resembled my little girl. I know it might sound kind of strange to you, but it’s almost like Bella is here with me again, and all I want to do is spend time with the twins. I want to get to know them and not just because they look like my daughter did.”

      Susan had no idea how to reply to that statement, but she was relieved by the fact that she wasn’t going to need to say anything when the girls ran in with her husband and Dylan following behind. They all quickly made their way to the dining room table and sat down before she grabbed the twins a couple of pieces of pizza and set it on their plates. Everyone else dug in as well, grabbing from the four boxes in the middle of the table. For only being a local pizza shop, it had always been one of the best in town.

      There was idle chitchat throughout the meal, and everyone seemed to have a good time enjoying each other ‘s company. It was the first time in ages that Susan didn’t feel like there was an argument about to break out with Paula in their midst. All in all, although it was still tense and slightly awkward, they made it through the meal. Her sister-in-law kept asking questions about the girls, and each of the twins answered respectively. Emily and Erica seemed to be enjoying their time during the meal, but she could sense hesitation in Willis and herself to continue any type of conversation taking place.

      By the time they were finished eating and cleaning up after dinner, everyone seemed to be happy. It was awkward because it was the first time in many years that Paula didn’t seem to be under the influence of anything, and neither she nor her husband seemed to know how to take the situation. The kids were still sitting at the table, enjoying a couple of mini cupcakes Willis had picked up from the store, and the adults were all in the kitchen. None of them seemed to know how to approach any conversation topics, but Paula quickly broke the silence a few moments later.

      “Do you think it would be all right if the twins showed Dylan and me the barn?” she asked.

      “I’ve got to get the girls ready for bed, but I’m sure Willis wouldn’t mind giving you the grand tour.”

      Willis smiled. “I’ll gladly show you guys around if you’re interested in seeing the animals and how we do things around here.”

      “That would be great,” Dylan said when Paula didn’t answer.

      The tone of his voice struck something inside of her, and she wasn’t even sure what it was. All she knew was that until they had a better idea of whether Paula was getting any better, she didn’t want her little girls alone with the woman or her boyfriend. She politely excused herself before taking the girls upstairs to get ready for bed. As they all reached the top of the staircase, Susan could hear the back door open and close as the trio headed out toward the barn. The entire evening had left her confused when Paula acted completely different from how she had in the past.

      It wasn’t anything she had expected when her husband told her the couple was coming over. There wasn’t a single part of her that actually wanted to hate the woman, but her actions were the reason Susan felt the way she did. For the first time, she had hope in the chance that Paula had changed. It was almost a relief, though she still didn’t trust it.
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      Both of the girls needed to take baths, but they had quickly talked Susan into allowing them to wait until the next morning. Knowing it was Friday night and neither one of them would be going to school the next day, she quickly agreed they could hold off. She knew it was because of the excitement of seeing their aunt and getting to spend time with her that neither one of them wanted to waste any time in the bath. Instead, she followed them to their rooms and helped them get changed before starting the process of tucking each one in.

      Normally, Susan would spend some time with one and then the other. She would alternate turns on who she tucked in first, and that night, she started with Erica. However, with the excitement of the day, neither one of them was fully ready for bed. As she started to tuck Erica in, Emily was still in the room.

      “Why don’t we ever get to see Aunt Paula?” Emily asked.

      “Well, that’s because your aunt lives really far away and doesn’t get the opportunity to come visit us very often.”

      “That makes sense, but I’m glad she’s here now.”

      “Me, too. I think it’s good for you both to get to know everyone in the family.”

      “I always thought Paula had a daughter, too,” Erica said. “When do we get to meet her?”

      Susan was immediately heartbroken and sighed. “Unfortunately, you’ll never get the chance to meet her. You did when you were really little. She would have been the same age as you are now, but she passed away in a really bad accident when she was three years old.”

      Neither of the girls said anything, but she could see the sadness in both of their eyes. Susan let them both have a few minutes to let the information sink in, but it wasn’t something she wanted to think about again. The only reason they never had told the girl about what had happened to Bella was that they were too young to understand at the time. Although they were old enough to understand now, she still didn’t like the fact that she was the one who had to break the news to them.

      “Is that why you don’t like Aunt Paula?” Emily asked.

      “No, it really has nothing to do with Bella’s death. Your aunt and I are just two totally different people.”

      “Isn’t everyone different?” Erica asked.

      Susan shrugged. “I suppose you’re right, but sometimes you’re going to meet people in life that just have totally different beliefs than you do. When that happens, you tend not to want to be around that person. That’s basically what this is.”

      “There is a kid at school who I think about like that. He seems all right, but he always wants to goof off and never wants to pay attention in class.”

      She smiled. “It’s sort of the same thing. Now, it’s time to get some sleep.”

      Erica quickly climbed the rest away into bed, and Susan tucked her in for the night. She kissed her daughter on the forehead and pulled the covers up to her chin. As she and Emily left the room, she turned off the light and closed the door before following Emily to her room and doing the same. Neither one of the girls had asked any more questions, and she was thankful for that. It was already bad enough that she had to explain what had happened to her niece, but Susan wasn’t ready to have the conversation about why Paula was never around.

      Just as she finished tucking Emily in and was getting ready to leave the room, she heard the downstairs door open and close, though she could only hear one set of footsteps and not three. Susan could only hope that Paula and her boyfriend had already left and there wouldn’t be any need to socialize with the two for the rest of the evening. She quickly made her way downstairs and found Willis in the kitchen. Rushing up to him, Susan embraced the man she loved. He quickly reciprocated the hug.

      There were still some dishes that needed to be taken care of and things that needed to be cleaned up before they could each head to bed. Susan was happy to have her husband helping her clean up from dinner, and it didn’t take them very long to get the dishwater ready in the sink, and she started to wash as her husband dried.

      “You know, I don’t know if Paula is really starting to change or not, but I’m really glad this evening went as well as it did.”

      Susan sighed. “It’s nice to see that she’s at least making an attempt, but I’m just glad there weren’t any arguments that I need to step into the middle of.”

      “I don’t know. She really seems different this time. I feel like she is really trying to change her life around and be a part of this family again.”

      “I can honestly say that I’m not sure, but just because of the way she has treated us in the past, I’ll be happy when the two of them are gone again.”

      Willis shrugged. “You obviously have the right to have an opinion on this, but I really think it’s going to be a lot different. I know it’s hard to believe, but just think about how hard it must have been for her to step up and come over to dinner tonight.”

      Susan knew her husband was right. Deep down inside, she wanted to be able to accept the fact that people could actually turn their lives around. She had seen it before in people she had known when she was a child, but there was still a small voice in the back of her mind telling her that nothing was going to change. Even if she could bring herself to trust Paula and the new life she was portraying, it wasn’t going to be that easy for the woman’s boyfriend. There was just something about the way Dylan had looked at her children that she didn’t like, and nothing was going to change that feeling.

      “I don’t know. I do know for years that she has blamed you and Harper for what happened to Bella, and I don’t think I’m ready to get over that just yet.”

      “I understand, but there’s going to have to come a time when you’re going to have to think about everything and make a decision. Eventually, I honestly believe we are all going to have to learn how to forgive her.”

      Susan sighed. “If she keeps doing what she has been doing, then that might be a possibility, but I’m just not so sure right now.”

      “I’m going to say something that you’re probably not going to like, but I think it needs to be said. Do you promise me you’re not going to get upset with me?”

      She chuckled. “I think that has a lot more to do with what you’re about to say than anything else. Still, I want you to know you can always be honest with me about how you feel.”

      “All right. Well, I can honestly say that I see a change in her. It might not be enough to prove she is a different woman now, but she’s wholeheartedly trying to make things work. The problem right now is that you’re not giving the relationship with her a chance, and you’re not making any effort to see the changes she has made.”

      Susan soaked in everything that Willis was saying. It was obvious he was right since she had hated every moment the woman had been back in their lives and went out of her way to keep the twins away from her. She knew she was going to have to make some changes if there was ever going to be a chance to forgive her. Still, there was something in her stomach that told her that her husband was wrong. She could still feel like something was off about Paula and her boyfriend, even if no one else could see it.

      There was something in the pit of her stomach that kept telling her that something wasn’t right, but she knew, for the sake of her husband, that she needed to try. Willis was surely right about the fact that she hadn’t put forth any effort into reconciling their relationship. If nothing else, Susan knew she was going to have to extend an olive branch to Paula, even if she wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do, not only for the sake of her husband but also for the sake of the family. Almost everyone seemed to accept the fact that she was trying to change, and she didn’t want to end up being the only one making it difficult.
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      Susan and her husband had gone to bed on a good note. The conversation they’d had before going to sleep caused her to really think about the way she was treating Paula. By the time she woke up early the next morning, she was determined to make amends for the sake of her husband and the rest of her family. Willis was still sleeping, since it was his day off. She quietly made her way out of the room and downstairs. After spending a few minutes preparing a pot of coffee and thinking about how she could reach out to Paula, she quickly sent a text to Becky and Harper that she was going to invite Paula over to cook with them that afternoon.

      There were several texts between her and Becky, with her mother-in-law approving the idea that she was willing to reach out. Harper, on the other hand, was an entirely different story. Susan didn’t have to read into the messages she was receiving back from her sister-in-law to know she was not happy with the idea at all. Before she even had a chance to reply to the three or four messages she had received from Harper, her phone started to ring in her hand, and it was her sister-in-law calling.

      “I know what you’re going to say.”

      “Then why in the hell are you inviting her over?” Harper asked.

      “I need to reach out to her and at least give her the opportunity to prove she has made changes in her life.”

      She scoffed. “I know she’s supposed to be my sister and all, but I highly doubt she’s making any changes in her life. This is just another ploy to try to get something from one of us. Paula has always been a bad seed. Do you really want that kind of person around your children?”

      “I promise everything is going to be all right. I’m only doing this so I can prove to Willis that I’m at least making an attempt to reach out to her. He’s under the impression she is really trying to make a change.”

      “My brother has always had a soft spot for her. I think it’s an extremely stupid idea to have her over there with your kids.”

      Susan sighed. “I don’t necessarily think it’s a dumb idea to invite her over and at least give her the opportunity to prove she is doing something different with her life. There is still something in the pit of my stomach that says there is something else going on, but eventually, we are all going to have to give her a chance to prove she has changed.”

      The two of them continued to go back and forth for several minutes before she was actually able to get Harper to agree with the situation to some extent. Susan tried to make it clear she didn’t trust the woman, but they all needed to step back and observe the way she acted if they were ever going to have proof that she was a changed woman. At the very least, they owed it to the rest of the family to give her an opportunity. In all likelihood, she was sure nothing had changed and that whatever she was trying to do was just a ploy to get something else. That much, she and Harper both agreed on. It took her longer than she expected to get her sister-in-law to concede that they needed to give Paula a chance.

      Harper was starting to come around when Susan heard a couple of the doors upstairs open. A moment later, the girls were rushing into the kitchen and giggling amongst themselves. They had a long day ahead of them. She told Harper she would talk to her later and ended the call before pulling out cinnamon rolls from the oven she was already preparing for the twins’ breakfast. While the three of them snacked on cinnamon rolls and started getting ready for the rest of the food that would need to be cooked throughout the day, Susan knew family time was starting to get into full swing.

      The small preparations of dicing onions and pulling out everything they would need for the following day took them about an hour. Susan loved every minute of the time she was getting to spend with her daughters. They were all joking around and listening to Christmas music. Not only were they getting ready to celebrate the girl’s birthday, but the holiday spirit was starting to kick in as well.

      Willis joined them a short time later and was sitting at the kitchen table, enjoying a cup of coffee and watching the three women in his life dance around the kitchen. Susan kissed him several times and was having an absolute blast with her family. It was quickly becoming one of the best days the family’d had in years. Through the sounds of music and the laughter of her twins, she heard a knock at the door. Erica dropped everything she was doing and rushed to the front door.

      Susan never had a trust issue with her daughters, but knowing they were expecting Paula over at some point made her walk to the kitchen doorway and keep an eye on her daughter as she answered the door. Once she had made eye contact with her sister-in-law, she quickly went back to the kitchen and continued with what she was doing. A moment later, she was shocked when she turned around and spotted not only her sister-in-law but her boyfriend as well. While, she had invited Paula to help with the cooking, the invitation hadn’t been extended to Dylan.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that Willis saw the look on her face. It was obvious to everyone in the room that she wasn’t very happy with the situation, and her husband quickly stood up and walked over to her. Even though the embrace he wrapped her up in felt amazing, she knew he had forgotten to mention something and was prepared to lay into her husband. She had no problem with giving Paula an opportunity to prove herself, but there was something about Dylan that she wasn’t ready to accept. Willis quickly leaned closer to her and placed his chin on her shoulder.

      “I meant to tell you last night,” he whispered. “But I completely forgot what the other conversation we had. Dylan volunteered to help build another stall in the barn last night.”

      “I really wish you would have told me.”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t deliberately trying to lie to you, but I simply forgot until just now. It actually kind of works out now.”

      “What do you mean?” Susan asked.

      “Well, while you ladies are in here cooking up a storm, the men will be able to stay out of your way and out in the barn. It’s a win-win situation.”

      “I guess that’s fine.”

      Willis sighed. “I can see you’re honestly trying, and I can’t thank you enough for that. I’ll make sure we stay out of your way.”

      Susan nodded. “Just remember that you’re going to owe me. I’m doing the best I can, but I really wasn’t expecting Dylan to be here.”

      “Like I said, I’ll make sure we are down at the barn the entire time you guys are cooking. We’ll be out of the way entirely.”

      “Can I go down to the barn with you?” Erica asked.

      “That’s up to your mom,” Willis said. “I don’t know if she’s going to need your help in the kitchen.”

      “Can I, Mom?”

      At first, Susan hesitated. Although she was trying as hard as she could to respect her husband’s wishes and try to spend time with Paula, there was still something about Dylan she didn’t like. She wanted to be able to trust her sister-in-law wholeheartedly, but at least with her, there was some sort of history to help her understand why she was the way she was. The woman’s boyfriend, on the other hand, they knew absolutely nothing about. The details she did know about the man’s life were filled with jail time and run-ins with the law. It wasn’t something she would normally judge a person’s character by, but it was all she had to go on.

      Looking down at her daughter and the pleading look she had on her face, she couldn’t help but think that her little girl would be safe in the barn with her father there. She could only hope that Willis wouldn’t leave her alone with the man for any amount of time. Although she wasn’t quite ready to agree, Susan knew she couldn’t make a big fuss in front of everyone. Looking over at her husband, who was already glaring in her direction, she nodded. Erica jumped up enthusiastically and ran out to grab her coat.

      A few moments later, the three were walking out the back door and headed toward the barn. Susan was trying not to be overprotective, but there was still something in the pit of her stomach she couldn’t shake.
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      Susan and Emily were already busy with preparations, and Paula continued to be as hands-on as she would let her. Even though she was trying to make the best of the situation, there was still a lot of tension in the air. Still, Susan wanted to make sure that her sister-in-law knew she was doing everything she could to make amends for everything they had been through over the years. It wasn’t until Becky and Dean finally arrived that things started to take a change in direction. It almost seemed as though the twins’ grandparents were an icebreaker with everything going on.

      It was a nice change of pace, knowing that Dean was headed outside to help the guys in the barn while Becky stayed with them and seemed to be acting like a buffer between the two women. There wasn’t any hostility in the air, but it was just an odd situation to be in after so many years of anger between them. Becky was a lifesaver at that point. Though Susan and Paula hadn’t spoken much, and the emotions between them had been held in check, there was still a thickness in the air that could be cut with a knife. When her mother-in-law arrived, it made a quick difference in how the mood continued.

      “Glad to see the two of you are getting along,” Becky said.

      “I’m just glad Susan is giving me a chance to prove how much different I am now.”

      “Have you told her about all the changes you’ve made in your life and how it has made you a better person?”

      Paula sighed. “No. I was hoping to wait until everyone was all together so I could talk about it.”

      Susan smiled. “I’d love to hear about what you have been up to and what has caused this drastic change in your life.”

      “Well, for starters, I’m about to complete rehab. It’s something I have been working on for the last six months. I have to admit that it is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I’m happy to be clean finally.”

      “I thought that rehabs kept you in the facility until completion.”

      “Most of them do, but since I have been doing so well with the program, they’ve allowed me to leave the premises and return for my meetings several times a week. It’s really been helping me to see things a lot more clearly.”

      “If no one else has mentioned it yet, I’d like to tell you how proud I am of how you have taken control of your life.”

      Paula smiled. “Thank you. I truly am trying to be a better person and learn from all the mistakes I’ve made in the past. I’ve also been going to night school and working full time to get my cosmetology certification.”

      “That’s amazing. I can’t tell you how happy I am for you,” Susan replied. “So, why don’t you tell me more about your boyfriend, Dylan?”

      She grinned. “He has been a huge part of the reason I’ve been wanting to change. The two of us have been seeing each other for two years now, and he’s the one who pushed me to go to rehab. I owe him a debt of gratitude for helping me turn my life around.”

      Susan was happy to hear she was taking giant strides in her life, and it really seemed to be making a difference in the way she was acting toward the family. Even as she took a step back and started to watch the way she interacted with Becky and Emily, she could see the change. It looked like, for the first time in her life, Paula was really enjoying herself. If everything the woman was telling her was true, then she really was trying to build a new life. She couldn’t help but be proud of her for all the strides she had made.

      The day seemed to be going just as expected, aside from the fact that she had no idea what to expect from Paula before she had arrived. Just watching the way she interacted with the rest of the family was a relief to see. There didn’t seem to be any hostility, and more than anything, it looked like there was a lot of love in the kitchen as they all continued to stay busy. When she heard someone knock at the front door, Susan knew it was going to be Harper and her husband. As soon as she opened the door, Susan greeted both with a warm welcome and a hug for each of them.

      John, Harper’s husband, quickly made his way down to the barn to help the other men, and Harper joined Susan in the kitchen with the others. Immediately, she could see the tension and the ice built up between the two. It didn’t seem like anything Paula did was good enough. As Paula was cutting up apples for apple pie and fritters, Harper was quick to critique the way she did it. She was judging everything the woman did, and she wasn’t keeping it to herself.

      Tension among the women in the kitchen quickly started to grow. Paula was taking every criticism in stride. Though Harper never let up. No matter what happened between the women, Susan did not want to get in the middle of it. At the end of the day, she was much closer to Harper than she would ever be to Paula, but she wasn’t going to choose sides in the matter of how anyone cut apples or folded napkins. It all seemed quite trivial, but she understood why Harper was acting the way she was.

      “That’s not the way you cut apples,” Harper snapped. “I can’t believe you folded the napkins this way. I’m going to have to go through and refold each and every one of them.”

      “You could just show me how you want it done, and I have no problem cutting them however you would like them cut. What did I do wrong with the napkins?”

      “You’re just doing them all wrong. Why don’t you just let me do it instead?”

      Paula shrugged. “Fine, but what can I do to help?”

      “As long as it doesn’t have anything to do with the powdered sugar, you can do whatever you want.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Harper scoffed. “We all know powdered sugar looks like cocaine, and we wouldn’t want you to relapse because of it.”

      Susan could tell the statement left Paula upset. It was obvious by the look on her face that the woman was shocked, and before she rushed out of the room, she thought she saw a tear falling from the woman’s eyes. Though it wasn’t a comment she would have made herself, she wasn’t surprised Harper had said it. There was a lot of coldness in the air as Paula left the kitchen and headed to the upstairs bathroom.

      Even when she had made the decision to invite Paula to help with the cooking, there was a small part of her that knew something like this was going to happen. For just a moment, she allowed herself to feel bad for Paula. Everything the woman had talked about and discussed just before Harper had shown up was just beginning to change her mind about how she felt about her. Still, there wasn’t any reason to put herself in the middle of whatever the two sisters still had going on between them. Looking around the room, she could tell Becky wasn’t pleased with what had just transpired between her daughters.

      “I can’t believe you would say something like that to your sister. She’s really trying to get her life together, and you’re not making it any easier on her.”

      “Why in the hell should I make it easy for her? For years, she’s done nothing more than make our lives a living hell.”

      Becky sighed. “She knows she has a lot to make up for, and if you would just listen to how much she has done to change her life around, maybe you wouldn’t be so callous toward her.”

      “Well, maybe if she hadn’t made a shit show of her life, I wouldn’t feel the need to be so callous. I’m sorry it’s not so easy for me to just forgive and forget the way she has treated each and every one of us.”

      The woman scoffed and stormed out of the room. It was obvious Harper was upset by the entire situation. Susan had no idea how to make anything different. Whatever feelings her sisters-in-law had for each other, they each had to figure out for themselves what would come next. The entire situation made her uncomfortable, though, but she wasn’t about to blame Harper for feeling the way she felt. They all had their reasons for doing what they did, and hers were her own to figure out.
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      “Do you think I’m being too hard on my sister?”

      “That’s not really for me to say,” Susan said. “I’ve been mulling over the thoughts all night and all morning until they arrived, and I’m still not sure I’m making the right choice by having her here. I do believe you are being harsh on her.”

      Harper scoffed. “She deserves to be treated that way after everything she has done to us.”

      “I understand exactly how you feel, and I know there have been years of hard times between the two of you, but at the end of the day, you’re all still family.”

      “I’m not disagreeing with that, but I don’t trust anything that woman has to say. Family or not, she made the choices she made, and there’s no taking it back.”

      “I’m not saying you have to change your mind right away, but Willis did make a good point last night after we talked. We have to at least give her a chance to prove she’s a different person than she used to be. She told me she was getting ready to complete her certification in cosmetology, and she was finishing rehab.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time she completed rehab. I don’t trust her, and I really don’t believe she’s trying to change her life. I figured you, of all people, would be on my side with this.”

      Susan smiled. “I’m always going to be on your side, but I’m not choosing sides on this. Whether she has made this much change in her life, I have no idea. The one thing I do know is that it seems like she’s really trying to make amends for the things she has done.”

      Harper sighed. “Maybe she is, and maybe I have this all wrong, but I still don’t trust her.”

      “Do you think you’d be able to at least try to hear her out?”

      “I’ll do the best I can to get along, but I still know Paula is up to no good. I can just feel it in my bones. The only thing I can guarantee you is she will be asking for something from my parents before she leaves. She always does, and Mom and Dad always break down and give it to her.”

      Susan knew that in the past, it had always been that way. Anytime Paula came into their life for a short period of time, she would end up asking for money or help with something, and Becky and Dean would always give her whatever she asked for. It had been a vicious cycle that never seemed to end. As much as her gut was telling her that Harper was right, she was trying to believe that the woman was making a change in her life and that things were going to be different this time. Maybe she was just hoping that it would be, but she had no way of knowing what Paula’s true intentions were.

      The two women went back to work, neither one of them saying anything else. It was obvious that everything that needed to be said had been laid out on the table. Susan knew Harper wasn’t upset with her, but there was still tension in the air when Becky came back into the room. If Paula were truly trying to change, she was going to have a lot to answer for. The moment her mother-in-law appeared at the doorway, Harper turned around and walked over to her, wrapping her mother in her arms.

      “I promise I’m trying to be understanding, and I’m really sorry for how I acted and the things I said.”

      Becky smiled. “I know the two of you have been through a lot together and apart, but Paula is really a lot different this time.”

      “That’s what everybody keeps telling me, but I just don’t know how I’m supposed to believe that.”

      “The only thing we can do is have faith that she has good intentions.”

      “There have just been so many times she has had the worst of intentions that it’s hard to believe that this time is going to be any different. I promise I am going to try my best to overcome my feelings.”

      “That’s all I’m asking,” Becky said. “I don’t expect that it’s going to be easy for either one of you, but I would at least hope that the two of you will try to put your differences aside and make the best of this situation.”

      Harper nodded. “I promise I will. Is Paula going to be coming back down anytime soon?”

      “She needs a couple of minutes, and then she will be back down to help.”

      With part of the fire put out, Becky grinned and went back to work. Harper and Susan quickly followed suit. Before long, each of them had gotten back to the task at hand, and they were getting things prepared for all the cooking that needed to take place. Susan was happy to see that everyone was getting along again, and she looked forward to seeing what would happen when Paula finally rejoined them. It was obvious that the family’s past was getting in the way of moving forward, and even though she was trying hard to process everything herself, she was willing to give the woman a chance.

      After another ten minutes, Susan heard one of the steps creak behind her, and she turned to see Paula walking into the kitchen. It was easy to see she had been crying but had managed to clean herself up well. Susan quickly jumped in and instructed Paula on what to do next. There were still plenty of apples that needed to be cut and utensils that needed to be folded into napkins for the party that they were all getting ready for the next day.

      The rest of the morning went pleasantly. Harper had stopped making comments about everything Paula was doing for a while. It seemed as though everyone was going to be getting along. It was something she hadn’t seen in quite some time. In fact, the last time she had seen the family getting along that well was before Bella died. Even then, there had been certain aspects of Paula’s life that no one could let slide.

      Not only were the women preparing for the party the next day and the food that would be eaten at that point, but they also had to break away and prepare lunch for everyone there. It wasn’t anything fancy between all three of them. Along with Emily, they managed to put together enough sandwiches for everyone to eat, and she sent Emily out to grab the others for lunch.

      Even as the group sat down at the table to eat, it seemed as though everyone was getting along much better than she had anticipated. The men talked about the work they were completing in the barn and how fast the project was coming together with Dylan’s help. It was nice to know her husband and father-in-law were establishing a good relationship with Dylan, though it seemed as though John was following his wife’s orders and hadn’t talked much. Still, in her mind, as long as no one was talking to each other, there wasn’t going to be any fighting.

      Nothing about the day had been what any of them had expected, but she was glad to see that everyone was capable of being in the same room without an argument breaking out. Even Harper had managed to listen to Paula talk without having anything to say. Of course, Susan knew she was only biting her tongue for the sake of her mother, but she was glad to see that her sisters-in-law was willing to put aside their differences, even if it was only for a brief time. When everyone had finished eating, the men headed out to the barn to complete the project they had been working on. The three women quickly went about cleaning up after the meal before Paula asked to be excused for a few minutes.

      Becky quickly asked her to help finish with the clean-up before she headed outside, and Paula agreed. With three women in the house helping with the chores, cleaning up after the meal went faster than it ever had. By the time they were gone, Paula grabbed her coat and headed out the door. Susan couldn’t believe how well everything had been going since the breakdown between the two sisters, and she was more than happy to give Paula a few minutes to get a breath of fresh air outside. She started to wonder what it would be like to have Paula around more often, and she knew the girls would absolutely adore it.
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      As soon as Paula started to walk out the front door, Harper tried to follow her. Susan had no idea what she was planning to do, but she tried to stop her. After the events that had unfolded just before lunch, she didn’t want anything else to happen with how the day had gone so far. Even with her best attempts, she couldn’t stop Harper from following her sister out the door. Susan found herself standing by herself at the door after Harper ran out after her sister.

      A few minutes later, both women came rushing through the front door, and they were in the middle of an argument. Susan knew the day was going too well for it to end on a good note, and although she hated the fact that the two sisters were fighting once again, there wasn’t anything she could do to stop it. Becky didn’t waste any time coming to the front room to hear what was going on, but from what little she had heard already, it was obvious Harper had found her sister doing something she shouldn’t have.

      “I caught you red-handed,” Harper snapped. “Don’t come in here and try to lie to everyone and tell everyone that you’re doing so good when, in reality, you’re still doing drugs.”

      “I have a medical card.”

      “What is going on in here?” Becky asked. “You promised me you would try to keep things civil the rest of the day.”

      Harper scoffed. “I was going to, but then I walked out the front door and caught Paula smoking reefer on the porch. She keeps trying to tell everyone that she’s getting better and going to rehab, but yet I find her out front smoking.”

      During the argument, Susan could see Paula reaching into her pocket and pulling out a piece of paper. It was small and laminated, but she had seen enough medical cards to know exactly what she was trying to show the others. She wasn’t lying and really did have a license to smoke medical-grade marijuana. It came as a shock to her, but she had always been a big supporter of marijuana being used for medicinal purposes. Paula wasted no time in showing everyone her card.

      “I know it might not be the way you look at medication. The marijuana really helps settle me down and keeps me from doing anything else,” Paula said. “It’s the reason I’m able to stay away from every other kind of drug.”

      “So, you’re telling me that you traded one drug for another one? Just because you don’t use anything harder doesn’t mean that marijuana isn’t a drug that you’re using as an excuse to keep doing it.”

      “Just because you don’t agree with how I live my life and what I do with it doesn’t mean that I’m not trying to change and do better for my family.”

      Harper laughed. “That’d be a big change compared to what you’ve always done before.”

      “That’s not fair,” Becky said. “She really is trying to turn her life around, and marijuana is legal in Michigan anyway.”

      “Your mom is right. Smoking marijuana is perfectly legal, and there’s not much you can do about it,” Susan said. “As long as she’s not doing anything illegal, then what are we supposed to do?”

      “I can’t believe you’re taking her side on this,” Harper said.

      “I’m not taking anyone’s side. It’s simply a matter of what’s legal and what is not. She’s not doing anything illegal, and this is much better than the things she was doing before.”

      “Yeah,” Paula snapped. “You heard what they both said. You need to quit trying to throw me under the bus and believe me when I say I’m trying to change.”

      “I’ll believe it when I actually see it, and catching you smoking weed out front isn’t going to change my mind for the better.”

      Before anyone could say anything to what Harper had said, she turned around and stormed out of the room. Paula walked out of the room as well but headed in the opposite direction of her sister. Even though Becky and Susan went back to work in the kitchen, she could tell that her mother-in-law was devastated by what had just happened. There was a small part of her that wished there was something she could do to make the situation better, but there just wasn’t. On the one hand, she completely understood why Harper felt the way she did, but on the other, Susan really wanted to believe that Paula was trying to be a better person.

      The two women continued to work in the kitchen until the men came back inside from the barn, and everyone started to head home for the night. Neither Harper nor Paula had ever come back inside, though Susan hadn’t expected them to. It had been a tough situation to be in the middle of, but she was glad the day was finally over. It was shortly after everyone had left and the girls were in the living room watching a movie when Willis joined her in the kitchen.

      “I heard there was a big argument between Paula and Harper.”

      “There was. There was a situation beforehand, but your mother quickly extinguished the flames on that one. It was after lunch when Paula took a break and walked outside, but Harper followed her. She caught her smoking weed on the porch. Paula has her medical card, and everything she was doing was completely legal.”

      “I highly doubt that made any difference to Harper, and I can understand where she is coming from. I think it’s right she freaked out, and I’m certainly glad she was able to catch her smoking before the girls saw her. I don’t want that crap anywhere near my kids.”

      Susan sighed. “There are a lot of medical benefits that come with medical marijuana. If she has her card, it’s because a doctor thought it would be a good idea for her to have THC available.”

      Willis scoffed. “I think we’re just gonna have to agree to disagree on that.”

      “There’s all kinds of scientific research that has gone into this. How can you sit there and deny that marijuana actually helps a lot of people?”

      “People use that as an excuse to smoke an illegal substance. Paula already has had way too much trouble with drugs, and she shouldn’t be using one drug to overcome another.”

      Susan didn’t want to argue with her husband, knowing the two of them had voted differently on the issue years before. She has always known the benefits of marijuana being used in any medicinal way, but Willis always looked at it as something high school kids used to do in their cars during the school day. It was something they would always have a difference of opinion on, but they respected each other’s stance on the matter and would never argue more than a few points.

      After getting the girls off to bed, they headed to bed themselves. The nightly conversations carried on about the next day and how excited they were to have the party. The girls were getting older, and the gifts were easier to figure out as they did. There was nothing but love in the house, and Susan enjoyed every minute she could. They might have different ideas of what was right and wrong when it came to medicine, but they never loved each other less for them. The two of them lay in bed for at least an hour, talking about how the next day would go.

      She was looking forward to having the family together, and he was looking forward to seeing the twin’s reaction to their presents. It had always been Willis’s favorite part of the party. After discussing everything that still needed to be done in the morning, they said goodnight to each other, and her husband quickly fell asleep. Susan couldn’t go right to sleep. She still had thoughts on her mind about Paula and Harper. As much as she loved her sister-in-law, she couldn’t help but think about Paula and how far she had come over the years.

      The woman had gone from someone who couldn’t accept any of the blame for her daughter’s death to seemingly caring about the future and the family she had been fighting with. It was unusual, but something in her gut still told her something was off about the entire situation. She could only hope she was wrong and that Harper was as well. Only time would tell, and she knew it was going to be impossible to understand without keeping a careful eye on the woman. Still, as long as the only thing she did was smoke marijuana, she wasn’t going to judge her for that. Finally, she closed her eyes and fell asleep, looking forward to the party the next day.
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      By the following afternoon, the party was in full swing. She was happy to see that everyone was not only getting along but also genuinely seemed to be enjoying themselves. When Harper pulled her aside after an hour of mingling with the guests, Susan could tell her sister-in-law was once again irritated. She adored the woman, but her pregnancy hormones were definitely taking their toll on everyone who cared about Harper.

      “I can’t believe Paula has been here less than two days and already has the wool pulled over Mom’s eyes. This is unreal,” Harper growled.

      Susan frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe Paula really is trying to change her life and make amends. We talked a little and—”

      “Great, don’t tell me. She’s just doing wonderful things and is suddenly a saint. Right, because I haven’t heard that line from her before. Jeeze, Susan…we’ve all heard that in the past. I just didn’t expect you to be buying into it so fast.”

      She had no idea what to say to her friend. They were more than just family. When there was something bothering Susan, it was Harper she called to help her work through things. Yet the rift between the siblings was eating away at Susan. She’d seen firsthand how excited Willis was when he had found out that Paula was joining them for the party. Deep down, part of Harper had to miss the influence of her oldest sibling in her life. After all, she was about to bring two new lives into the family.

      “I’m sorry, Harper. I don’t want us to be fighting. I know there is a lot of tension between you and your sister. This is supposed to be a fun occasion. I don’t want to ruin it.”

      Harper smiled at her. “Don’t apologize. I should have kept my mouth shut. She just gets under my skin with that act. That whole ‘look at me being a saint for the hundredth time’ crap.”

      “How do you know it’s an act, though? We haven’t seen or heard from her in years. Maybe she really is different this time. I mean…has she asked you for anything or Mom and Dad yet?”

      “No,” Harper muttered. “But it’s still early in the visit. She’s still got time to sell the whole ‘saved’ routine before asking for it. I don’t know. Maybe you are right. She does seem different this time.”

      “There you go. Listen, I’m not saying we should roll out the red carpet, but if she’s going to be nice, why not give it a try? Plus, you know how happy it would make Becky to see all three of her kids getting along,” Susan said.

      “Yeah, yeah…”

      “How about we make a bet on it? I know how much you love playing the odds,” Susan said. “I don’t think she’s up to no good, so if she goes the whole time without asking your parents for money, you have to buy the first round of drinks after my nieces or nephews are born.”

      Harper laughed. “Deal, but when she asks them to bail her out of whatever trouble she’s gotten herself into now, you’ve got to buy the first bottle.”

      Susan stuck out her hand, and Harper shook it before they both descended into laughter. Before long, the pair were back out, mingling with the guests and enjoying themselves. It was wonderful to have everyone gathered. The girls were on cloud nine, just as they’d been for the party the year before and the one prior to that. The simple tradition had become one that everyone enjoyed. It was the perfect way to kick off their yearly winter break. As time continued, Susan did her best to be a good hostess and talk with everyone, including Paula and Dylan. Though the man still made her incredibly uneasy, she was happy getting to know her sister-in-law again.

      Paula had obviously dressed them both for the occasion. Her partner was wearing a simple suit that hid most of the artwork covering his body, while Paula had gone with a formfitting dress in a matching black. The only pop of color, a decorative butterfly broach pinned to the collarbone, stood out. It was surprisingly intricate, given the woman’s usual tastes in clothing and jewelry, and it immediately caught Susan’s eye. She couldn’t help but comment on it.

      “That’s stunning. Where did you get it?” Susan asked.

      Paula smiled and ran her fingers across it. “It was a gift from my mother on the day Bella was born. I was supposed to pass it down to her…”

      The breathing caught in Susan’s throat at the mention of the woman’s deceased child. Quickly changing the subject, they found common ground when talking about how well the decorations and party had turned out. Before long, Susan managed to escape and returned to hosting the event. The minutes slipped by, passing into hours until nearly four. Paula and Dylan approached Willis and Susan at the door. Though they were some of the first to leave, she was relieved when they’d finally gone.

      Instantly, her sister-in-law found her and quickly pulled her into the kitchen, where they’d been working on keeping dishes and drinks filled all night. Though it was always a huge undertaking, she loved the party and how much joy it brought everyone she cared about. Harper seemed relieved to have her eldest sister out of the house and the picture. One by one, as Susan worked to refill the trays of snacks, Harper followed her, picking at them and snacking. Susan smiled as she watched her friend. Sometimes, it was like having a sister of her own, and she cherished it.

      “Thank God,” Harper whispered. “I’m so tired of trying to play nice. I wish they would get an earlier flight and just be gone already.”

      “Come on now. It wasn’t that bad. The two of you barely spoke all afternoon.”

      “Yeah, but did you see the way she was fawning over my parents? I’m telling you, she’s up to no good.”

      “I think you’re being a skoosh dramatic. Everyone is having a good time, and you should be, too.”

      Harper chuckled. “Maybe, but if I know my sister, you’ll have a few pieces of your good silver come up missing before the end of the night. If you ask me, she is never going to change. I just wish my parents would see it. God, she’s got their number good.”

      Just as they turned back to start mingling again, Susan saw Becky standing behind them, and her heart dropped. The expression on her face was clear. She was disappointed by the way Harper continued to speak about Becky’s eldest daughter.

      “Mom, I’m—”

      “I’m not the one you owe an apology to, Harper, if that’s where this is going.”

      “I just don’t want to see you or Dad hurt, Mom. Paula always has a way of working the two of you like dough, and it kills me.”

      “She has done a lot of work on herself, and she’s got a full-time job. Paula doesn’t want or need anything from us but our love, and if you haven’t noticed, I give that to all of my children unconditionally.”

      Harper nodded in understanding. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ll call her when we leave and try to smooth things over.”

      Without intending to, the woman had made Susan’s heart ache with the comment. Susan couldn’t imagine a kinder woman than Becky. She’d never known her own mother or father, though their heroic memories were alive and well inside of her. Her maternal grandmother had made sure of that. When Susan was barely eighteen months old, both of her parents had gone out on a factory fire call with their firefighting team.

      The company had been storing illegal chemicals they didn’t disclose, and the building had exploded, trapping six of the fighters inside and killing them, including her parents. Betty Polling was more than just Susan’s grandmother. She was the woman who had stepped in to raise Susan in the small town, giving up her life in New York to do so. Though Betty was no longer with them, passing two years before the girls were born from a heart attack, Susan still felt the woman’s presence with her every day. She made sure the girls knew who Betty was. Her memory lives on, just as Betty had done for Susan’s parents.

      Watching the mother and daughter as they made up, she missed her grandmother with renewed heartache. The holidays were always the hardest. Tied together with the birth of their daughters, Christmas always reminded Susan of how much Betty had missed in her life. Seeing the pair working through their differences and embracing each other, Susan smiled. It was turning out to be an okay holiday gathering, after all. No matter what they had to face, she knew they would always do so together.
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      An hour after Paula and Dylan had left, the party was starting to dwindle down. Susan was happy to see that the girls had had the time of their lives, and she was excited to see that things were finally going to get back to some normalcy. As much as she looked forward to their birthday party, it was always the number of friends they each had. Susan and her husband were busying themselves by attending to the guests. She could swear that every year, they each gained more and more friends, but it was never a problem. It was something she loved to see, and with how nice Erica and Emily both were to everyone they met, she always knew there would be a bunch of people in their house on the day of their party.

      There were a few parents who were already left with their children, but there were more than enough people in the house to keep them busy. A lot of the parents were just getting ready to leave when Dean approached them and offered to take the twins down to the barn to feed the animals. Susan had absolutely no problem with it, and as soon as the girls heard him mention the idea, they jumped up, thrilled to accompany him.

      “Can we go with Grandma to the barn?” Emily asked.

      “I don’t see why not,” Susan replied. “Just make sure both of you put your coats on and are bundled up when you go outside.”

      “You heard your mom,” Dean said. “If you want to go to the barn with me, then you have to put on your coats.”

      Both of them instantly ran to the front room and grabbed their coats, putting them on before rushing out the door. Susan couldn’t help but chuckle at the scene unfolding and watched as they shouted goodbyes to all their friends back through the door. Dean quickly left the room and tried to catch up with the girls, grabbing his own coat before walking out the door. It didn’t take long after the girls walked out the door for everyone else to decide it was time to leave. Well, she was glad the girls had a good time. She was certainly happy to see that things were starting to slow down and that all that would be left to do would be cleaned up.

      Willis was the first to head toward the front door, and she quickly followed behind him. The parents and the friends of their daughters who were still there started to grab their coats and make their way out the front door as well. One by one, they started to tell their guests goodbye until the only people left were Becky, Harper, and John. Dean and the girls were still down at the barn, although at about the same time she realized they had been gone for quite some time, Becky walked up and mentioned nearly the same thing.

      “I’m sure they’re fine down there,” Willis said. “I’m sure the girls have Dad running around like a chicken with his head cut off. He’s probably having the time of his life.”

      Becky chuckled. “Normally, I would agree with you, but I feel like it’s been longer than normal.”

      Susan looked down at her phone before realizing it had been nearly an hour that the three of them had been gone. While it wasn’t unusual in the summer for the three to go missing on the property for a long stretch, the cold weather always changed that. She wasn’t sure if anything was actually wrong, but it did seem off that the group had been gone for as long as they had. She quickly nudged her husband and showed him the time.

      “It’s been an hour already,” Willis replied. “That’s unusual.”

      “Yeah, and I think that’s kind of strange, even for them. I can’t imagine it would take him that long to feed the horse.”

      “I agree. I’ll go out to check on them. I’m sure they’re out there doing something that’s keeping them all busy and preoccupied. Dad probably didn’t even realize it had been that much time that passed.”

      “I’ll go with you,” John said. “I’d like to see Dean running around with the girls at his age.”

      The two men laughed and headed out the front door while the rest of them moved to the kitchen in order to start cleaning up after the party. Susan started on the dishes and dinner pans. Becky and Harper got to work, picking up all the trash left behind when the girls opened their gifts. She was happy with the fact that the party had gone just as good as it always did, and it was even better knowing she had helped to clean up. Not that she couldn’t have handled it all herself, but it was always nice to have a helping hand. Every year, Becky always stayed behind and helped her tidy up after the party, but everyone else headed out the door before they had to get their hands dirty. She never blamed them, but it was a nice change of pace, having more than one person helping her out.

      “I think the party went rather well,” Becky said. “It really was a good day for the family and for the girls.”

      Harper sighed. “I think it would have been a lot better if Paula hadn’t shown up with her boyfriend. It would be really nice not to have to deal with either one of them today.”

      “I believe the one thing we can all agree on is that it’s finally over, and everything can go back to normal. No more worrying about who is going to show up and what they have been doing. It’s all just been giving me a headache.”

      “I suppose you’re right, and I can’t complain too much about how things went. For the most part, I have to admit Paula seemed to be doing a good job of keeping herself clean, even if I did catch her smoking pot. I have to say, though, it really didn’t surprise me to see she couldn’t stay away from any drugs.”

      “We’re never going to agree on that, but I’m glad you feel better about it all. I think medicinal marijuana is, in some cases, much better than taking a bunch of pills.”

      Harper laughed. “I can’t say I really feel all that much better. I still think there’s more to what she’s giving us.”

      Becky sighed. “Can’t you just be happy to see your sister doing so well for herself? I think this is the first time I’ve seen her happy in a long time.”

      “She always seemed pretty happy when she was high, even if she didn’t know her own name half the time.”

      “I know there has been a lot between you two, but I was still happy to see the family together. Paula certainly has come a long way. I think we can all learn from what she’s been through and how far she’s grown as a woman. It takes a lot to overcome what she has.”

      “I love you, Mom, but I’m not going to agree with what you have to say on the matter. All she’s doing is covering up how she really feels with more drugs. Is the exact thing she was doing all those years ago.”

      It was easy to see the disappointment on her mother-in-law’s face, but Susan wasn’t about to step between the two as they continued to argue back and forth. More than anything, she was just happy the entire situation was over with, and they wouldn’t have to worry about seeing Paula again for quite some time. Though she had to agree with Becky in that it was good to see Paula was doing as well as she was. It wasn’t something she had ever expected to see after everything the family had gone through in the previous five years.

      She tried to ignore the conversation as best as she could and continued cleaning up the kitchen and dining room. No matter what kind of input she had to give to the conversation, she would have had to put herself on one side or the other, which was something she wasn’t going to do. As the three of them continued to clean up and talk about the day’s events, Susan heard the back door open and expected to see everyone piling in through the door. Instead, she didn’t see anyone coming through the door and heard her husband yell out for them.

      Instantly, she could tell by the sound of his voice that something was wrong, and her heart started to race. When none of the women replied right away, she heard Willis’s shout again, this time with much more urgency.
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      Becky and Harper were the closest to the door, and by the time Susan made her way around the corner, she was stunned to find Willis and John carrying Dean back into the house, both with one arm over their shoulders. It wasn’t that hard to see that he was bleeding from his head, and she instantly started to panic when she didn’t see the girls following behind them.

      “Where are the twins?”

      Dean shook his head. “I have no idea. I was standing there, watching them feed the horse, and then all of a sudden, the next thing I know, I was laid out on the ground, bleeding from my head.”

      Immediately, Susan’s heart started to race again. They had no idea how long Dean had been lying out there on the ground, but the idea that her daughters were nowhere to be found was what worried her the most. She looked up at her husband, and Willis was pale. It was obvious that neither he nor John had seen the girls when they were out looking for them. Without wasting a second, she grabbed her coat and rushed out of the house. Every step she took in the direction of the barn, she could feel her heart beating harder.

      She quickly made her way to the barn where Dean had been found. At the very least, Susan was hoping to find them wondering where their grandpa was. Instead, she found the barn empty and rushed back out the door. Making her way around the barn to where the property opened up to a large field, she still found nothing. Panic was starting to grip her, and she didn’t know what to do. Her chest was tightening, and it was getting harder to breathe the longer it took to find her little girls.

      It wasn’t until she heard the others starting to yell the girls’ names that she realized everyone had followed her out. They split up and headed in different directions on the property, and she hoped they would find some sign of what direction the twins had gone. After several minutes of looking for the girls, Susan knew they wouldn’t have walked off on their own, especially with the fact that their grandpa was injured and bleeding from the head. Suddenly, without warning, a thought crossed her mind, and she remembered how Dylan looked at her little girls and how uncomfortable it had made her feel.

      Susan walked around from the back of the barn and headed directly for the house. Becky was already inside and on the phone when she walked in. Nothing seemed to take the thoughts out of her mind, and she quickly grabbed her car keys off the hook and started making her way to the front door. Becky stopped her as soon as she opened the door, and Susan turned around to look at her. Before anyone said a thing, Willis had walked in the back door and was making his way around the corner.

      “The police are on the way. I came right back in and made the call. They said they would send a cruiser right out, and then it would only be about ten to fifteen minutes,” Becky said.

      “Where are you going?” Willis asked. “We need to be here when the police arrive and start asking questions about what happened.”

      “I have no idea how to answer the question since I have no clue what happened, but I do know I’m going to find our little girls. I’m driving over to confront Paula and Dylan.”

      “Do you really think they had something to do with this?” Becky asked. “I just can’t imagine Paula would go along with anything like this.”

      Susan scoffed. “I don’t really know anything at this point. Maybe she wouldn’t have anything to do with this before, but we don’t know anything about her boyfriend. The only thing I know for sure is that I didn’t like the way he was looking at Emily and Erica.”

      “Let’s just wait for the police to get here and let them handle it. I doubt that my sister would have anything to do with this, even if we don’t know anything about Dylan.”

      “You can stay here and wait, but I’m going over there to find out what they know about it. That is, if I can even find them there.”

      She could tell that no one standing around her was going to stop her, but it was easy to see they didn’t believe the same way she did. Susan didn’t care. The only thought that kept racing through her mind was that Dylan had something to do with the disappearance of her daughters. If either one of them had something to do with it, she was going to find out right away. Turning around and heading out the door, Susan heard her husband call out to her. It didn’t stop her at first, but by the time she made it to the car, Willis was right on her heels.

      “Look, I know no one wants to believe that Paula has changed, but even if she hasn’t, what makes you think that either one of them took the girls?”

      Susan sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you. I can’t answer a question that I have no answers to. All I know is that the first time Dylan looked at the girls, it made me sick to my stomach. Let’s just say that I’m following a gut feeling.”

      “Do you think that gut feeling has anything to do with the history we’ve had with Paula and nothing more than that?”

      “Maybe, but if neither one of them has anything to hide, then I’m going to know pretty soon. Are you planning to try to stop me?”

      Willis sighed. “I’m not going to stop you from trying to find our little girls, but just keep in mind they might be completely innocent in this. Try not to blow up on them too hard.”

      Susan nodded and got into the car. The drive to his parent’s house wouldn’t take long, but it would give her a chance to think things through before she got there. As she pulled out of the driveway, her husband nodded, letting her know he agreed with her, wanting to track down whoever had taken their children. There was a large part of something inside of her that wanted to be wrong. She didn’t want it to be Paula, but there was nothing she could tell herself that could change the feeling she had in her heart. There was simply something inside of her that didn’t trust Dylan or the way he looked at her little girls. She was sure he had something to do with what was going on.

      From the very first time she set eyes on Dylan in person, she wanted him nowhere around her daughters. There wasn’t any specific reason; it was just a mother’s intuition. She thought about the layout of her mother-in-law’s house as she drove down the street. Though she knew Paula was staying there, she also knew they weren’t staying in the main house. There was a small rental next to the main house that Becky and Dean rented out on occasion, but it just happened to be open when Paula arrived.

      Even as she pulled into the driveway, Susan was still hoping she was wrong. She was hoping her phone would ring and her husband would be on the other end telling her the kids were playing hide and seek in the field or anything that didn’t have to do with them being kidnapped. She parked the car and waited in the driver’s seat for a minute, still waiting for her phone to ring. When it didn’t, rage-filled every inch of her body, and she quickly opened the car door and stepped out. Without wanting to wait another minute for answers, she stormed toward the front door of the rental her sister-in-law was staying in.

      Her heart was pounding in her chest as she approached the main door, but by the time she reached it, she couldn’t control the fury built up inside of her. If either of them had anything to do with the disappearance of her daughters, she was going to make sure to do whatever it took to get them back. Out of habit, her hand reached up to knock on the door, but she quickly changed her mind and reached for the door handle instead. Bursting through the door, she had no idea what to expect, but the last thing she thought she would see was Paula and Dylan sitting on the sofa watching television. She was shocked and confused.
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      “What the hell are you doing here?” Paula asked. “You can’t just burst in here like you own the place.”

      “I can do whatever the hell I want when my little girls are missing. Now, why don’t you two just tell me where they are?”

      “Wait, the girls are missing?”

      “You know damn well that the girls are missing. Just make this easy on yourselves and tell me where they are.”

      “We honestly have no idea where the girls are. The last time either one of us saw them was before we left for the party. What were they doing when they went missing?”

      “I… they were out in the barn with Dean. He wanted to take them out to feed the animals, and before we knew it, an hour had gone by. John and Willis went out to look for them but only found Dean lying on the barn floor with a gash in his head.”

      “Is he all right?” Paula asked. “We’d be more than happy to come out and search the farm with you.”

      Susan wasn’t even sure what was going on. Every ounce of her soul was telling her that Paula and Dylan had something to do with the disappearance of her girls, but seeing as they were sitting on the couch in front of her and the girls were nowhere to be seen, she had been wrong. The stress of the situation was beginning to become too much, and immediately, she started to break down. It was impossible to hold back the tears and confusion over what was going on, and she started to cry.

      “Dean will be all right, but I don’t know where my girls are. They wouldn’t just run off, and it’s obvious that something happened since Dean was knocked out. I’m so sorry I came in here and accused you both of kidnapping the twins.”

      “It’s all right,” Paula promised. “I would have done exactly the same thing if I were in your position. Let’s just get back to the farm and see if we can’t find out where they went. Did anyone call the police yet?”

      “Becky had just gotten off the phone with them right before I left. They are probably already there.”

      “That’s a good thing. I’m sure the police are already searching the area, and I’m sure the family is, too. Let’s get back to the house and join in the search.”

      “I just wanna know where my babies are.”

      Paula sighed and joined her at her side. “I know you do, and we’re gonna do whatever we can to help you find them. Let’s just get back to your place and talk to the police.”

      Susan sighed and nodded. “I can’t believe this is happening. Who would want to do anything to two little girls?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know we’re going to find them.”

      Within just a few minutes, Susan, Paula, and Dylan were back at her home. The couple had followed her in their car. By the time she had finished answering all the officer’s questions, they had a team of people, along with the majority of the family, scouring the property for any sign of the girls. Hours had passed, and there still wasn’t any sign of them. Susan had no idea who would want to kidnap her daughters, and one of the main questions the police kept asking was if they knew anyone who would want to hurt them or the twins. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t think of anyone who would do such a thing.

      Even though there were nearly fifty people looking for any sign of the twins, it wasn’t making her feel any better, and she continuously felt sick to her stomach. She had already vomited on several occasions, trying to keep herself together for the people around her. Still, she knew the twins were out there somewhere and that someone had taken them. Once she had finally finished speaking with the officers in charge of the investigation, she made her way out to the property to join in on the search. Her husband was by her side, but she knew they needed to split up in order to cover more ground.

      “Why don’t you head over that direction a little more,” Susan said.

      “I’d rather stay by your side.”

      “We need to cover as much ground as we can. I know we have a lot of people out here looking for Erica and Emily. I don’t want to miss something.”

      Willis sighed. “We’re going to find them. Whoever did this is going to get caught and going to have to pay for what they did.”

      “I don’t give a damn about any of that right now. I just want to find my babies.”

      “Almost the entire police force is looking for them, along with everyone in our family and several of the neighbors, too. We’re going to find them.”

      Susan shrugged. “I hope so.”

      She could tell her husband was trying to be as understanding as possible, and after he moved in closer and wrapped his arms around her, he kissed her on the cheek. A moment later, he spread out farther in order to cover more ground. Susan felt like the entire process was pointless and they weren’t going to find anything. Nevertheless, she continued to shine her flashlight in every direction, hoping to see something that would tell her where the twins had gone. Willis moved to their left while she covered the right until she found herself edging into the woods.

      With every turn she made that came up empty-handed, the same sick feeling returned in the pit of her stomach. What had she done to deserve to have her children taken from her? It was a question that haunted her, but she could only pray they were safe from whoever had kidnapped them. Susan had to stop on several occasions and try to stop herself from getting sick. The area around her was starting to become less familiar, and she was sure she was off their property at that point. It wasn’t until she nearly tripped on the edge of a side road that she realized where she was, but something caught her eye. She had no idea what she was seeing, but it was obvious that whatever she had spotted wasn’t supposed to be there. She quickly took her flashlight and shined it in that direction.

      Just a few feet down from where she had crossed the woods, she could see two separate piles of clothing. As soon as she made her way closer to the objects, she stopped. Right away, she recognized them as her daughter’s outfits. Fear for the safety of her daughters was already creeping her tightly, but it wasn’t until she noticed both of the girls’ coats at the bottom of the pile that panic completely took over. The entire situation started to become way too much for her to handle, and finding her daughter’s clothes lying on the side of the road was the last thing she needed.

      Her mind raced to the worst possible scenario. She had been keeping a hold of the hope in her heart that they would find their daughters in the area somewhere, but seeing the clothes cast away as they were, she knew for sure that her daughters had been taken. Whoever had come onto their property, hit Dean over the head, and taken her daughter from her had stripped them of everything they were wearing. She immediately felt like she was going to be sick to her stomach as she screamed out her husband’s name while falling to her knees. She knew things were about to get bad for their family, and she couldn’t imagine what was happening to her daughters.

      In minutes, her husband rushed to her side, and the area was surrounded by police. Several of them were still searching the area and looking at the tracks left on the road. All the other people who had been out searching were soon covering the entire area, trying to find some sign of what direction they were headed in. The whole thing was way too much for her to handle, but it wasn’t until Willis pointed out footprints and tracks leading out of the area that the world around her started to spin. The sickness in the pit of her stomach hadn’t gone away, and before she knew what was happening, the world went dark, and she started to get woozy.

      Susan could see an image in her mind of the twins just hours before, laughing and running around without a care in the world. No one had any idea what was going to happen just a short time later. Now that flashlights started to shine all around her, Susan couldn’t see anything but the darkness. She passed out, thinking about how much she loved her daughters and hoping they were all right, wherever they were.
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      Her head was still swimming when she woke. The world around her refused to take shape for several seconds as the throbbing in her brain persisted. Susan felt like she’d been hit by a ton of bricks, but she wasn’t going to let it slow her down. Slowly, the details of what had brought her to that state started coming back, and her heart ached. Her little girls were still missing, and no one was doing much to find them. Everyone around her gave off vibrations of incompetence, as far as she was concerned. Didn’t they know what was at stake? The temperatures outside had reached dangerous lows.

      Sitting up, she groaned as a familiar hand shot out to her right to help her. Willis was sitting next to her on the couch, though she had no idea how she’d ended up back there. Not once before in her life had she passed out. Now, with flushed cheeks and a pounding head, she was more than a little embarrassed. Susan couldn’t help but wonder how much precious time had been wasted on her. If they didn’t find their daughters in time, Susan would never forgive herself. As her body started to shake, Willis held her close. An officer sat on the edge of the coffee table. The man was looking her over, seemingly wondering if she was okay.

      “Just take it easy now, sweetheart,” Willis said. “You had a nasty fainting spell, so don’t go jumping up and making yourself dizzy.”

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      Even Susan could hear the sound of the lie in her tone. The knowledge of what they’d found on the road earlier started to creep back in, and her stomach lurched. Wrapping her arms around her stomach, Susan did her best not to get sick. It was bad enough that she’d fainted. She didn’t want to make more of a scene. Yet the memories stung. The thought of her children stripped and terrified made the room start to spin around her once again. Susan was going to find whoever had taken her girls and make them pay for the suffering they’d caused.

      “Oh, God…we found their clothing, Willis,” Susan whispered.

      “I know, honey. The officers have already taken it down to the state to see if they can find any trace evidence on them—”

      “Evidence? What kind? I want to go down there. I don’t want to be sitting here, doing nothing. We need to know if they’ve found anything yet or if any tips have come in—”

      “Mrs. Enders, we are doing everything in our power to find your daughters. Right now, what we need for you is to sit tight in case the girls return on their own or the kidnappers call,” the officer said.

      “Let me get this straight. Our daughters are missing, and you want us to sit around and do nothing? Twiddle our thumbs and watch as the world turns?” Susan asked. “That’s not good enough.”

      Her eyes were leveled on the police officer. She could feel Willis squeezing her arm and trying to keep her calm, but Susan didn’t acknowledge him. If the officer thought, for one second, she was going to sit back and let them try to find her girls, he had another think coming. Though Susan never took advantage of her sway within the community, she wouldn’t hesitate to use those connections to be a part of the investigation at every step. Her daughters mattered more to her than anyone or anything else in the world.

      “Give me one second to call the station and see if I can get an update for you folks,” he said.

      The officer rose and headed back out of the living room, leaving the couple alone. It seemed to be the only room on the main floor of the old farmhouse that hadn’t been taken over by Becky and Dean, who were helping to lead the search team of volunteers. Each time the doorbell rang, her heart leaped with hope. Yet it was never her little girls walking through. One by one, despite the late hours of the night, their neighbors and community members filtered in to join the efforts. Though she was touched by their show of support, Susan hated why they were there. A cold chill ran down her spine despite the warmth of the room. Willis held her close.

      “Hey,” he whispered. “We are going to find them and get through this. The police are doing everything they can.”

      “What if it’s still not good enough, Willis? What if whoever took them is already long gone? They aren’t doing enough. We need to call in someone else, someone who can really help.”

      “I’m open to suggestions,” he said.

      She sighed and shook her head. “I just don’t know…how could anyone take our babies and attack Dean like that? We’ve never hurt anyone.”

      Before her husband could offer a response, the officer returned to the room, but from the look in his eyes, it wasn’t anything good. For a split second, her mind went to the worst possible place. As she fought to keep her stomach under control, the man sat back down on her coffee table and looked at his hands. If he didn’t start talking soon, Susan was confident she was going to have another mental snap, but this time, it would be an outburst and nothing as docile as a fainting spell.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have much news for you. We’ve got the AMBER Alert out, but most of the staff at the station were already off for the night. They are calling everyone in, but getting forensics on the clothing and tire tracks is going to take some time—”

      “My little girls don’t have time,” she snapped. “What about the cameras our tax dollars put at every bus stop? Even if they were taken from the back road, they’d have to cross a stop at some point or another.”

      “I don’t know what the holdup is with that, honestly. I do know not all the cameras were operational at the time of the abduction,” he said.

      Her jaw dropped. “What? Are you kidding me?”

      “They were set up to protect kids at bus stops, not to run on weekends and holidays. It wasn’t in the budget to get a full-service recording. They are trying to locate an active camera now.”

      “I can’t believe this,” she stammered. “Why the hell are you here, then? Why aren’t you out there doing your job?”

      The officer looked shocked by her tone and the question, but she wasn’t going to back down. There was no good reason for him to be there. After all, they needed to find her children, and he was doing nothing to make that happen. Willis nudged her side, obviously wanting her to back off the police officer, but she wasn’t about to do that. As long as her girls were missing, she wasn’t going to let anyone get away with sitting around.

      “Ma’am, right now, the chief thinks it would be best if we had someone on the force here just in case you are contacted.”

      “That’s a waste of manpower,” she growled.

      The officer’s eyes darted to Willis. “I think I’ll give the two of you a few minutes to talk. Once I have an update to give you, I’ll come back. Until then, please let us know if you need anything.”

      “I need my children,” Susan snapped.

      The poor man blushed and nodded before quickly making his exit. She didn’t care how harsh he thought she was being. They were a small community, and if the federal government was needed to find her children, she would be on the phone with someone within minutes. No officer of the local law was going to stand in her way.

      “Hey, why don’t you go upstairs and get a shower? You’re still soaking wet and covered in mud—”

      “Like our children might be?”

      Willis tensed. “Honey, everyone is trying to find them. Right now, all we can do is pray and get their pictures out there. Someone had to have seen something. Go get a shower, and I’ll keep an eye on things here.”

      As much as she wanted to tell her husband it wasn’t going to happen, she could feel her legs starting to tingle as the mud and moisture dried on them. Nodding, Susan slipped away from him and up the wood steps to where their bedroom waited at the end of the hall. Though she kept her composure up to that point, the moment the door closed behind her and Susan was alone, her knees became weak, and she collapsed to the floor. The tears fell without any sign of slowing as she sobbed and prayed for her daughter’s safe return.
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      Time seemed to move with such slowness that Susan didn’t think she would ever feel the same again. Even after spending time in the shower, completely breaking down, and assuring herself they would find the girls, Susan felt no better. There was nothing they could do short of going down to the police station and berating the officers. She already knew her husband wouldn’t go along with that plan. She adored him; he was her rock in so many instances, but now, she was starting to feel like they were on different teams. Her sole focus was on finding the children. She didn’t care how it was accomplished. There were no laws or rules she wouldn’t break to have the twins safely back in her arms.

      Somehow, night fell, and Becky insisted they both try to get some sleep. Susan was confident that resting while her children were missing was something that couldn’t possibly happen, but fifteen minutes after lying down in the bed next to her husband, she was listening to his rhythmic snoring once again. Susan wasn’t going to hold it against the man. She knew sleep was needed to think with a clear head, yet her mind couldn’t convince the rest of her body to take a break. She looked at the ceiling, staring blankly for several minutes before turning to prayer. Back and forth, she went between loving and hating the god she hadn’t given much consideration to in nearly a decade.

      Faith had always been her grandmother’s area of expertise. Though Susan believed in a god, she didn’t know what kind of higher power would allow her children to be taken from her. She desperately wanted to believe that everything was going to be okay, but it was a tough pill to swallow, given everything that had happened up to that point. Finally, after nearly two hours of lying next to her husband in silence, Susan couldn’t stay there for another moment longer. Carefully pulling back the blankets, she slipped out of bed and grabbed her clothing as she jogged for the door. Though Willis was able to shut off his mind, Susan couldn’t even begin to think of doing so.

      As she moved quietly down the creaking farmhouse steps, she peered into the living room and saw her mother-in-law asleep on the sofa. Her father-in-law was snoring softly from the recliner. Before they had gone to catch a nap, she had heard that the search was being postponed due to the temperatures and the looming fog. In the silence, though, it seemed like the wrong path for the search parties and officers to be taking. She was absolutely infuriated that no one else was taking her children’s abduction seriously. The last thing she wanted to do was wake anyone. She knew how hard they had all been working since the news of the twin’s abductions had first hit. Creeping to the back door of the kitchen, Susan slipped outside into the frigid night air. She could understand why others had wanted to give up the search.

      Susan couldn’t blame them for not wanting to be out in the awful temperatures. Yet the only thing she could think about was her children suffering if, by some chance, they were out there on their own. She tried not to think about all the possible outcomes as she jogged toward the barn. Before long, she was moving past it and flicking on her phone’s light to guide the way. Given that the property was her home, she didn’t struggle to navigate the forest, even though it was late at night. As she moved, she couldn’t help but speak to the powers above, no matter who’s faith had it right.

      “I know we don’t talk ever, and on Sundays, I’m normally going over my shopping list in my head as opposed to sitting in church, praying…but I could really use your help here. I don’t know why anyone would take our little girls, but now, now I need them back,” Susan said.

      Only the swaying of the trees in the wind responded to her.

      Susan snorted and shook her head. “What the hell was I expecting, huh? You aren’t up there. Hell, no one is sitting in the clouds, waiting to save and help people. What a load of crap. There is no god, there is no help, there is just me and myself to figure this out, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

      With each word, her voice raised more until she was certain that she’d have a sore throat if the yelling continued. There was something cathartic about screaming at the sky. The sun would be up soon, of that, she was certain. It always rose, no matter if she felt like the world was coming to an end or not. There were some certainties in life that even Susan couldn’t deny. Bit by bit, she worked her way through the forest until the road that she’d collapsed on before came into view. Once more, she spoke to the god she wasn’t sure existed.

      “Is this what you wanted, you son of a bitch? Is this it? You want to see me suffer and beg to plead for you to bring them back? You’re a shitty, shitty god if you are up there,” she growled. “Grandma Betty would be rolling over in her grave if she could see me now.”

      Slamming her fist against a tree, she cursed at the sound of breaking bones as the tears started to fall again. Dropping to her knees, she tried to wipe away the falling tears, but it was no use. As the sun started to come up, Susan came to understand that her girls were gone, and she was no closer to finding them than she had been twelve hours before. There was a sharp pain in her knee, and she shifted just as the sun came up, kissing the ground and making the dewdrops shimmer in the new morning. Reaching beneath herself to readjust and regroup her mind, she felt the culprit twig wedged into her leg. She pulled it out and was about to flick it away when the sun’s glint caught hold of it.

      Susan gasped when she saw what had been digging into her skin. It wasn’t a twig, after all. Instead, it was a half-inch round stone that shimmered a glowing green. As recognition surged through her, Susan felt like she was going to be sick, rage coursing through her when it dawned on her who had taken her precious children. She’d seen it earlier in the evening, though, at that point, it had been tucked into a delicate butterfly broach. Her fingers wrapped around the stone. Climbing to her feet, she kept her fist tightly bound as a new blinding anger took hold of her body. Paula hadn’t been there to rekindle the ties with her family.

      No, she had come to snatch away what mattered most to Susan. She would pay for what she’d done, but not until Susan had her children back in her arms. Pulling her phone back out of her pocket, Susan dialed her husband’s number and listened as the phone connected, ringing on the other end. If he wasn’t awake yet, he needed to be. She was going to confront his sister, and if he wanted to come, the decision belonged to him. Susan wouldn’t be stopped, though, and Paula wasn’t going to set foot out of her rented home with Emily and Erica, not as long as there was a breath left inside of her.
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      She was infuriated by the time she made it back to the house. For whatever reason, Willis wasn’t answering his phone. The man had to be exhausted, but it was the first real lead they had about the case. Making no noise as Susan crept into the house, she made her way up the steps to where her husband was in the bedroom. Seeing her in-laws in the living room, both still sleeping away, Susan didn’t want to wake them. They wouldn’t understand why she was sneaking in, nor why she was leaving again. Before telling the kind elderly couple she was almost certain their daughter was a kidnapper, Susan had to be certain.

      Flipping on the lights, she climbed onto the bed and shook her husband. Susan could practically see the emotions cycling through from the expressions on his face. At first, he was shocked at being woken in such a manner before realizing that their children had been abducted. His eyes searched her expression longingly, desperately looking for any sign that the girls had been found. When Susan shook her head, the sparkling light in his eyes immediately faded. Yet she had something to share, which, as far as she was concerned, was good news. There had been nothing but radio silence from the police officers in the hours since they had left their home.

      “I think your sister had something to do with this,” Susan whispered.

      Willis rolled his eyes and flopped his head back on the pillow. “Come on, Susan, be realistic. Why would Paula have anything to do with this? She has to know she would be one of the first people suspected.

      “Why are you pushing this so hard? I know you want to find them, and I do, too, but this isn’t the way. We won’t get anywhere with erroneous allegations.”

      Unfurling her palm, she revealed to him the fake rhinestone she had found. He looked at it, plucking it from her hand before shrugging and giving it back to her. Of course, it would have no meaning to him. Willis was an amazing man and wonderful at many things, but noticing accessories was not one of them. She couldn’t hold it against him. Tucking the bead into her jeans pocket, she made sure to wedge it into the corner where it wouldn’t be lost. Glancing outside, she saw that the sun was already rising in the sky. They needed to get out of there before anyone else woke up.

      “This is a gemstone from the broach your sister was wearing at the party, Willis,” she said.

      “Okay, well, I’m sure she’ll be thankful that you found it,” he said.

      “No, you don’t understand. I found this on the back road where the girls’ clothing was located. Willis, this is proof that your sister had something to do with the girls’ abduction,” she said.

      Her words got his attention. He sat up in bed, holding out his hand to take a closer look at the prime stone. She quickly fished it back out of her pocket and handed it to him. The color drained from his face as he swallowed and handed it back to her, not saying a word as he nodded and quietly climbed from the bed. She waited for him as he got dressed, and together, they snuck downstairs like they were young kids sneaking out from beneath their parents’ gaze. He quickly grabbed the car keys, and they made it into the garage without Becky or Dean noticing. Climbing into the vehicle, the pair cringed when Willis hit the garage door opener and it roared to life.

      By the time Dean and Becky were awake by the noise, Susan and Willis would already be out on the road. Her heart was racing at the idea of confronting Paula. From the very beginning, Harper had tried to warn them there was something off about the eldest sibling’s visit during the festivities. None of them had listened to her. It was something Susan would regret for the rest of her life if it turned out that Paula had something to do with the girls’ abduction. Her husband was silent as they raced through the streets in the direction of his sister’s temporary rental. She wanted to know what was going through his mind but was also a little scared to dive in.

      “You know, when you woke me up, for a split second there, I had forgotten about what happened. It was like coming out of a wonderful dream only to find yourself in a nightmare. I don’t know that I want to try to sleep again after that. What about you? How are you holding up? Did you get any sleep?” Willis said.

      Susan shook her head. “I tried for a few hours, but in the end, I got up and went for a walk. I was wandering around the woods, and that’s when I found myself back at the spot where we found the girls’ clothing. Why would she do this to us, Willis? You don’t think she is trying to replace her daughter, do you?”

      “I honestly have no idea. I don’t want to think about what it means if she is behind this. It doesn’t seem real that my own sister might be involved, though, you know?”

      “I hate to admit it, but it all makes perfect sense if you ask me. She was acting so weird the entire time she was here. At first, I just assumed it was because we never really knew her without her being high on something, but looking back now, it was all a ruse to get close to our kids. I swear to God, Willis, if she lays a single hand on them, she will wish she was dead.”

      “Let’s not jump to any quick or hasty conclusions, sweetheart. We are almost there. We will talk to her and figure out what is going on together,” Willis said.

      As the rental came into view, her heart was starting to race. Despite the fact that she was exhausted, every fiber in her being was vibrating. Susan could almost feel the satisfaction of having her children back in her arms. She would hold them tight for a few minutes, and she would deal with Paula and her disgusting boyfriend. No man should stare at children as long as he did. Looking back at their behavior, she mentally kicked herself for not following her instinct and keeping the girls as far away from them as possible. Willis parked the car in front of the rental.

      “All right, what is our game plan here?” Willis asked.

      “What do you mean? We are going to go in there, and we are going to find our children. I don’t know if they are dumb enough to keep them in the house with them, but I know they are guilty,” Susan replied.

      “Well, we can’t just go bursting in there. It’s no big deal for me to stop over, but given everything that has already happened, I don’t know how inviting they are going to feel,” Willis said.

      “I don’t give a damn whether they want us there. I know in my heart they are behind this, and the rhinestone is proof of that.”

      “All it is, is a single rhinestone. We can’t prove that it came from her brooch. I’m not saying that I don’t support you in this, but I don’t want to cause a rift in our family for no reason, either,” Willis said.

      “A rift? Is that what you call a kidnapping? I’m sorry, but I’m not going to wait around here any longer, trying to figure out a game plan.”

      “I am not saying we need to have some sort of elaborate plan mapped out, but going in there without knowing what we are going to say is a foolish idea. If they do have anything to do with the girls’ kidnapping, all we are going to do is alert them. You don’t want to give them a heads-up before the police get here, do you?” Willis said.

      “No, but I also don’t want to wait around here for the police to come. They’ve already made it clear they don’t take us seriously. We need to handle this on our own,” Susan hissed.

      Grabbing hold of the door, she didn’t wait to listen to her husband’s protests as she jumped out. She carefully closed the door behind her. The last thing she wanted to do was alert the kidnapping couple to their arrival. As far as she was concerned, Willis could be an active participant in rescuing their children or not. She certainly wasn’t going to hold anything back. Every second she was separated from her girls, it made her sick to her stomach. She could hear her husband chasing after her, quietly whispering for her to slow down, but she ignored him.
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      Her husband managed to catch up with her just as she reached the door. Instinctively, her hand moved to the doorknob as she prepared herself for whatever they found. Willis, though, was faster than she was and quickly stepped in front of her, knocking on the door instead of barging right in as she wanted to. For several seconds, they waited in a tense silence. Everything about the situation infuriated her, from her husband stepping into his constant act of the devil’s advocate. Whether his sister was guilty, she had a fair amount of explaining to do to both of them.

      It felt like eternity was dragging on as they waited for someone to answer the door. They weren’t supposed to fly out until the following morning, and there was no reason for them not to be at the rented home. With each passing second, the nausea inside of her continued to grow. She could see her husband becoming more nervous the longer they stood in the frigid temperatures. He was starting to doubt his own belief that Paula had nothing to do with the kidnapping. She was happy to see that her partner was finally on board with the truth.

      “We should just go in ourselves,” Susan said. “If we want to learn anything from this place, we don’t have time to wait.”

      “I don’t know about that. Even with everything going on, I don’t think it’s a good idea just to barge in without letting the police know. Besides, they are much better equipped to handle the situation than we are.”

      “So, you want to call the police and have them handle it?”

      Willis sighed. “I don’t think we have any other options. Let’s just call the cops and wait for them to get here.”

      Susan nodded. “I think you’re probably right. That’s a good idea to call the police.”

      Her husband smiled slightly and turned around to make the call to the police department. She knew he wasn’t going to be willing to break any laws and had always followed the rules, but Susan knew desperate times call for desperate measures. As soon as Willis turned around to make his phone call, she quickly opened the door. There was nothing that was going to stop her from finding her little girls. Before she had the chance to walk in, her husband turned around and sighed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’re more than welcome to wait for the police to arrive, and I think that’s a good idea, but I never said I was going to.”

      “Honey, this is breaking and entering. We could go to jail for something like this.”

      “Yeah, you’re absolutely right. Here’s the thing. I don’t really care if they haul me off to jail for trying to find my kids. Emily and Erica are missing, and I’m going to do whatever I have to in order to find them.”

      Willis was obviously infuriated with her course of action, but he quickly ended the call he had been placing to the police, nonetheless. She knew he would come around to see things her way sooner or later. He had always been a law-abiding citizen, but the same could be said for her as well. There was no line she wouldn’t cross when it came to her little girls. As soon as they stepped into the space, Susan knew something was wrong. Though there were a handful of lights on in the space, it didn’t appear as though anyone had been back there in several hours.

      Looking around, Susan couldn’t stop herself from calling out for her daughters. She waited and gazed at her husband, but nothing could be heard save for the humming of the appliance. Her big plan of saving the girls from the clutches of their evil aunt was coming unraveled. Wherever the woman had tried to escape to, Susan was going to track her down and make sure she got her children back. Starting from one room to another, Susan continued to call out for them, but in her heart, she knew they weren’t there.

      “I already called the police, and they said they were going to send someone out. We should just head back outside and wait for them to arrive,” Willis said.

      “What do you think they are going to be able to do? Right now, all we have is simple speculation. They’ll probably just laugh in our faces.”

      “Not before they haul us off to jail for breaking and entering, but that’s not the point. They’ll be sending out a small force to deal with the situation, and we have friends who’re willing to do whatever it takes to get us our daughters back.”

      Susan scoffed. “A lot of good that’s going to do.”

      “Listen to me. The police officer I talked to on the phone said they were already putting an APB out for Paula and Dylan’s rental car. It won’t take them long to find out where they went. I just think we should wait outside and not get into any trouble.”

      “I’m not waiting around for anyone.”

      “What do you mean?” Willis asked. “The police are going to be our best chance of getting the girls back. We should just wait for them to get here.”

      “You can go ahead and wait outside if that’s what you want to do, but I’m going to keep looking for any clues that tell us where our daughters are.”

      Before her husband could argue with her anymore, Susan spun around and jogged through the small house to the back rooms. If he didn’t want to help her, she wouldn’t force him, but every decision he made that kept her from finding their children was stored away in her memory. She wasn’t going to stop hunting for them simply because her husband wanted her to. No matter what it cost, emotionally or physically, Susan was going to continue the hunt until they were back in her arms. Moving from one room to the next, she opened the doors, searched under beds, and checked in closets, but there was no sign of them.

      It didn’t make any sense. Everything to that point was leading her to Paula and her partner, yet they had vanished without a trace. Taking a deep breath, she joined her husband in the living room and shook her head when he looked at her expectantly. There was nothing there for them, no lead taking them to their daughters, and no hope. Susan felt like she was going to be sick as she sat on the sofa, the sounds of sirens slowly approaching in the distance as her husband’s phone started to ring. The conversation was a short one. When Willis ended the call, he looked at her hopefully.

      “I just got off the phone with Officer White, and he was telling me they just got a hit on Paula’s rental car. I told you it would only be a matter of time before they got something on that APB.”

      “I never said they wouldn’t get anything, but I wasn’t going to sit around and wait for them to find out something when I could be in here looking for some sort of hint as to where Emily and Erica are. What else did the officer tell you?”

      Willis sighed. “He said the car was returned to the airport rental terminal already, and they sent officers out to look into it.”

      “How’s that possible when Paula told me they weren’t leaving until tomorrow?”

      “That’s not the only piece of information they were letting us know. There’s more.”

      “Why don’t you just quit beating around the bush and tell me what else they found? Are the girls all right? Were they able to find them?”

      “We still don’t have any information on the whereabouts of our girls, but the police were able to find Paula and Dylan just before they boarded their flight.”

      Susan gasped. “Oh, my God. Did they arrest them?”

      “They are being taken into custody and heading back to the station for more questioning. That’s all the information they have right now.”

      Instantly, Susan was on her feet and heading for the door. She knew her husband didn’t like the idea of going down to the station even before the pair talked about it. Knowing his sister and her boyfriend were trying to flee the state early, though, was all the proof Susan needed to make her assumptions. Each minute that the girls were missing, they could be tormented, freezing, or worse. Her stomach lurched again at the thought of them being in pain. Nothing was going to stop her from finding them, not even the man she loved. If he didn’t want to be a part of the hunt, he could go back home and wait for answers, but Susan would keep marching on.
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      The trip to the police station was a quiet one. She knew her husband was still upset about her taking control of the situation. Yet Susan wasn’t going to allow him to change her mind. As long as her children were unaccounted for, Susan would view everyone as a suspect. It didn’t matter who they were in her life. As far as she was concerned, until the guilty party was found and her daughters were returned, everyone was suspicious. Though the rest of the community was starting to wake up, she didn’t, for one second, believe that any of them had lost the amount of sleep she had.

      There was no question in her mind that they were all willing to help her in the search for the twins, but they couldn’t understand the significant devastation that followed her every second of the day that the girls were missing. As soon as they arrived at the station, her loving and devoted husband attempted to keep her from rushing in. His steady hand on her shoulder did little to slow her down. Susan didn’t care what he thought about his sister. If the woman had something to do with their daughters’ abductions, they needed to know.

      “We need to be really careful and smart when we go in here,” Willis said. “It’s not like they’re going to let us just walk in and start asking questions. It’s unlikely they’re going to let us talk to them at all.”

      “That’s why I’m going to need you to cause a distraction.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Susan sighed. “If you can go in there and distract the officers, then I can sneak in and talk to Paula and Dylan. That’s the only way we’re going to get any answers.”

      “I can’t be going in there and acting like we are the police. We already got away with breaking and entering, and I’d rather not take a chance of getting arrested by interfering with the investigation.”

      “If you don’t want to question your sister and her boyfriend, then I’ll be more than happy to step in and ask all the questions.”

      Willis scoffed. “You’re being completely unreasonable. The police have everything under control, and I’m sure they’re going to get all the answers we need to find our little girls. Let’s just get back to the house and wait for them to tell us what they found out.”

      Susan opened the door and got out of the car. “Look, I understand if you don’t wanna come in with me, and you’re more than welcome to head back to the house, if that’s what you want to do. I’m going in there and having a conversation with them.”

      As she slammed the door behind her, Susan spun around and started to storm up the steps of the precinct. She heard her husband’s door opening and closing behind her. Knowing he was going to come with her despite his own opinions on the matter meant the world to Susan. It reminded her that everything they did together, they accomplished as a team. Taking the steps two at a time, she reached the doors at the same time as her husband, and he quickly pulled them open. Right away, they were met with curious gazes from the station staff. It wasn’t long before Officer White, a longtime friend of Willis’s father and mother, emerged.

      “I obviously wasn’t expecting the two of you to come down to the station. I’m planning on giving you both a call when I finish interrogating both of them,” he said.

      “Have you talked to either one of them?” Willis asked.

      “Paula has already been questioned and is sitting in the waiting room, waiting for us to finish up with Dylan. As I said, I wasn’t expecting either one of you to make your way down here, but you’re more than welcome to have a seat in the lobby until after I finish with the boyfriend.”

      “I appreciate that. Were you able to get any information from Paula about where our daughters are?”

      “She didn’t give us any information, and she answered each and every one of my questions without hesitation.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Susan asked.

      “Right now, it doesn’t mean much of anything. The one thing I’m certain of is the fact that I don’t think either one of them had anything to do with the abduction. At least, it doesn’t look like it so far.”

      Willis sighed. “In a way, that’s sort of a relief, but I was definitely hoping we would be able to figure out something that would tell us where the girls are.”

      Officer White nodded. “Well, I still have to go through the entire process with Dylan, so there’s still a chance we might be able to learn something, but it’s not looking like either one of them was involved. You’re still welcome to wait.”

      “Thank you. I think we’re going to stick around until you finish questioning them both.”

      Following her husband and the officer, Susan moved through the familiar station to a small waiting room they kept for family. Seeing Paula there, looking relaxed and enjoying an article on her phone, Susan had to fight the urge not to lunge for the woman. Paula looked up when she heard the door open. As soon as her eyes landed on the couple, her face paled some. It took every ounce of self-control that Susan had not to race across the room and strangle her sister-in-law until she got the answer she wanted. Feeling her husband’s comforting hand on her shoulder, though, she knew she wouldn’t make it more than a few steps before Willis and Officer White stopped her.

      “I’ll only be a few minutes,” the officer said. “Are you sure I can leave the three of you alone together?”

      “Of course,” Willis replied. “We’ll be fine.”

      The man still did not seem convinced by Willis’s promise but gave them both a curt nod before turning and heading back out of the room. As soon as he was out of sight, Susan started to charge in the direction of Paula, but her husband held her back. It was easy to see that her husband’s sister was outraged by the situation.

      “Why in the hell was I pulled from my flight, and what are we even doing here? Do you know how embarrassing this is for me?” Paula demanded.

      “You know exactly what is going on,” Susan snapped. “We’ve been looking for Emily and Erica, and guess what we found?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “We found a rhinestone from your broach, and I know damn well that you had something to do with what happened to my daughters.”

      Paula snorted. “I know we had a conversation about the broach at the party, but I ended up giving it to Erica. She came up to me, and we started to talk. She really liked it, and I thought it would be nice for her to have a piece of our family heritage.”

      “So, you gave it to her?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? It was meant to be passed down to my daughter, and that can’t happen. I really liked it so much that I thought it would be perfect for her to pass on to her children someday.”

      “You’re lying, and I know it. I know you had something to do with the kidnapping of my little girls. Why don’t you just come clean?”

      She scoffed. “I don’t really care what you believe. I’m telling you the truth. I certainly don’t have to stand here and take this kind of abuse from you.”

      As the woman brushed past them, Susan once again toyed with the idea of lunging at her but knew the only thing it would accomplish was getting her a night in the jail’s holding cell. Instead, Susan let Paula pass by without stopping her, though she desperately wanted to. Taking a seat in the waiting room, Susan let her mind travel back to the hours before the girls had been abducted. She replayed the scene in her mind a dozen times, confirming what she already knew. She had seen Paula leaving with the brooch on.

      There was no possible way the woman could have given it to one of Susan’s daughters, no matter what she claimed. The pair sat in silence, waiting for the return of the officer, but the wheels in Susan’s head were already spinning in motion. If the police weren’t going to believe her, and her owner’s husband was unwilling to see the truth, it was up to Susan to track down Erica and Emily on her own. Nothing was stronger than a mother’s love for her children. Before she could do anything to help her girls, she had to find a way to get Willis out of the picture. She would do anything for her girls, but she wouldn’t ask her husband to do the same.
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      “I really wish I had more for you, but we are at a standstill here. We can’t hold Paula or Dylan; we’ve got nothing on them. I’m sorry, Susan—”

      “That’s not good enough,” she growled.

      Officer White cringed but said nothing else. Listening to her husband as the man spoke about the next steps, bringing in the federal government and holding a press conference, her mind started to drift. She knew Paula had something to do with her daughter’s disappearances, but no one seemed to believe her, at least not her husband or the officer. Several minutes later, she was being led back out of the station by her spouse. She did not try to fight or argue with him as he held open the car door and she climbed into the passenger side.

      He took his place behind the wheel and fired up the vehicle, letting it sit for several minutes to warm the engine before pulling away. Once on the road, Susan couldn’t hold back any longer. The anger inside of her threatened to boil over. How could her life partner not see just how evil Paula truly was? The woman had looked at them both with such cold, uncaring eyes that it was impossible for Susan to miss the hatred she saw there. Yet, Willis was determined to be oblivious to his sister’s dark side.

      “I don’t care what the police think. I still believe Paula was involved somehow,” Susan said.

      “Well, there’s no evidence, and nothing else suggests she had anything to do with this.”

      “I know for a fact that Paula was still wearing the broach when she left the house during the party.”

      Willis sighed. “I want to find the girls as much as you do, but Paula is still my sister, and even after everything that we’ve been through, honestly, I don’t think she has anything to do with the kidnapping.”

      “I know she is your family, but I know—”

      “What do you know? I’m done accusing her of things she had nothing to do with, and the next time you have a hunch, you’re going to need a little more than a stray rhinestone to back it up if you want me to believe it.”

      “I know you don’t want to think she had anything to do with their kidnapping, but you’re wrong. I know I’m right about this. I can feel it in the deepest part of my heart.”

      “All right, let’s just say that you are right about any of that. We still don’t have any proof that she left with the broach on other than the fact that you think you saw it.”

      “I know exactly what I saw,” she snapped.

      “I believe that you think you saw her leaving with it on, but isn’t it just as possible that you’re remembering the order of events wrong? Maybe Paula didn’t leave with it at all.”

      She didn’t know what to say to her husband to get him to understand that there was no question about the order in which she was remembering things. It seemed he had made up his own mind about his sister’s innocence. If he didn’t want to work with her, she would follow the trail and learn the truth on her own. As soon as they arrived at the house, they both stormed inside without a word spoken between them. She saw that her father-in-law had woken, but Becky was still asleep. Following her husband up the steps and into their bedroom, Susan sat on the bed, exhausted from the events of the early morning.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Willis mumbled. “Are you going to be okay by yourself for a few minutes?”

      Susan glared at her husband. “I’m not a child. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Right,” he said.

      Watching him as he headed for the adjoining bathroom and closed the door, Susan sighed and shook her head. She hated they weren’t on the same page. It broke her heart, knowing he didn’t see Paula for what she was. Suddenly, the bedroom felt too familiar and warm. Everywhere she looked was a reminder of her little girls. Grabbing her purse and phone from the nightstand next to the bed, Susan raced for the bedroom door, jogging down the steps two at a time before reaching the kitchen. She skidded to a stop at the sight of Dean sitting at the counter, a steaming mug of coffee between his hands.

      Dean smiled when he saw her and immediately started pouring her a cup as well as she sat on the island across from him. His eyes moved to the purse and keys she set on the counter, but he said nothing. There had always been a bond between the father-in-law and daughter-in-law. They both shared a love for the twins that knew no bounds. A former military man himself, Dean would stop at nothing to find his granddaughters. It took a great deal to ruffle the man’s feathers.

      “Willis sent me a text message while the two of you were at the police station and told me about the rhinestone you found. I suppose that’s why the two of you went on a mission to try to find Paula and Dylan.”

      Susan sighed. “I’m really sorry for accusing your daughter of having something to do with the kidnapping of my little girls. I still believe with all my heart that Paula is somehow involved. If she didn’t kidnap them directly, she was still behind it somehow.”

      “You know,” Dean sighed, “I really hate to think she was behind any of this or involved somehow, but I trust you.”

      “What do you mean? Willis seems to think she would never be involved.”

      “I hope that’s true from the bottom of my heart, but the fact of the matter is that you have always had a good head on your shoulders, and if you think Paula had something to do with the kidnapping, then you should follow your gut.”

      “So, you believe me then?”

      “I hate to think that it might be true. Before as long as I can remember, you’ve never been far off with what your gut tells you. If your instinct is telling you that Paula and Dylan are behind this, then you have to follow that instinct, no matter who likes it or doesn’t.”

      “Thank you,” Susan said. “Nothing else makes sense, and I’m glad I have your support, even if it isn’t popular.”

      Dean chuckled. “Sometimes, the most important thing we can do in life is push away whatever anyone else believes and follow our heart.”

      She was shocked by her father-in-law’s words. Though they had always shared a close bond, Susan never could have imagined he would be on her side when it came to Paula and her new boyfriend. As the pair sat in silence and drank their coffee, she couldn’t help but wonder what the next step was going to be. Somewhere out there, someone had to know about the abduction, and Susan wasn’t going to rest until she’d turned over every stone. It was going to take more than a team of one. Finding a few friendly allies to work with was crucial.

      “I’m curious,” Susan said. “Do you happen to have any friends in the State Department?”

      Dean scoffed. “Honestly, I don’t have any idea anymore. It’s been a long time since…hell, it’s been decades since I spoke to most of the people I knew back in the day.”

      “Would there be any chance that you could make some phone calls to see if you have any contacts left?”

      “I can do that. Once the rest of the world is awake, I’ll make some phone calls and see if I can find someone who remembers me. It’s the least I can do if it means helping you find Emily and Erica.”

      Susan smiled. “Thank you. That would help me out a lot.”

      He nodded. “It’s not a problem. I’ll do whatever it takes to get those girls back. Now, would you like me to have a talk with Willis?”

      “No, not yet. Willis has a huge heart, but he’ll come around eventually. I just need to give him the time to wrap his head around everything.”

      “Just don’t give up on him. Don’t let go of that hope you have in your heart that everything is going to work out.”

      “That’s the one thing I can make a solid promise about. I’m not giving up, no matter what happens.”

      Once again, the room was filled with a heavy silence. Susan wanted to believe it was all going to work out in the end, but her hope was starting to falter. It felt like the world was working against her. She knew they were running out of time. They had to keep pushing, keep asking questions until her little girls were found, and she had her loving arms around them once again. When that time came, she’d never let them go.
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      After talking with Dean, he went to wake his wife and pick up a few things before the volunteers started to arrive. For several minutes, Susan remained at the counter, thinking about what to do and playing the conversation over again in her mind. Dean had told her to follow her instincts, no matter where they led her. For the first time since her daughters had been taken, she truly felt like there was hope, but it meant keeping her husband in the dark, at least for a little while. He would try to stop her if he knew what she was planning. Susan hated she was going to deceive the man she loved, but if it was the only way she’d get her daughters back alive, Susan would follow the path no matter where it led or who it hurt in the process.

      Willis would heal from the betrayal, but she would never recover if her daughters weren’t found. Grabbing her purse from the counter, she snatched the standby charger from the wall plug for her phone and quickly raced out the back door of the house. Moving with some speed, she jogged around the side of the house to where the family car was parked out front. She didn’t want Becky to see her leaving, nor did she want her husband to hear the front door opening and closing. If nothing else, she needed a little bit of a head start before telling him her plan.

      Susan felt like she was the one with something to hide, and in a way, she was. She had no intentions of letting her husband or anyone else stop her from finding the answers she was looking for. Making her way to the car, she gently tugged open the door and tried to close it just as quietly. Attempting to be as silent as possible, she knew the door hadn’t closed all the way, but it didn’t matter. She took the keys in her hand and found the ignition key before sliding it into the cylinder and starting the car. A moment later, she was taking off down the street in a hurry, long before the car had a chance to warm up.

      The first stop sign she came to, Susan quickly opened the door and closed it tightly just as her phone started to ring. Pulling it from her pocket, she saw right away that her husband was calling, but she needed just a little more time before having to speak with the man. He would eventually understand why she was doing what she was doing. Susan knew she had to think about the long game and getting her daughters back, no matter the cost.

      Even if she had managed to muster the courage to answer the call, she wasn’t even sure what to say to her husband. The only thing she knew was that time was running out, and she needed answers. Declining the call, she stuffed the phone back into her pocket and headed in the direction of the police station. There wasn’t time to be slowed down if she was going to get the girls home, and she wasn’t ready for another argument.

      She arrived at her destination a few minutes later. Even if she had to sit outside and wait for Paula and Dylan to emerge before confronting them, it was fine with Susan. The author questioned every thought she had, wondering if she was on the wrong path and wasting time while her children suffered. Yet her gut wouldn’t let go of the notion that Paula had something to do with the girl’s abduction. Once again, her phone rang, but she ignored the call. After sitting and waiting for nearly ten minutes, the doors to the station opened, and a familiar face emerged.

      Susan cursed under her breath when Officer White caught sight of her car and started walking in her direction. Rolling down her window, she briefly thought about pulling away before he could reach her, but she knew it would only raise their suspicions more. Plus, Susan wanted to know if the man had uncovered anything else while interrogating the couple. If they had been told to return to their rental, she could easily follow up with Paula. The idea of confronting her sister-in-law brought a flicker of joy to Susan.

      “What are you doing sitting out here?” Officer White asked. “I figured you would have gone home with your husband.”

      “I did, actually,” Susan replied. “But I just needed to get out of the house and go for a drive and found myself pulling into the police station parking lot.”

      “Well, with everything that’s been going on, I can understand that. I have to tell you that if you’re planning on running into Paula or Dylan, they’ve already been released.”

      “I figured as much, but I’m not even really sure what I’m doing here. Do you have any idea where they were headed?”

      Officer White sighed. “I shouldn’t be telling you anything since we weren’t able to connect them to the kidnapping at all, but I went ahead and had an officer drop them back off at the airport about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That’s not a problem, but I wouldn’t be doing my due diligence if I didn’t warn you that you need to leave this matter to the police. You need to get back home and leave the police work to the professionals.”

      Instantly, she was ruffled. Susan didn’t like being bossed around by anyone. Least of all, an officer who was supposed to be helping her find her missing children. Gripping the wheel, she smiled at him and ground her teeth together to keep from saying something she’d regret. It was bad enough they’d let Paula and Dylan leave. Now, she was faced with yet another obstacle. No matter what Officer White thought, she had no intention of going back home and sitting around while the others tried to find her daughters. They didn’t know how evil Paula was, nor the lengths the woman would go to in order to get what she wanted.

      “Again, thank you for letting me know. I know the whole situation has me acting unlike myself, but just the fact that you are keeping me in the loop makes me feel a lot better.”

      Officer White sighed. “Where are you planning on heading next?”

      “I’m just going to head back to the house like you told me to do. I just wanted to get out of the house for a few minutes and try to clear my head.”

      “I’ll tell you what. I’ll make sure I pop over with my team and give you an update here a little bit.”

      Susan nodded. “I appreciate that. My family will be there with a bunch of volunteers. We can use all the help we can get to find my daughters.”

      “Do you plan to go straight home, or were you thinking about making any stops along the way?”

      She smiled. “What I have on my itinerary is absolutely none of your business. I’ll get back to the house when I get back and not a moment before.”

      “It would be in your best interest to go directly home and not stop anywhere else.”

      “Is that an order?”

      “I hate that I have to order you to do anything, but the fact of the matter is that I don’t need a worried mother out there trying to investigate her daughters’ kidnappings. Now, are you going to promise me that you’re going straight home or not?”

      Susan nodded. “I’ll get back to the house right away, sir.”

      Smiling once more at him as she rolled up her window and pulled away from the station’s parking lot, Susan tried not to let her temper show through. She didn’t need him checking up on her. Though she was only a writer, the research she’d done over the years for various works had taught her a great deal. Officer White had no legal right to keep her at her house, nor could he detain Susan without just cause, something she didn’t plan on giving him. The little white lie she’d told the officer about going home resonated as her phone started to ring.

      Taking a deep breath, Susan silenced her husband’s call once more. She loved everything about Willis, but this was one task she needed to handle on her own. He would never understand why she was going to such lengths on nothing more than a hunch, but she knew deep in her heart she was doing the right thing. When she reached the crossroads, Susan paused. Turning left would take her back to the farm and her waiting family. Turning right would take her to the next county over to where the airport was. Silently praying she was doing the correct thing, Susan turned right and merged onto the highway.
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      Susan continued to let her husband’s calls ring through to the voicemail for the entirety of the forty-minute drive to the airport. She absolutely despised keeping him in the dark but knew he wouldn’t support her decision to pursue Paula and Dylan to their home state of Pennsylvania. Parking her car, Susan jogged to the terminal gates and quickly purchased a ticket to the closest airport to the city where Paula lived with her boyfriend. She went as far as using the business credit card she paid out of her own income for the ticket. The idea that her husband would try to cancel the card or the ticket seemed farfetched, but in the last few days, she’d seen a new side of Willis, one Susan wasn’t sure she liked.

      After getting her ticket, Susan found a coffee shop in the terminal and waited for her flight to start boarding. It was pure luck that a concert was taking place in the heart of the city where she was going that week, making the flights in and out more frequent. For over a half hour, she waited and watched as the flights before hers departed one by one. Ten minutes before boarding, it was announced over the intercom for the passengers to start preparing. She drew a ragged breath and looked down at her phone, dialing her husband’s number. Now, he wouldn’t have the time to stop her from leaving.

      “What in the hell are you doing? I’ve been calling, and you haven’t been answering me. You haven’t answered a single one of my calls in over an hour. Tell me where you are and what is going on.”

      Susan sighed. “I’m sorry, but I had to do something.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have to find out what Paula is hiding. I have to get our daughters back, and this is the only way I know how to do it.”

      “Just tell me where you are, and I’m going to come to get you.”

      “I’m already at the airport. You’re more than welcome to come here, but I won’t be here by the time you arrive. I would bring the spare set of keys so you can take the car if I were you, but I’m going to Pennsylvania no matter what.”

      “That’s an absolutely horrible idea. The police already said they are not a part of this.”

      “I don’t really care what the police have to say about it. I know your sister is hiding something, and I’m going to find out what it is.”

      Willis scoffed. “This is insane. It’s a really terrible idea.”

      Susan could understand how upset her husband was, but it didn’t change anything. She knew what she had to do, even if he didn’t like it. Hopefully, before it was all said and done, her husband would come to understand she only had the girl’s best interest at heart. He was an amazing father and a loving, gentle soul, but it was nearly impossible for him to see his sister’s dark side. Susan wasn’t going to lose her children simply because her husband refused to see the truth. The girls deserved to have everyone in the world searching for them. Yet their own father refused to see the truth of just how much danger they were in.

      Listening as Willis continued to berate her, going back and forth between pleading with her not to get on the flight and demanding she wait for him to get there before doing anything, she knew he couldn’t be reasoned with in his current state of anger. It took every ounce of self-control she had to remind herself he was hurting and terrified, the same as the rest of their family. She loved him for caring so much, but it didn’t change her course of action. Susan was going to find out where her children were and bring them home, whether he liked it or not.

      “I understand why you’re upset, but I have to do whatever it takes to find our little girls.”

      “I’m beyond upset with all of this. It is really getting old having to fight back and forth with you.”

      “We’re only fighting because—”

      “Because you have this misconception that someone in my family would kidnap our daughters. I supported you, and I thought the rhinestone was a real clue, but I’m done supporting you. If you really think Paula had anything to do with this, then you don’t really know anything about my family or me.”

      Susan sighed. “I know it has to be hard for you to believe that your sister had something to do with this. I know she is involved in one way or another. There’s just something in my gut that is telling me—”

      “Your gut feeling isn’t good enough for me,” Willis snapped. “You’re just this focused on Paula because of the past, and that is not fair to her. You’re absolutely wrong about everything, but there’s still time to make things right. Why don’t you just come home, and we can talk this out? Let’s just forget all this nonsense about Paula being involved and let the police do their job.”

      “I can’t do that. I can’t get past the feeling she took our little girls. I love you, Willis, but this is something I have to do. I have to know what she is hiding.”

      “You’re making a huge mistake. Paula is innocent, and you just need to get that through your head,” he said before ending the call.

      She held the phone in her hands for several seconds, looking at it though her husband had already hung up. Susan couldn’t believe how irrational he was being. Granted, a gut feeling wasn’t much to go off of, but had the shoe been on the other foot, Susan would have supported her husband and his decision instantly and without question. Knowing he wouldn’t do the same for her completely shattered her faith, not only in their marriage but also in the foundation they had built over the years for their children. She wanted to believe that everything was going to work out in the end, but she was struggling to have faith in anything, let alone her marriage.

      A few moments later, she heard the announcement that her plane was now boarding. Grabbing her purse and phone, Susan quickly made her way to the tunnel that led to her plane. Even as she started to take her seat, she couldn’t help but go back over the conversation with Willis once again. She had no idea if they would ever be able to fix their relationship. None of that mattered as long as her little girls were back home.

      When the flight attendant asked everyone to shut their phones off, Susan did so without question. After putting her phone away, she closed her eyes. Aside from the thoughts of the conversation she’d had with her husband, the only thing she could think of was her daughters. She quickly said a small prayer in her head, asking God to watch over Emily and Erica and hoping she wasn’t wrong about the entire situation. The last thing she wanted to do was waste any more time when her daughters were still out there somewhere.

      With her eyes still closed, Susan started to think about how things ended with Willis and began to wonder if Dean would be able to talk any sense into the man. It was obvious he was blind to the situation due to the fact of how close he had always felt to Paula. Even if they had their differences, he always seemed to be able to come up with some sort of excuse for her actions. As the flight began to take off, Susan could feel herself starting to doze. Daydreaming about her daughters and hoping they were safe, she fell asleep.
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      It was the subtle vibrations that came with crossing through the clouds to the landing strip that finally woke her. Rubbing her eyes, she understood now what her husband had felt after resting. For a split second, she had been certain everything had simply been a bad dream and that her girls were tucked away safe and sound in their beds. As soon as she recognized the familiar surroundings of the passengers, crew, and plane, Susan was snapped back to reality.

      She hated being awake and knowing her children were out there somewhere, terrified and without the two people who loved them most in the world. Susan wouldn’t give up hope, though; she couldn’t. They needed her to be strong and carry on, no matter how long it took to bring them back to her. As the memories of the days before started to flood through her groggy mind, Susan ground her teeth. Drawing a ragged breath, she quickly unbuckled herself and stood. It was a time to find her kids.
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      Susan was able to get a rental car quickly from the airport terminal. Typing in Paula’s address, she followed her phone’s GPS through the city streets until the home in question came into view. Right away, she knew something suspicious was going on. The house was completely dark, with a rental sign sitting in the front yard. She put the car in park and quickly climbed out. Whatever was going on, she was certain of one thing at least. Paula hadn’t changed at all.

      It was quickly becoming clear that everything Paula had told them was a lie. Moving to the window of the house, she peered inside, only to find it was completely empty. Susan had no idea what was going on, but she was going to find out. Snatching her phone from her pocket, she dialed the number advertised on the rental sign in the front yard and waited for someone to answer on the other end.

      “Hello,” a woman’s voice answered on the other end.

      “I’m standing in front of your rental and looking for my sister-in-law, Paula Enders. This is the address she gave to us, but it doesn’t look like anyone is here.”

      “Well, if you happen to find her, I’ve been looking for her, too. She moved out about six months ago and left a hell of a mess. Paula trashed the place, taking all the copper piping and wiring out as well.”

      “Oh my, God. I’m sorry you had to deal with something like that. I have to ask, though: did you happen to know or see her boyfriend at any point?”

      “It was just her name on the lease, and there wasn’t supposed to be anyone else, but I had to kick her boyfriend out a dozen times in the course of the three months she was there. He was pretty much a deadbeat and didn’t help with anything, but I couldn’t have him in the house without putting his name on the lease as well.”

      “Thank you for your time,” Susan said.

      “You’re welcome, but if you happen to come across her at any point, let her know I’m still looking for her.”

      “I will,” she replied, ending the call.

      There were no words to describe how Susan felt as the emotions surged through her. Everything was a lie. Paula had been lying to the entire family for months, if not years. Her body trembled with rage. The home was a dead end, though, when it came to finding her daughters. The trail on Paula and Dylan had gone cold. There was no way of knowing where her sister-in-law was. Completely devastated, Susan silently drove back to the airport and quickly caught a flight back home.

      The extra charge for bumping up her return flight was worth it. She was emotionally and physically exhausted but refused to let herself sleep. There was no way she would survive waking back up without her daughters again, not without completely breaking down. Looking out the window as the flight left the ground, a tear slipped down her cheek. Susan was so distracted by her own turmoil she didn’t notice the seat next to her had been taken.

      “Is everything all right, dear?” the old woman asked.

      “I just…. My daughters are missing, and I’m trying to find them.”

      “Heavens, no. Are you the one who has the twins who were kidnapped?”

      Susan nodded.

      “I saw a news briefing on the television and thought about how horrible that would be for anyone to have to go through. What are you doing on a plane?”

      She sighed. “I was following a hunch I had about who could be involved, but it turned out to be a dead end, and now I don’t know what to do.”

      “The one thing that you can never do is give up hope. One way or another, I honestly believe your daughters will come back home to you.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      The woman sighed. “Years ago, my ex-husband kidnapped our son. I followed my instincts and followed him. The police didn’t believe me, but I knew he had something to do with it. When I found them, he tried to fight me. I knew he was going to kill me.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “I ended up shooting him dead and raising my son all on my own. Granted, it’s not a fairytale ending, but we did just fine on our own. And he turned out great. He’s a doctor now.”

      Susan smiled. “That’s amazing. That really gives me hope that my little girls are going to be all right.”

      “They will be, but follow your gut. As long as you do that, then everything is going to be just fine.”

      She thanked the woman for her words of encouragement, and a few hours later, the flight touched down in her home state. Though she was still in turmoil, Susan was relieved to be home. Time seemed to slow as she waited for her turn to disembark. Susan was thankful she didn’t have to wait around for luggage. As soon as she stepped off the plane and into the terminal, Susan felt eyes on her. It wasn’t long before she found the source of the angry glares. Moving quickly in her direction were her husband and Officer White, both looking enraged.

      Susan’s stomach lurched slightly. She’d known they would be angry but hadn’t expected to be berated in the middle of the airport. The officer’s cheeks were red. It was obviously more exercise than he’d gotten in a long time working on the force. As for her husband, the look of betrayal and disappointment in his eyes was considerably worse than the officer’s rage. Straightening her shoulders, Susan took a deep breath and refused to let the wave of nausea get a grip on her. She stood by every decision she’d made, whether they liked it or not.

      “Just what the hell do you think you’ve been doing?” Officer White asked. “The last time I talked to you, I told you to go straight home.”

      “I had to follow my gut and find out what Paula was hiding. Turns out, she moved out of her rental months ago and left the place in total disaster. She and her boyfriend stripped copper pipes out of the house and took the wiring as well.”

      “That was a dangerous thing to do.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Why are you just now telling me that something about the situation is dangerous?”

      Willis sighed. “They finally have the background check back on Dylan and Paula. Dylan has two outstanding warrants for domestic violence, and he was in jail for almost ten years for abuse of a child that led to death.”

      “We are just finding this out now?”

      White shrugged. “We had to wait for the background checks to come back before we would know anything official. Willis, you need to take your wife home and make sure she stays there.”

      “You can’t force me to stay in my house,” Susan snapped.

      “I absolutely can, and I will. Now, take her home and make sure she stays there. If she tries to leave again, I will have her detained and thrown in a jail cell until the girls are found. I can’t have her in the middle of the investigation when she doesn’t have any police experience.”

      “I’ll make sure she stays at the house.”

      Officer White turned and stormed away from the pair, leaving Susan with her jaw hanging open in shock. She recovered quickly, snapping her mouth shut as her cheeks flushed red. Listening to her husband as they walked, she learned that Dylan was wanted in three separate states, information he tried to share with her, but she hadn’t answered her phone. Susan felt grief mingled with shame coursing through her as they headed for the car, waiting in the frigid afternoon air.

      Susan moved as if she were in a daze, the passenger door opening and closing as Willis moved to the driver’s side. He barely spoke to her as they pulled away from the airport. Susan knew he was infuriated by her course of action, but she stood by it. Paula had lied to them about everything, from where she lived to how she had turned her life around. Willis was gripping the wheel with such strength that his knuckles had turned white.

      They drove to the house without exchanging a single word. When they reached the driveway and he parked the car, she jumped out, still silent. Storming into the house, she slammed the door behind her. Dean and Becky both jumped, turning to look in her direction as Willis opened the door and stepped in behind her. She was done playing nice.
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      “Hey, kiddo,” Dean said. “You doing okay?”

      “No,” Susan snapped. “Do you know what’s going on?”

      The pair both shook their heads. Before her husband could stop her, Susan shared with his parents everything they had learned, from Paula’s address being a bust to the warrants out for Dylan. As she spoke, she watched their emotions shift from shock to heartbreak and back again. No parent wanted to hear that their child’s entire life was a lie, but by tying that information into the twin’s abduction, it was impossible to ignore Paula’s involvement. By the time she was finished, Becky had tears in her eyes.

      “Susan, why don’t we take a breather upstairs?” Willis asked.

      She turned to tell her husband that wasn’t going to happen, but there was a knock on the door that drew all of their attention away from the rising tensions. She spun away from the group, leaving them to talk amongst themselves while she answered the door. When Susan saw the woman standing on the other side, every muscle in her body tensed with such force that she was momentarily frozen in place. Her mind screamed at her to lunge for her throat. Before her body could react, though, Willis was standing at her side.

      “What in the hell are you even doing here?” Willis asked.

      Paula sighed. “Look, I just came here to clear the air in front of everyone. If you just give me the chance, I can explain everything.”

      “Call the police, Willis,” Susan said, snapping out of it. “I’m not about to listen to a word this woman has to say about anything unless she is about to tell us where our daughters are.”

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “Maybe we should just listen to what she has to say and hear her out.”

      Susan was shocked by what her husband was saying, but it took her a few seconds to catch her bearings as Willis stepped aside to allow his sister to walk through the door. Everything was happening in slow motion, but she snapped out of it before Paula could step through the doorway. Turning to her husband, she glared at him.

      “I don’t care what she has to say, and I certainly don’t want her in our house. She knows where in the hell her daughters are and isn’t saying anything. She should be in cuffs and taken down to the police station to answer for what she’s done.”

      “Susan, I really have no idea where Emily and Erica are.”

      Instinct kicked in, and Susan sprang toward the woman as soon as Paula had stepped through the door and had her back turned. Before she could get ahold of her, though, arms wrapped around her waist and jerked her backward. She cursed under her breath, fighting against Willis, but it didn’t do any good. He was twice as strong as her. It wasn’t until Paula was out of sight that Willis set her down again. She spun around to face him, ready to scream, until he understood what he was doing was wrong. Paula was involved, and if he wouldn’t believe her, she’d beat the woman until she admitted it. Giving his sister any chance to lie, to defend her actions, was a terrible idea. She was a con artist and incredibly well-versed in the skill.

      “Honey, I hate to be the one who tells you this, but you’re starting to act like a little bit of a head case.”

      Susan scoffed. “I’m the one acting that way? You’re the one who’s lost your damn mind. Paula and her psycho boyfriend are the ones who took the girls. If you can’t see that, then I don’t know what else I can say to prove it.”

      “The only thing I know for sure is that you’ve been acting off from the moment the girls went missing. You’re obviously not thinking clearly, and I’m not about to have you trying to hurt my sister based on some gut feeling you have.”

      “You told me earlier that I was the one making a mistake, and now it’s you who is making a mistake. Paula is nothing but a liar, and I don’t understand why you can’t see that when it’s right in front of your face. We can’t believe anything she has to say.”

      Willis sighed. “This is the second or third time you’ve made an accusation in her direction, but I’ve yet to see any proof that she’s the one to blame here. She’s not the one going around accusing you of things.”

      “That’s because you didn’t see the way Dylan looked at the girls. Your blind love for your sister is keeping you from seeing the whole truth, and I’m sorry you can’t see it, but your sister has our girls somewhere.”

      “See, that’s what I’m talking about. You sound crazy every time you accuse Paula, and I’m going to hear her out whether you like it or not.”

      Her husband stormed out of the room, but Susan didn’t hesitate to follow him into the kitchen. She wasn’t going to leave Paula alone in the house for a second. When they reached the kitchen, Susan saw Paula sitting at the island with Willis and her parents. The trio looked up as the couple approached. Listening as Paula spoke, Susan felt like she was going to be sick. Paula claimed that the only reason she didn’t tell her parents about the housing was because she didn’t want them to think she was asking for help. While that one part of the story was believable, the rest seemed like complete rubbish.

      Paula, though, by the end of it, had convinced all but Susan that Dylan had ditched her at the airport, and she had no idea about his past. As she watched the manipulative woman knock down the other three defenses, weaseling her way into their hearts with her lies, Susan knew she was going against a much stronger foe than she’d originally thought. Paula was a master manipulator in everything she did, and Susan had to change tactics. If the only way to find her girls was to befriend the enemy, then she would lie down on that grenade for them.

      “Paula, I think it would be a good idea if you just headed back to our house and got some sleep. At least get a few hours of rest. Your father and I will be along shortly to check in on you.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Paula said.

      Susan sighed. “Would it be all right if I walked you out? I really hate the way I’ve been treating you, and I’m truly sorry for thinking you had anything to do with this. I see now how much you love our daughters.”

      “I just want them to come back home. I know you must be worried out of your mind, and I don’t blame you for thinking anything. It would make me happy if you would walk me out.”

      She nodded, and the two walked out the front door together, alone. Susan hated she had to be kind to the woman, but she knew it was the only way she was going to get any answers. As they walked out, she closed the door behind her.

      “I’m so glad to get a fresh start and a second chance at being happy.”

      “Do you plan on sticking around?” Susan asked.

      Paula shook her head. “No, I don’t think that’s part of the plan. I’m going to be a mother again. Can you believe it? I never thought I would get so lucky as to have another child, but I just found out I’m about three months along. I want nothing more than to raise this child far away from the drama. I’m thinking about moving to another country and leaving all of this behind.”

      Susan was completely shocked by the woman’s news. She watched as she jogged down the steps, turning back to give Susan a friendly wave as she did. Every voice in her mind screamed at Susan that the woman was lying, yet she could do nothing to prove it. As the door opened behind her and she felt her husband’s hands on her shoulders, Susan wondered what to do next. He would never agree to tailing his sister, but something told her that Paula wouldn’t be heading to her mother’s place. Instead, she was fleeing the country, and no one was the wiser.

      At that moment, Susan understood that to find her daughters, she would have to break her husband’s heart. If he couldn’t see what was happening, she would have to prove it to him. Finding that information, though, would take time and breaking laws that she’d never ask her husband to do. He was a good man with a golden moral compass, but Susan would stop at nothing to find her twins. No law would keep her from learning the truth about Paula Enders.
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      If there had been any doubt in her mind as to Paula’s guilt before, it was gone now. She let her husband lead her back inside to where his parents were getting ready to head out. The search for the girls would continue without them. Though they promised to return as soon as they got Paula settled, the pair had no sooner made it to the door than Becky’s phone chimed. The smile on her face fell as soon as she read the message on her phone.

      “Oh, well, I guess we don’t need to rush out. Paula thinks she’d be better off at the hospital, where they have an addiction specialist,” Becky said.

      “What? She’s not addicted to anything,” Willis said.

      “Well, you know how possible it is for her to relapse. She’s trying and being proactive about it. That’s a good thing. We’ll help you out here a while longer and then stop in at the ward and check on her,” Becky said.

      Susan couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Paula had completely pulled the wool over her parents and her sibling’s eyes. Yet there was one person still on her side, one for Enders, who would understand Susan’s need to get out of the house and follow Paula. Excusing herself from the conversation, she quickly climbed the steps and locked herself in the bathroom. Susan absolutely hated she was going behind her husband’s back, but he wasn’t willing to listen to reason. Pulling out her phone, she sat on the edge of the tub and dialed Harper’s number.

      “Hey, Susan. Any news on the girls?”

      “Not yet,” Susan whispered. “I’m going to need your help with something.”

      “Anything. I’ll do whatever I can to help you find the girls,” Harper said.

      “I need to do something to slow Paula down. You wouldn’t believe how you’re parents are wrapped around her finger right now. It’s ridiculous. She somehow has everyone completely fooled about what kind of person she really is.”

      “That’s not surprising, but what do you need from me?”

      “I need you to invite her over or something. I need to slow her down until I can figure out what she did with my daughters.”

      Harper sighed. “I can figure out something to distract her and the family. I’m sure I can come up with something that will get my parents and Willis out of the house. I’ll try to get Paula to meet me at my house.”

      “That would help out more than you could imagine. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “The only thing that matters right now is that you get the girls back home where they belong. That’s the only way you can thank me properly.”

      Susan sighed. “I’m doing everything I can to make that happen. I just need to get everyone out of the way so I can figure out what Paula really has planned.”

      A few minutes after the call ended, Susan heard a knock on the bathroom door and quickly jumped to open and unlock it. She knew her sister-in-law could do fast work, but Susan was still impressed. All she had to do was get to Harper’s house and confront Paula, but her husband and his parents were still in the way. With Harper, though, no obstacle was too large. They’d be out of her hair before she knew it. Jerking open the door, she found Willis standing on the other side. There was a worried look in his eyes.

      “Hey, Harper just called. I guess she broke down on the way to pick up Hotdog at the vet. Would you mind if we went and helped her out? Mom and Dad are going to go get the dog and meet us where she’s stranded. I was going to give her a lift and look at her car,” he said.

      Relief coursed through her. Harper had come through for her. It meant that not only would her sisters-in-law’s house be empty, save for Susan when Paula arrived, but the other three family members would all be out in the world, distracted and not questioning where she was. All Susan had to do was play her hand right.

      “I know with everything going on that it’s a long shot, but would you want to go along with me? I think it might really do you some good to get out of the house and keep your mind occupied with something. Maybe doing something that feels normal and routine would make you feel better.”

      “You’re probably right, but Officer White told me I shouldn’t leave the house. I’ll be fine here while you guys go. It would be better if I were here, just in case any news comes through.”

      “Well, I suppose that makes sense. I think I’ll go ahead and take the truck just in case we need to tow Harper’s car.”

      She nodded. “That’s probably the best thing you can do since you’re not sure what’s wrong with it. You know, I’m not sure if they ever tell you enough, but you truly are a good brother.”

      Willis smiled. “Maybe, though I don’t always feel that way.”

      “You should. You always go out of your way to make sure they’re taken care of. It’s something you should be proud of. Don’t worry about me and take as long as you need. I’ll just stay here at the house and wait for anyone to call with some news about the girls.”

      “I’ll try not to take too long. I have to admit, though, I’m happy to see that you’re finally done with that whole Paula drama and everything else going along with it. We’re going to find Emily and Erica soon.”

      Watching her husband go, Susan’s heart lurched. She stood at the top of the steps and waved to the three as they left. It took every ounce of self-control not to race down the steps immediately and out the front door to the waiting car. Susan knew it would take her husband a few minutes to get the barn doors open and get the old pickup rumbling. The chill never helped things. Still, she jogged down the stairs and went to the kitchen window, watching and waiting as the barn doors opened and her husband appeared.

      She was still engrossed in what was happening when her phone started to ring. Without taking her eyes off the barn as the truck rumbled out a few feet, Susan pulled out her phone and quickly answered the call. Right away, she heard her best friend’s voice. Willis had put the truck back in park and was now shutting the barn doors. Susan kept her eyes on him as he climbed back behind the wheel, and the truck lurched forward, passing the house and bumping down onto the road.

      “Paula said she needed to stop by the gas station and pick up some snacks, but after she fueled up, she promised she would stop by.”

      “That’s a good thing. Your brother just left.”

      “Well,” Harper said. “That means she should be here in about twenty minutes.”

      “That should work out perfectly,” Susan replied. “Again, I can’t thank you enough for everything you do for me. Getting them out of the house is going to be a huge help.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “I’m going to confront Paula about kidnapping my daughters. Knowing how she is, I’m sure she’s dying to tell someone how much smarter than everyone else she is.”

      “What are you planning on doing if that doesn’t work? I mean, she’s been sticking to the same story this whole time.”

      “I know, but if confronting her doesn’t work, I’ll just follow her around until I find my little girls.”

      Harper sighed. “I hate that that’s the best plan you can come up with, but I guess we really don’t have anything else to go with. Promise me you’ll keep me posted if you figure anything out.”

      “You’ll be one of the first to know.”

      “Good. Now, you go out there and get your girls back. Let me know if there is anything else I can do to help out, and I wish you the best of luck.”

      “One way or another, I’m getting them back, but I can’t thank you enough for being such a great friend to me. I’ll let you know what I find,” Susan said.

      As the call ended, Susan grabbed her jacket and purse. She paused at the bottom of the steps. Instead of heading for the door, Susan took the steps leading to the bedroom two at a time. At the closet door, she jerked it open and quickly entered the safe combination. Reaching inside, she grabbed the small handgun, a box of ammunition, and a loaded clip. Tucking all three into her purse, she closed everything back up and headed once more for the front door. Susan planned to be ready for anything.
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      She arrived not long after Paula pulled into Harper’s driveway. Susan would have her private conversation with Paula, whether the woman wanted to or not. Jumping out of the car, she jogged to the front of the house. When Paula heard her approaching, she spun around to face her. There was a momentary flicker of fear in the woman’s eyes when she saw Susan behind her. It was quickly covered, though, her brow arching in what appeared to be mock surprise.

      Her hands balled into fists as Susan fought the desire to wrap her hands around Paula’s neck. Paula’s eyes darted around them, seeming to realize for the first time they were completely alone. The woman took a small, nearly unnoticeable step back. Susan knew she had to keep her wits about her. If she lost her temper and beat the woman to a pulp like she wanted to, the police would show up eventually, and she had no solid proof that Paula was behind anything. It was only her gut she was working off, but it was good enough for her, even if the police didn’t agree.

      “What in the world are you doing here?”

      “Well, just between you and me, I have a few more questions for you about the whereabouts of my daughters. See, I know you’ve been lying, even if you have the other members of your family completely fooled.”

      “I don’t know what in the hell you’re talking about, and I don’t have to stand here and listen to the like of you,” Paula said, trying to walk past her.

      “I can’t prove you’re a part of this, but I know for sure that you helped the kidnappers take the girls. That is, if you didn’t do it yourself.”

      “You really are starting to lose it, aren’t you?”

      Susan scoffed. “The only one losing it here is you. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but I know you did this. The only way to save yourself now is by telling me where Erica and Emily are.”

      “I really don’t know why you think I would do something like that, but I wasn’t part of it. I hope you find the girls, but you’re wrong about me.”

      The amount of rage coursing through her veins overtook her emotions, and Susan snapped. She quickly rushed Paula and grabbed her by the collar of her shirt before shoving her against the outside of the house. Without much force, she pushed her up against the wall and glared at her.

      “I know you’re fucking lying about it all, and you’re going to tell me what I want to know,” Susan snapped.

      Right before her eyes, still trapped beneath Susan’s grasp, she watched her sister-in-law’s expression change along with her demeanor. Gone was the look of fear. It had been replaced by an icy calm that sent a chill down Susan’s spine. Paula gave her a half-cocked grin, smacking Susan away from her with such speed that it caught her off guard. She half stumbled away from her sister-in-law. Suddenly, she was regretting her decision to come alone and without any sort of protection. Her small handgun was still tucked in her purse, safely locked in the warm vehicle at the end of the lane.

      “You know, I’m tired of playing games with you. I’ve tried to be nice to you for the sake of my family, but you make it impossible,” Paula seethed. “I’m going to leave now, and there’s not a damn thing you can do to stop me.”

      “I know you have something to do with my daughter’s kidnapping. Quit lying to me.”

      She scoffed. “If you want to try to stop me, that’s your prerogative. I have to warn you, though: if you do, I’ll be sure to go straight to the police department and file a restraining order. Plus, I’ll be sure to turn the whole family against you.”

      “How can you make threats like that and not have anything to do with the kidnapping? You’re a sick—”

      “Am I the one who is sick? You’re the one who continues to make accusations against me.” Paula grinned. “Besides, I’d like to see you prove that I did anything. You’ve already made your claims in front of the family, and no one wants to believe you.”

      “That’s because you won’t stop lying to everyone.”

      “Awe, does that make you sad? You see, my family knows me better than you ever will. They are going to take my side, no matter what. You can keep trying, but it’s not going to get you very far.”

      The blood was rushing through her with such ferocity that she could hear it in her ears. Her heart was pounding. Everything from the way the woman smiled to the calm mood that had overcome Paula told Susan the woman was as guilty as she’d suspected all along. Still, Susan had no proof, only her intuition to guide her. Watching Paula spin away from her and storm down the icy steps, Susan knew she was on her own. For several seconds, she didn’t move as her mind raced. If she lost sight of Paula now, she might never be able to locate her again.

      Everyone in the family thought Paula was going to the hospital to prevent a relapse, but Susan didn’t believe that for one second. She waited until her sister-in-law had pulled out of the driveway before racing down the slippery steps and running to her waiting car. Jumping behind the wheel, she popped it into gear and gunned the engine. It spun out for a split second on the icy road, but Susan quickly regained control. All her life, she’d been handling the dangerous driving conditions that came with each winter.

      It wasn’t long before Paula’s car came into view. When Susan saw her turn on her blinker to get on the highway instead of taking the main street through town, she felt like she was going to be sick. There was no reason for Paula to take the highway if she was going to the small local hospital. Thankfully, a pair of large city trucks pulled into the lane behind Paula as Susan merged onto the road. They provided her with cover as the lights changed from red to green. Grabbing her phone, she called the only person Susan knew she could count on.

      “Well, any luck?” Harper asked.

      “I know I’m right about her now, but I wasn’t able to get her to tell me anything that would help us find the girls.”

      “I take it that you’re following her now?”

      “I am, but you should have seen the look on her face. I snapped and slammed her against the wall. She had…I don’t know. It was like she became a different person. There wasn’t any fear on her face, just anger and rage. She was calm about everything and told me I needed to prove she had something to do with it. I’m telling you, Harper, it was like she was baiting me, saying the family would only believe her.”

      Harper scoffed. “Seriously? Where are you now? Should I call the police or the family?”

      “No, just cover for me with Officer White and Willis. I’m turning onto the highway now, and I need you to be ready if I call you and need something.”

      “I’ll cover for you. Please, just keep me posted on whatever you find out.”

      “I will. I’m going to find out what she did with the girls, but I need more time.”

      “I’ll get you the time you need,” Harper said. “Be careful out there. We don’t know what she’s capable of, let alone who she was working with.”

      Susan sighed. “That’s my only worry right now, but I’ll be careful.”

      “I’ll keep the family and cops off your ass. Don’t worry about them. I’ll keep them handled for as long as I can.”

      As she ended the call and turned her attention back to the road, Susan took a deep breath. She was incredibly grateful for Harper. Without her sister-in-law’s help, she would never be able to follow Paula without worrying about her husband or the law on her tail. Keeping a close eye on the rental car one lane over, Susan prayed she was making the right decision. Everything in her gut told her she was. From the way the woman turned her emotions on and off to the plethora of lies she’d told, Paula was guilty. Susan knew the window to find the girls was quickly closing. The odds of their safe return drastically dipped after the first forty-eight hours. Susan wouldn’t go another night without them.
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      Just as she had suspected, a while later, Susan saw Paula turn off onto the airport exit. Her heart was pounding and her mind racing as they continued their game of cat and mouse. Susan did her best to keep some distance between the vehicle she was tailing and her own car. If she could find out what flight Paula was boarding, Susan was confident she could jump on the same flight or at least catch the next one out. All she could do was pray Paula wasn’t fleeing the country. Susan’s passport was still tucked away in the safe at home.

      Parking her car in the employee lot behind the rental company, she raced around to the front gates but quickly skidded to a stop to stay covered by the outside doors. Though Susan had her wallet with her, she’d left her purse and the gun behind. Walking through the airport with a gun was just asking for trouble. From where she was hidden, Susan could see the front counter of the rental business. Minutes after they’d pulled in, Paula appeared at the counter and spoke with the man behind it. To Susan’s surprise, though, Paula didn’t continue on through the airport entrance to the terminals.

      Instead, she started walking in Susan’s direction near the exit to the main road. Susan quickly ducked behind the wall and held her breath as she listened to the doors open. Paula didn’t emerge on the road. Instead, Susan could hear the clicking of the woman’s shoes for several paces before it sounded as though she had stopped. Remembering the bench she’d seen outside the shop entrance, Susan presumed Paula had sat down despite the cold temperatures. Her suspicion was confirmed when she saw a taxi pulling up alongside the curb.

      Mentally making a note of its number, Susan raced back to her car and jumped behind the wheel, pulling out just as the taxi, with Paula visible in the back seat, pulled away from the airport. She had no idea what the woman was up to or why she didn’t get on a plane, but Susan was determined to find out. Following the taxi down one road after another, Susan heard her phone chiming next to her and grabbed it without taking her eyes off the road. It didn’t matter who was calling. Someone needed to know Paula was lying to them all.

      “How are you doing? I figured I would call and check up on you,” Willis said. “It’s been a little while since I heard anything from you. I talked to Harper, and she said you were going to go to the church to pray.”

      “That’s right. I thought it would probably make me feel better, and it really has made a big difference.”

      “That’s a good thing, right? I mean, God is supposed to protect us, even when we don’t feel like protecting ourselves.”

      Susan sighed. “That’s what I’ve been hoping to feel. I’ve just been praying he watches over our daughters and protects them through all of this.”

      “I can come down and join you if you’d like some extra company. I think maybe I should be praying as well.”

      “No. I still feel like I need to be alone after everything. I just hope we hear something about the girls soon. I’m praying God will give us the answers we’re looking for.”

      “I understand, but I’m happy to hear you’re trying to ease your pain through your faith. I can’t imagine what any of this has made you feel like, but I do know we’re going to find the girls soon. Do you have any idea of when you’ll be home?”

      “I’m not really sure. I’m just trying to clear my head and hoping we find the girls soon. I know I’ve been a lot to handle since our daughters went missing, but I’ll keep you posted as soon as I figure out what time I’ll be there.”

      Ending the call, she had no idea if her husband had believed a word she’d said or not. As much as she wanted to tell him what she was doing, something held her back at the last minute. If there was any chance that Paula would lead her to where the girls were being kept, she couldn’t risk losing that lead by telling Willis what she was doing. Bit by bit, they worked their way through the city into the dilapidated area that was barely hanging on with all the gentrification happening. Suddenly, the line of traffic slowed, and she saw the taxi turning off into a long-term parking lot. The area was definitely not one where Susan would leave her belongings unattended.

      Parking the car, Susan watched as Paula got out of the taxi and made her way over to the driver. She could tell she was paying for the ride, and she was waiting patiently for the transaction to be completed. After a few moments, the cab pulled away, and her sister-in-law moved, making her way toward an old white minivan parked a little way down the road. She wasn’t sure how old the van really was, but she could tell it was a late nineties model.

      It wasn’t all that surprising to her when she saw the woman stop at the back of the van, kneel down, and take the license plate off. What did surprise her, however, was when Paula made her way to the side door of the van and pulled it open. A moment later, she was walking to the back of the van again and putting a different license plate on. Susan knew it would make it nearly impossible to trace who the van belonged to, but it wasn’t going to matter as long as she could continue to follow her.

      The whole scenario only took a few minutes to play out, and when her sister-in-law was finished swapping license plates, Paula walked around to the front of the van and got into the driver’s side. It was a shocking scene to watch unfold, and though she knew the reason behind swapping her license plates, Susan had no clue what the woman was going to do next.

      She was completely flabbergasted as she watched the van start up, and her sister-in-law pull away. None of the woman’s actions made any sense. Suddenly, the awful realization that her daughters might be in the back of the van dawned on her, and Susan felt like she was going to be sick. Fighting back that urge, she slipped her car into drive and pulled out behind the van. With each move Paula made, Susan’s resolution that she was guilty became more of a reality. Grabbing her phone, she quickly called Harper. Things were getting tricky, and someone needed to know the truth of where Susan really was.

      “What’s going on?” Harper asked.

      “Well, Paula didn’t end up going to the hospital or the airport.”

      “We kind of figured that it was going to play out that way, but what the hell is she doing now?”

      “Right now, I’m following her. She is in a van, driving south toward the highway. I have no idea where she is going.”

      Harper sighed. “Maybe now would be a good time to tell the police what’s going on.”

      “Don’t do anything like that just yet. I don’t want Paula to figure out what we are doing and find out I’m following her. If she takes off, there’s no telling what might happen.”

      “I know you’re worried about the girls and trying to find them, but you need to be thinking about yourself as well. I don’t want anything to happen to you, and I hope you haven’t forgotten that Dylan has a mile-long rap sheet.”

      “Trust me, that fact hasn’t escaped me,” Susan said. “I’m being safe, and I promise everything is going to be all right.”

      “I just worry that something is going to happen to you in the middle of what you are trying to do,” Harper said.

      “Nothing is going to happen to me, but I need to hear you say that you won’t tell anybody what’s going on. I need you to keep this a secret for just a little while longer.”

      “Fine, but I don’t like it one bit. I won’t tell anyone as long as you promise you’re being as careful as possible.”

      Susan sighed. “I’m being as careful as I can. Just give me a little more time, and then we will call the police.”

      Ending the call, Susan watched the van in front of her as they merged back onto the highway. She had no idea where Paula was going, but Susan wasn’t going to let her out of her sight. Their home, along with the hospital Paula was supposed to be at, was in the opposite direction. Gripping the wheel tightly enough that her knuckles started to ache, Susan glared at the van ahead of her. She was going to make Paula pay for what she was doing. It was already late in the afternoon, though, and if the sun fell before they reached their destination, following the van would be ten times harder.
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      Susan stayed on the woman’s tail for another forty minutes before they finally seemed to be slowing down. Not far from where the national forest and Bell Lake met, Paula turned the van onto a paved road and into a private, gated community. Reading the sign, Susan understood that the community of thirty cabins was all rented seasonally to those looking for respite in the beautiful natural surroundings. It was the type of place where family memories were made year after year. It quickly became clear that Paula was a guest there as she approached the front gate and spoke with the guard stationed in the small box.

      Minutes later, the arm of the gate was raised, and Susan watched her sister-in-law pass through. Taking a deep breath, she moved out of the gravel sidebar she’d been hiding in and pulled onto the property’s driveway. She managed to plaster a smile on her face as she rolled down the window and handed her ID over to the disgruntled-looking man. In her younger, more carefree days, Susan had been able to charm her way past many guards, bouncers, and officers. Now, though, lacking sleep and sanity, she knew it was going to be a long shot.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I understand that I’m probably not supposed to be here, but it’s a matter of life and death.”

      “I just need you to tell me who you’re coming to visit. There’s not much more than that information-wise that I need.”

      Susan sighed. “I’m coming to visit Paula Enders.”

      After glancing down at his paperwork, the guard looked back up at her. “It doesn’t look as though I have any guests here by that name.”

      “I literally just followed her in here. The woman in the van ahead of me is Paula.”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss who was in front of you, but going off the name that you gave me, there isn’t anyone here by that name, and I simply can’t just let you in. You’re going to have to turn around and leave the property.”

      “I really need to get in there. I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation that I’m in.”

      “Whatever situation you’re going through is your own private information. I don’t need to know anything else. What I do know is that this is private property, and I’m going to have to ask that you please vacate the premises. Only guests are allowed to enter.”

      “Please. I’m begging you to let me in. I really need to follow that woman, and I think that—”

      “Ma’am, I’ve asked you nicely to please leave. If you don’t, then you’re not gonna leave me any other choice than to call the police. Now, for the last time, turn around and leave.”

      She pursed her lips and glared at the man as she snatched her driver’s license back out of his hand. Slamming the car into reverse, Susan backed away from the guard’s post before gunning the vehicle down the road in the opposite direction she’d come. She wasn’t about to give up so easily. Her daughter could be just a half mile away from her at that very moment. Scanning her surroundings, Susan saw a small trailhead entrance off to her right and quickly pulled over into the gravel. She didn’t waste any time before jumping out of the vehicle and racing down the trail.

      Though she didn’t know the area well, Susan had a general idea of where the cabins were located in the forest. She hadn’t made it more than a half mile from the guard’s post before turning off. As she walked, Susan cursed at herself for not remembering to grab her phone that was still charging in the car, but in her rush to find the girls, it had completely slipped her mind. Bit by bit, she worked her way through the forest, using the location of the sun to give her some sense of direction. Thirty minutes after she’d abandoned the car, Susan saw the forest starting to thin ahead as the lake and cabins that surrounded it came into view.

      Despite the cold temperatures, the cabins were still a popular destination during the holiday season. She had to get closer to them in order to find the one rented out by her sister-in-law. As she inched closer to the rows of cabins, she kept an eye out for any cameras that might alert the guard to her presence, but there didn’t appear to be any. Finally, after working her way halfway around the lake, Susan spotted the white van in question parked behind a lakefront cabin at the end of a row.

      A thick line of trees separated it from the cabins farther down, offering privacy but, more importantly to Susan, an access point to snoop without being noticed. If her daughters were being held by Paula and Dylan in the cabin, Susan had to get eyes on them before alerting the authorities. She would leave the kidnappers for the police, but getting her children safely out of harm’s way was her number one priority. Susan had no problem breaking the law or someone’s nose to get her girls back.

      Susan decided that the best thing she could do was to sneak up to the cabin and try not to be seen. She was carefully putting one foot in front of the other, trying not to make any noise until she reached the window of the cabin. It only took a couple of seconds to get there, but as she peered through the window, she could tell that Paula and Dylan were bickering back and forth. She really didn’t care what the two were fighting about, and she quickly started to glance back and forth throughout the cabin as best as she could, trying to lay eyes on her daughters.

      Unfortunately, after several moments of looking around, she didn’t see either Emily or Erica. The one thing she did manage to catch out of the corner of her eyes was some kids’ clothing, but other than that, there was no sign of the girls. She suddenly felt something brush up against the side of her leg and looked down. Her heart started to race when she spotted the copperhead sliding up against her, and Susan gasped. She jumped away from the window as quickly as she could. By the time she managed to look back up, Paula and Dylan were both nowhere to be seen. She cursed under her breath, knowing she might have missed the chance to catch what the next step of their plan was.

      The only thought that was going through her brain was that she needed to keep her daughters safe and far away from Paula. She quickly spun around, reaching into her pocket for her phone to call the police, but immediately remembered she had managed to leave her phone in the car. Susan slowly made her way around to the back of the house and could see that the back door was cracked ever so slightly. Thinking about her girls and everything they must have been going through, she slowly made her way up the stairs and directly to the door.

      When she finally made it to the top of the stairs and reached for the door, Susan gently pushed it open. Taking a step inside, she glanced to her left and then to her right. Her heart quickly jumped into her throat when she realized Dylan was just a few inches away from her, glaring in her direction.

      Dylan smiled. “You really shouldn’t have come here. That was a huge mistake on your part.”

      Before she could do anything, out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of a small piece of wood coming in her direction. Susan tried to get her arm up to block it, but it was too late. Dylan swung the log down hard, cracking her on the side of the head. Within seconds, she felt herself tumbling to the ground, and the world around her grew dark.
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      Her head was throbbing as Susan slowly started to come back around. Instantly, she was aware of the bitter cold that seemed to be seeping into every inch of her body. As she opened her eyes and tried to recall what had happened, Susan groaned. There were two people in blue uniforms, one on either side of her. She recognized the insignia on their sleeves and knew they were paramedics. Though his features were still blurred by her vision, Susan could make out Officer White standing over her. At that moment, she realized she was propped against a tree a good twenty yards from the cabin.

      “What the hell is going on?” Susan stammered.

      He shook his head as he looked down at her. “You’ve gone too far this time, Susan. There is no helping you now…”
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      Susan was still struggling to understand what was happening as the paramedics continued to work on her. She felt the adhesive and smelled the stringent chemicals being used to cleanse her wound. A quick glance to the right, and she saw that Dylan had abandoned the log he’d used to knock her out next to the tree. She tried to get to her feet unassisted, but the world spun a little. Immediately, one of the paramedics grabbed her elbow to help her stand. There wasn’t a chance in hell that Dylan or Paula would have called the authorities themselves. A sinking sensation in her gut made her question everything once again.

      If the officer wanted to arrest her, he was welcome to do so, but she wasn’t going to go down to the station until she knew her children were safe. Before Susan could make a move one way or the other, or before she could try to explain what was happening to the officer, he stepped forward and gently spun her around. It wasn’t until she felt the metal on her wrists that she realized what was happening. Shock coursed through her. Though she had known that trespassing and getting caught was a risk, Susan never anticipated it actually resulting in her arrest. What could the man possibly be thinking, given what was at stake?

      “Why are you wasting time arresting me when you should be out there looking for my little girls? I don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

      Officer White scoffed. “You really can’t be serious right now. We’re doing everything we can to look for the girls, but instead of being able to put the time and effort into that, I get a phone call that you’ve been breaking and entering.”

      “I didn’t do that at all. The door was already open, and all I did was take a step toward the door. You should be arresting Paula and Dylan for kidnapping my—”

      “We’ve already been through this, and there’s absolutely no evidence that either one of them is involved with taking your daughters. You’re the one who is wasting time that could be better spent looking for the twins. I’m taking you in for trespassing.”

      “Dylan hit me over the head with a log.”

      “You were the one who was on the property you shouldn’t have been on and somehow managed to get hit by a falling tree branch. It’s not all that common this time of year for the branches to start breaking.”

      “It wasn’t any random tree branch that hit me,” Susan seethed. “Paula and Dylan are the ones who did this to me. They were the ones staying here. All you have to do is ask the guard, and he’ll tell you the truth.”

      “For your information, I already spoke to the guard, and he told me everything I needed to know. He told me all about how you tried to drive through the front gate, but he had to turn you away. He also let me know he’d be willing to testify to that statement.”

      She was stunned into silence as he loaded her into the back of the police cruiser. The officer didn’t immediately get into the front, though, leaving her alone to mull over what was happening. She was completely flabbergasted that she was the one in cuffs and that the entire force wasn’t out searching for Paula, Dylan, and her kidnapped children. Nothing she did or said seemed to matter to them, yet they were the ones sworn to protect the innocent. As she patiently waited for the officer to return to the vehicle, Susan worked out what she was going to tell him in her head.

      Though it was true she was trespassing, that small slight should have been overlooked as far as she was concerned. In the grand scheme of things, Susan was the only one following leads to find her girls. Minutes later, the officer returned to the vehicle and climbed behind the wheel. Immediately, Susan tried to speak with him once again, but the man ignored her as they pulled away from the cabin in question and toward the main road. She glared at the guard in his small closure as they moved past him. He had no idea what he had done. The poor man was simply doing his job, but it had possibly cost Susan her daughters in the process.

      “I understand that you think you are doing your job, but you’re actually just making a huge mistake. All I was doing here was looking for my little girls, and Paula and Dylan attacked me. I’m not lying about the two of them being the ones who were staying in that cabin.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry too much about what is happening here. We’re all going to learn the truth soon enough.”

      Susan sighed. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

      “We’re just going to have to wait for the fingerprint results to come back in a few minutes. If what you say is the truth, then it shouldn’t take too long for the system to kick back both of their names. Of course, that is, if they were ever here in the first place.”

      “Are there going to be any charges placed against me?”

      “Not at this moment,” Officer White replied. “I am going to warn you that you will be facing some severe consequences because of your actions. Just because no one is pressing charges against you doesn’t mean that there’s not gonna be some sort of action taken against you.”

      “What do you mean by that? What kind of consequences am I looking at?”

      Just then, as they pulled into a familiar area, Susan understood what the officer meant. Her heart dropped to her stomach when she saw the familiar farm truck parked next to her vehicle. Her husband climbed out of the pickup truck just as Officer White brought the patrol car to a stop. He glanced back at her in the rearview mirror before climbing out and walking over to her husband. Susan watched as the two men shook hands, talking amongst themselves and occasionally glancing in her direction. Her cheeks flushed red with rage. Susan felt like a child who was being scolded and punished. They had no idea what they were doing.

      Every minute they wasted was one more that Paula and Dylan had on the road in front of them. She’d noticed that the white van in question was nowhere to be seen. They had set everything up perfectly to make her seem completely insane. Hopefully, the forensic evidence would come back and prove what Susan already knew. After several minutes, the men started walking in her direction. Officer White opened the back door, and Susan stepped out. As he removed her handcuffs and returned to the driver’s seat of his patrol car before pulling away, Susan turned to face her husband.

      “Just what the hell were you thinking when you decided to break into some place? Hell, I wanna know why you thought it was necessary to lie to me.”

      “I followed Paula to the cabins. I’ve been following her for quite some time now, and that’s where she led me. I wanna know what the hell she has done with our children. When I got there, I could see that the back door was open just a little bit and thought I might be able to get a better look around by entering the cabin. Next thing I know, Dylan knocked me out, and then the two of them must have fled.”

      Willis scoffed. “You’re absolutely going out of your mind. Everything you just said makes you sound like a nut job. Can I trust you to drive yourself back to the house, or do I need to send my parents out to get the car?”

      Susan sighed. “I’m not a child, and you need to quit treating me like one. I’m completely capable of driving myself home without the help of someone else.”

      “If you don’t wanna be treated like a child, then you need to quit acting like one. You lied to me more than once. You’ve been out here investigating my sister like she’s some sort of criminal.”

      “That’s because she is one.”

      “Comments like that one right there are why I keep having to treat you like a child. I’m going to keep treating you that way until you’re done.”

      Her mouth hung open as she watched him storm back to the pickup truck and climb inside. He didn’t bother to wait for her before peeling away from where she was standing next to their car. Fishing her keys out of her pocket, Susan wiped away the tears as they started to fall. Nothing was going to stop her from getting her daughters back, but she knew, at that moment, that her marriage might not survive the ordeal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As she slowly made her way back to the home she shared with her husband and children, Susan reflected on everything that had happened. She was almost certain she had a concussion, but the last thing she wanted to do was to ride in the bumpy truck with her husband a few cars ahead of her. He had been completely furious with Susan. She couldn’t blame him for how he felt. Despite everything they had been through, she was certain they would find their way back to each other. However, that certainty would dwindle quite a bit if they never found the girls. A wave of nausea moved through her at the thought of it.

      Susan couldn’t let herself go down that dark path. Already, she was depressed and working on spinning out with the knowledge she had reached yet another dead end. It was so incredibly obvious that Paula and Dylan had taken her little girls, yet she didn’t have a single shred of proof. Hopefully, the officers would get the fingerprints back quickly, and it would justify her actions. Until that time, though, she was public enemy number one as far as her in-laws and husband were concerned. When her phone started to ring and she saw Harper’s name appear on the screen, Susan didn’t hesitate to answer it. Harper was the last ally she had left.

      “The way it sounds from my parents and Willis, you’re in pretty deep water with everyone.”

      Susan sighed. “I figured I would be, but I didn’t expect everything to go down the way it did. How did Willis even find out I wasn’t at the church?”

      “Well, he checked that cell phone app the two of you have on your phones and realized that the locations didn’t match up. Let’s just say he wasn’t very happy about the entire situation when he found out the truth.”

      “I was simply doing what I thought was best in order to find my kids. I appreciate everything you tried to do to keep the whole thing a secret from everyone. I almost made it into the cabin before Dylan hit me upside the head with a log. Now, no one believes me that either of them is involved, and I just don’t know what to do.”

      Harper sighed. “If it makes you feel any better, I believe you wholeheartedly.”

      “I appreciate the fact that you have been so supportive through all of this. You’re the only one who believes me at all, and I can’t thank you enough for that.”

      “You knew the day she got here that I didn’t trust her. There was just something off about her from the beginning. Promise me that you’ll call me with any updates on the case.”

      “I will.”

      “Do you have any idea what the next step is going to be for you and trying to find the girls?”

      “Unfortunately, I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do next. Right now, the only thing I can think of is getting home and getting a shower first. Maybe washing off and warming up a bit will help clear my mind. I’ll call you if I hear anything,” Susan said, ending the call.

      Pulling up to the house, Susan reflected on everything that had happened. Though she couldn’t see her husband’s truck anywhere, she knew he had arrived a few minutes prior to her and likely stashed it back in the barn. With their primary vehicle now parked in the driveway, there was no reason for the pickup to be out in the elements. Her heart broke a little at the heritage of the vehicle. Someday, it was going to belong to the twins as it had their father and his father before him. Now, it was yet another stark reminder that her little girls were missing. Climbing out of the vehicle, Susan saw Willis emerging from the house to meet her in the yard.

      She had no idea if she was ready to talk to her husband again or not. It seemed that the decision was made for her, though, when his gaze moved away from her to the driveway. She turned when she heard the sound of tires on gravel. For a split second, anger shot through her at the sight of the police vehicle. The officer had already caused enough headaches. She wasn’t sure how much more she could deal with before losing her temper. Though he was more than capable of throwing her behind bars for trespassing, she wasn’t going to push her luck.

      Officer White looked pale as he approached her. “I just got word that we have the results back on the fingerprints, and I have to tell you that I’m so sorry, Susan.”

      “What do you mean?” Willis asked.

      “The prints came back belonging not only to Paula and Dylan but because of the school system doing fingerprinting now, we were able to figure out that the girls were there at one point as well.”

      “When did they start fingerprinting the school kids?”

      “It was something they offered at the beginning of the year. The school system wanted to show the students how the entire process went, and their entire class did it, along with getting their photos taken at the police station during one of their trips.”

      “All I have to say is it was a really good idea,” White said. “If you hadn’t done that, then the only information I would be able to pass along is the fact that there were two kids in the cabinet as well. I truly am sorry I didn’t believe you. With that out of the way, though, we’re going to be able to blast Paula and Dylan’s photos all over the media and news. We now know for sure that both of them were involved somehow. I promise, no matter what it takes, we’re going to find your daughters.”

      Susan couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks. She was utterly thrilled to know they finally believed her. With it came another wave of heartbreaking shock. It meant that her sister-in-law had truly conspired to kidnap her own nieces. Given how her own daughter had died, Paula was not mentally stable in the least. Susan absolutely despised the fact that she had been so incredibly close to getting her girls back before losing them again. Balling her hands into fists, she turned away from the pair and stormed in the direction of the garage.

      If the officer hadn’t stepped in at the cabin, if the authorities hadn’t been alerted to her presence there, Susan might have been able to find a clue or two to point her in the direction of where Paula might be taking them next. She felt sick to her stomach, using every ounce of self-control she had not to spin around and lunge for the lawman. He would certainly toss her behind bars for assaulting him, even if he did deserve it, in Susan’s opinion. She had been complicit for far too long in the hunt for her twins, but all of it was going to stop.

      “I should have listened to you. Maybe if I hadn’t fallen for Paula’s tricks and believed you sooner, we’d already have the girls back home,” Willis said. “Mom and Dad are inside, and they need to hear what Paula has done.”

      “You should’ve believed me from the beginning. Do you think they’ll believe me now that you are the one telling them?”

      “I know I should have listened to you, but there’s no reason to act that way. I’m really sorry. Even you have to admit how crazy everything sounded.”

      “I’m going to find the girls, no matter what it takes or who I have to piss off along the way. None of you were going to stop me from getting them back.”

      He looked shocked. “What are you going to do?”

      “The first thing I’m going to do is go back to the cabin and see if I can find any clues about where they are going next.”

      “You can’t just go out there and do that.”

      “You can’t stop me from—”

      “I’m sorry, but what I meant to say is that you’re not going to go out there on your own. From here on out, I’m going to be with you every step of the way. That’s the way it should have been from the start, and I swear I’m going to make it up to you.”

      She couldn’t find the words to tell her husband how incredibly touched she was at his change in opinion. Though she would have appreciated his believing her early on, there was nothing that could bring back the time they had already lost. All they could do was move forward and, hopefully, working together, locate their children before it was too late. No matter what the future held, Susan knew they were going to face it as husband and wife once again. Lacing her fingers through Willis’s, she smiled up at him. Already, she felt stronger with him at her side.
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      With their hands still together, the pair went into their home and shared with Willis’s parents everything they had learned. She absolutely hated the looks of complete shock and betrayal on Becky and Dean’s faces. Knowing that Paula had not only hurt her entire family but played her parents for fools once again was devastating for Susan. Becky and Dean were two of the kindest people she had ever met in her life. They deserved nothing but joy in their lives. Paula seemed determined to provide them with an abundance of grief instead. To her surprise, both of the elders completely supported the couple’s decision to return to the cabin, though it would be breaking the law once more.

      They wanted their grandchildren back as desperately as Willis and Susan wanted their kids returned. Holding her in-laws close for a brief moment, Susan followed her husband back to the barn and climbed into the passenger side of the pickup as he opened the doors. If there were any off-roading needed, they would be thankful to have the truck on their journey later on. Minutes after making the decision, they were bumping down the road as the truck roared around them. She was still shocked to be there with her husband, but she was equally delighted to have him with her as well.

      “I have to know, and it’s something that’s been driving me nuts since we found out the truth.”

      “What do you want to know?” Susan asked.

      “I have to know how in the world you were able to figure out it was Paula when she had the wool pulled over everyone else’s eyes. I know part of it was because none of us could actually envision her doing something like this, but what stood out to you?”

      “It’s really hard to explain, but I just had this feeling in the pit of my stomach. You know the girls as well as I do, and they would never leave with anyone they didn’t know. If it had been a stranger, both of them would have been kicking and screaming the entire time.”

      “The more I think about things,” Willis said, “the more I know something has always been off about Paula. Even a long time ago. There was a time when I was following Paula through the woods of an old rental house. Our parents sold it years ago to the long-term tenants who live there, but it was a few hours south of here. Our parents were there working on some repairs, and one of the kittens got out. The two of us were looking for it together, but she split off from me, and that’s why I was following her when I was able to relocate her.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “Well, we were supposed to be home sick, and that’s the only reason we were there. Harper was in school. While we were out searching for the kitten, she stumbled across an abandoned house on the edge of the property. The closer we got, the more we could hear the kitten inside. Obviously, the two of us rushed in, but I ended up falling through the old floor and got a really bad cut on my leg.”

      “Did you fall all the way through the floor?”

      “Not at first, but I was just a kid and couldn’t hold on. By the time I got out of the basement that I fell into, Paula had found the kitten. What I wasn’t ready for was the fact she was torturing and strangling it.”

      “What did she do when she saw you?”

      Willis sighed. “She saw me just as she finished crushing it to death. Paula told me she would do it to me next if I didn’t agree to lie and say that when I fell that I landed on the kitten. I didn’t know what to do.”

      Susan nodded. “I can’t imagine how that must have made you feel as the younger sibling. Did you ever tell this story to your parents?”

      “No. I have to admit that I’ve always been a little scared of Paula. There’s just something about her that never sat right with me, and that’s why I think I always tried to see the best in her. I never wanted to admit she was capable of something like that, but now I know she has always been a monster.”

      Willis parked the pickup in the same small pull off at the trailhead that Susan had used before. Now that the security guard knew what she looked like, there was no chance they would be able to get in by taking the main gate. Dressed for the weather and armed with the gun from her purse, Willis and Susan climbed out of the truck and made their way down the same path she had taken before. It was a strange sensation of déjà vu in the most disturbing and heartbreaking of ways. Susan already knew the outcome; they wouldn’t be finding her children at the cabin.

      Yet any information they might be able to find to lead them to the girls would be useful. Walking silently side by side for some time, they eventually emerged near the cabins, and Susan let out a sigh of relief. There wasn’t a police officer or cruiser insight. They had already finished their work for the afternoon and were long gone. Still, the pair used caution as they crept up to the cabin and peered through the window. There was no sign of anyone. Moving to the back door, Willis wrapped the tail of his shirt around the doorknob before grabbing hold of it and turning it. To her surprise, it wasn’t locked, and they stepped in without any issues. The cabin had obviously been tossed by the police officers, but that wasn’t going to stop her from looking for clues.

      Room after room, they moved through the building until she found herself in a back bedroom, staring at an atlas on the desk. The search through the rest of the house had revealed absolutely nothing in the way of clues. The police, for once, had done a good job of removing any potential evidence that might assist in the investigation. She had no idea how to feel about that. Though they were trained professionals, she had done more work than the entire force combined, with no other skills than listening to her intuition.

      Running her fingers along the edge of the atlas, she couldn’t help but think about how out of place the book was, considering the rest of the décor. Though it seemed insignificant enough, Susan started to thumb through the pages, nonetheless. She had reached the point of quiet desperation. It had gone as far as her once again praying to a god she was convinced didn’t care. Nothing was too much, though, when it came to her children. Halfway through the atlas, she paused as her heart started to race. Yelling for her husband, Susan ran her fingers along the torn edge where a page had been removed.

      “What’s going on? Did you find something?”

      Susan pointed at the atlas. “There’s a page missing from this atlas.”

      “Can you tell what area it’s for?” Willis asked.

      “It looks like it’s an area in the national forest about two hours south of here. Judging by the pages around it, that’s the best I can do since the page is gone. It looks like there is a road map and a trail map for a small town in the area.”

      Willis gasped. “That’s the same town as the old rental house I was just telling you about.”

      “Do you think Paula would know anyone in the area?”

      “I honestly don’t have a clue, but it’s the best thing we have to go off of right now. It’s definitely something we should check out to see if we can find any information about whether the girls have been there or not. Are you ready for a road trip?”

      “If it means that we’re going to find Emily and Erica and bring them back home where they belong, then yes, I am.”

      “We should get to that town as fast as possible.”

      “I have to say, honey, I’m really glad that you’re working with me and not fighting with me about who’s to blame.”

      Willis nodded. “I agree, but I’m truly sorry I didn’t believe you before. If I would have just listened to you and—”

      “I don’t think it would have made a difference. She’s been playing this smart from the start, but now, I think we have a real shot at finding Erica and Emily.”

      As they emerged from the cabin, Susan felt hopeful for the first time in a long while. She genuinely felt like they were on the right track to finding their children. This time, though, it was different. This time, she had Willis on her side. That alone made all the difference in the world as far as Susan was concerned. They could do anything they put their minds to working as a team.
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      “Jerryville? What a weird name,” Susan muttered.

      Willis chuckled. “Yeah, I used to think so, too. My uncle Jerry had all us kids convinced it was named after him until we were older.”

      “I can see him doing something like that. He was always such a fun character,” Susan said.

      “You can say that again. I think my old man always was a little jealous of old Jerry’s humor. He could light up the whole room with his laugh.”

      Susan smiled at the memory of the man. Jerry Enders had been a cheerful, plump man in his late sixties when he had passed away two years earlier from heart failure. Despite everyone in his life warning him about the dangers of his rising weight and love for good scotch, Jerry lived every moment of his life to the fullest and died happy, surrounded by those who loved him. The girls especially adored the kind-hearted man. Thinking of the sweet memories they shared with their late great-uncle, her heart twinged with pain once more. She missed her daughters. There was a void inside of her that would never be filled without them back home.

      It was nearly dusk when they reached the small town, but it was still hopping with life. Outfitted in Christmas decorations everywhere she looked, it was a charming little community. Yet even the sight of the Christmas lights draped over every tree and storefront stung her heart. After four blocks of shops and businesses, a gas station came into view on the right. Willis turned on the truck’s signal and climbed over the small mound of snow that had been plowed in front of the entrance. Her eyes moved to the fuel gauge. They were still at a half tank and had no reason to be stopping. She pursed her lips and glanced at her husband.

      “What are we stopping for? We shouldn’t be wasting time when we have plenty of gas to get there,” Susan said.

      “You have to remember that where we are going, we really don’t know how far we’re going to have to drive. The only lead we have is the old rental house and nothing beyond that.”

      “I guess I didn’t really think of that. We really have no idea how long we’re going to be on the road.”

      Willis sighed. “That’s basically what I was thinking when I decided to stop here, but I also thought it would be a good idea to talk to the attendant and see if they happen to have spotted the girls or Paula.”

      “That’s actually a really good idea. I’ve been so worried about getting to Jerryville and finding the girls that it never crossed my mind that they might have stopped along the way.”

      “Well, well, now you don’t have to think about everything on your own. You’re not by yourself on this mission to find Paula anymore. I’m going to help find the girls and make sure Paula and Dylan spend the rest of their lives behind bars. I really don’t care what it takes to make it happen, but we are together in this.”

      Climbing down from the pickup, Susan followed Willis into the quaint station. Behind the counter, a woman in her late thirties smiled at the pair as they entered. Susan gave her a quick wave before glancing around the space while Willis spoke. She had hoped to spot cameras somewhere, but there didn’t appear to be any, nor had she seen any on the outside. It had been a long shot, given the small size of the community. Susan couldn’t imagine that crime was a big issue in the area. Moving to stand next to her husband, she tried to keep her emotions in check as he talked about the girls, his sister, and what had brought them there.

      When he pulled out his phone to find a picture of the twins to show the woman, Susan felt tears prickling her eyes once more and had to turn away. How many times would she have to tell people that her girls were missing? They had disappeared from their own property. Taking a deep breath, she fought to stay in control as she turned back. The woman’s expression had changed from the carefree, smiling face Susan had first noticed to a look of pale horror and fear. A wedding band was wrapped around her ring finger, and from the corner of her gaze, Susan could see the attendant’s phone tucked behind a row of bubblegum. On it was a photo of the clerk, along with a man and three smiling children. She was a mother herself.

      “Honestly,” the woman said, “I just got back from a week-long vacation. I wouldn’t be able to tell you any of the people who have come and gone in that time. My boss, the owner, was the one who was covering all my shifts during that time. I’d be glad to give him a call and see if he would be willing to come down and talk to the two of you.”

      “That would be a lot of help,” Willis said.

      The woman quickly grabbed her cell phone from the top of the counter and disappeared to the back. Susan was just grateful that the woman seemed to want to be as much help as possible, even if she didn’t have any of the information. She found herself hoping the gas station owner would be willing to come down and talk to them and maybe remember Paula coming through at some point. While they were waiting for the woman to return, Willis turned and looked at her.

      “The attendant just told me they have cameras up and down the main drag. She said the mayor would have access to all of them.”

      “What are the odds that he’d be willing to do something like that for us?” Susan asked.

      “Well, she also said that the mayor is apparently friends with the gas station owner. When the owner comes down, we’ll be able to ask him about the cameras and talk to him about the mayor.”

      “That’s a lucky break. I really hope we can catch them on one of the cameras or at least figure out what direction they headed. Having a timeline of when they passed through here is going to make a huge difference.”

      The attendant appeared from the back room and smiled at them. Susan could tell from her expression that she’d managed to get ahold of the owner. It was the first big break they’d had in the case in so long that Susan had to fight the urge to reach across the counter and hug the woman. She managed to keep herself together, though, refusing to allow the joy of possibly being on her daughter’s trail to reach her heart. There was still so much that could go wrong. She couldn’t let even the smallest ray of hope infiltrate her soul.

      “The owner, Collin Saunders, said he would be right down to talk to you, and he also told me that he’s willing to do whatever he can to help you both find your little girls.”

      Willis smiled. “Thank you so much.”

      “Yeah, we can’t thank you enough for going out of your way. I heard you say that you had a couple of kids as well. How old are your children?” Susan asked.

      The woman grinned. “I have twins that are six and another one who just turned nine. We have a house full, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m so sorry to hear about what you were going through. I can’t imagine what it would be like if one of my kids went missing. That’s far too much suffering and fear as a mother.”

      “It’s really more than I can take at some points. My daughters are a little rambunctious at times, but they can be a lot of fun.”

      “Oh, I know it. I have no idea what it’s like to raise girls. I have three boys. I know they are always getting into all sorts of things.”

      “The girls are just the same.”

      “I wondered about the difference between twin boys and twin girls, but it has to be a lot harder having girls. You know, always wondering what they are doing and trying to keep them safe.”

      Susan sighed. “I worry about my girls all the time, but I can’t imagine having a bunch of boys running out of the house and the type of trouble they might get into.”

      As the two women spoke, Willis started to wander around the small gas station. She was happy to be keeping her mind busy, but it was impossible not to ignore the clock on the wall as the minutes slowly ticked by. Every minute they were apart from the girls was another chance that Paula or Dylan could completely lose their minds and do something terrible that could never be taken back. She smiled, spoke when asked a question, and overall made herself pleasant, but deep inside, Susan was screaming for answers.
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      Every minute that passed by felt like an eternity. In reality, only fifteen minutes had gone by since her new friend, Jill, had placed the call to the station’s owner. Susan had quickly discovered that Jill was a talker. It wasn’t something that she’d usually mind, but given the gravity of their situation, small talk seemed useless. Thankfully, her wonderful husband had seen the cracks starting to form in her smile. He’d swooped in, carrying on the conversation with Jill between the few customers she helped. Susan paced back and forth in front of the doors as they waited for the owner to arrive.

      When a sleek black pickup pulled up to one of the pumps, and a man in a sharp suit jumped out, Susan was certain he was the one they’d been waiting for. As soon as he stepped inside, Jill’s smile lit up, and she quickly introduced the man in question. Though it appeared they’d pulled him away from some festive occasion, he didn’t seem to care about anything but the twins once he’d heard of their plight. Minutes after he’d arrived, he led them into the small back office of the station while Jill helped another customer out front.

      “I have to tell you that I’ve been following the story on the news about your missing girls. I was saddened by the information that was released, but I’m willing to do whatever I can to help you find them,” Collin said.

      “We’re thankful for anything you can tell us or do that will help us,” Willis replied.

      “Of course. I have kids of my own. What can I do to help?”

      “We were wondering if you happened to see the girls or the woman they are with. Your attendant said you were filling in for her while she was on vacation.”

      “I was, but I can’t say that I remember seeing any of them. I was filling in for her, but I have to admit that I was in way over my head, and everyone seemed to just start blurring together.”

      “Do you have any cameras here at the gas station?” Susan asked.

      “No. There’s not a lot that happens in this small town, but I think after this, I’m going to look into getting a couple set up outside. The mayor does have a bunch of cameras all along the main drag. There’s a good chance that one of them caught something if the couple drove through town.”

      Her heart pounded with the news they might actually have a lead. For days, it felt like she was chasing her own tail. Paula had played her cards right; she’d perfectly crafted an image around her family to get close to the girls. Who knew how long the woman had been planning the abduction? One thing was for certain, though: she wasn’t going to let the girls go without a fight. Susan wouldn’t stop until Paula was behind bars, and her children never had to worry about their crazy estranged aunt ever again.

      “How do we go about getting ahold of the mayor and seeing if he’d be willing to let us take a look at the footage?”

      Colin smiled. “It wouldn’t be all that difficult, and I’m sure the mayor will be more than willing to help us out. He and I go way back. We’ve been friends for quite a long time. I know he’s out at his house at the moment. He has an annual Christmas party he throws.”

      “Would you be willing to call him?”

      “I can do that right now.”

      Susan’s heart was still racing as she thought about how close they were getting to finding Erica and Emily. Collin quickly pulled out his phone and dialed a number, putting it on speakerphone so they all could listen in. After some brief introductions, they filled the mayor in on the situation they were currently in and how they needed his help. She was happy to hear him tell them he was getting his coat on and heading their way.

      “Where would you like us to meet you?”

      “I’m getting ready to leave the house now. I can meet you at the town hall and get you logged in so you can view the camera footage right away. Anything I can do to help you find your daughters.”

      After thanking the mayor several more times, the call was ended. Susan couldn’t believe how much assistance they were getting from the people of the small town; she was glad they were getting so close to finding their daughters. As she sat in silence, wondering how much longer it would be before she had her girls in her arms again, Willis thanked the store owner again for all hope is help.

      Willis rose along with Collin and Susan as the trio emerged from the back room into the storefront. Though Jill was busy helping another patron, she smiled reassuringly at the couple as they headed for the front doors. They turned, each shaking Collin’s hand and thanking him for everything before he quickly gave Willis directions to get to the town hall before the pair jogged back out to their truck. Nearly forty minutes had come and gone since they had arrived in the small community, but it felt like an eternity to Susan. Climbing into the pickup, a chill ran through her, but she knew it wasn’t from the bitter cold around them.

      Paula and Dylan weren’t hung up on following clues. They could do whatever they wanted and not answer to anyone. The same law that kept her family safe was now tying her hands at every turn. Had it not been for Officer White’s threats to lock her up, Susan might have called him to keep him in the loop. As it was, they had to play the hand they were dealt outside of the law. When Willis had the truck started, and warm air started to knock off the chill in the cab, she tried to steady her nerves once more. They were so close to finding Erica and Emily; she couldn’t give up hope.

      “Are you doing all right? I can’t imagine the emotional roller coaster you must be feeling right now, and if it’s anything like mine, I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      Susan sighed. “I’m fine. I just can’t help but think about how close we’re getting.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing they have cameras along the main strip.”

      “I’m happy there’s a chance we’re going to catch a glimpse of what direction they are heading, but I have no idea what I’m going to do if we don’t find anything.”

      “I know it’s not much,” Willis said. “I know Paula doesn’t want to hurt them. She just wants to keep them as her own.”

      “I wish I could think the same way you do, but the woman has completely lost her marbles. She’s insane.”

      “I promise we are going to get the girls back. Just think about how far we’ve come already, and it’s all thanks to you following your gut. It’s all going to be okay.”

      Susan shrugged. “I just want it to all be over with. I can’t stand the thought that the girls aren’t home with us right now. I want them to be all right and everyone to be home where they belong.”

      As they pulled up to the front of the mayor’s office, she tried to take a deep breath and calm her nerves, but it was no longer working. With every inch they gained on Paula and Dylan’s trail, she felt like the kidnappers were gaining six. Everything they did required extra time they didn’t have if they were going to find the girls before it was too late. Willis reached out and took her hand from across the bench seat, smiling at her, though she could see the worry and sadness in his eyes. She tried to smile at him. Susan was incredibly grateful to have him there with her, but any sort of joy seemed wrong, given their situation.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes until a set of headlights appeared on the road. The car quickly turned and parked alongside their ancient pickup. Her heart started to race once more. He was the next clue in their hunt, the next link in a fragile chain that couldn’t be broken or they’d lose their little girls forever. Susan knew she had to keep fighting, to stay strong in the face of so much uncertainty, but it was getting harder and harder every minute that ticked by. Exhaustion and depression were threatening to take hold, but she wouldn’t let them win. She had to push forward for the sake of her girls.
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      “You must be Susan and Willis Enders. I’m the mayor. I’m Jim Holver.”

      “That’s right,” Willis replied. “We can’t thank you enough for taking the time to help us out. I know it’s already late in the day, and Collin said you were hosting your annual Christmas party.”

      “It doesn’t matter what day it is or how late it is. If there’s any chance that I can help you find the twins, I’m willing to do whatever I can. What can you tell me?”

      “Not much other than the fact we just think she came through here. There are some old ties she has to the area, and we’re hoping to catch what direction she might have.”

      Jim shrugged. “That’s good enough for me. Already put a call into the local police department and have the entire force, though it’s only three officers, on standby if anything goes sideways.”

      “Again, we appreciate it more than you know. I can tell you that our local department in our area would be pretty pissed off if they knew we were following the trail on our own.”

      “That’s one thing you don’t have to worry about with me. This is a small town, and we take care of our own. I promise I won’t tell anyone if you’re not going to.”

      Willis smiled. “They won’t be hearing it from us.”

      “Good. If you wanna take a look at the video footage from the cameras, I have a laptop set up inside to view everything from.”

      The three of them headed out of the cold and into the warm and quaint Town Hall. It was obviously as old as the town itself, but she was surprised to see how well-kept it was. The building was certainly a point of pride for the townspeople. After passing by six doors, three on either side of the large hallway, they went through the fourth on the right. It was a modest office, with large armchairs set out around a desk for gatherings. Her eyes moved around the office, and what she saw warmed her heart. The mayor was obviously beloved by the community he worked for. Pictures of locals scattered the walls, all smiling as they shook hands with him and many others.

      He’d met at least two presidents, judging by the photo proof in the frames. There were a few celebrities she recognized as well. Susan took a seat across from the mayor while Willis sat at her side. She couldn’t help but feel a little embarrassed for the man when he fumbled with the laptop in front of him. His plump cheeks flushed red as he apologized, but Willis quickly assured him that it was no trouble. After Jim admitted to having an assistant who usually worked the projector and cameras, Willis was happy to step in and aid him. She would have given him a back rub if he’d asked just to help them find the girls.

      After Willis moved behind the controls, the projector behind them jumped to life, and she saw a spread of eight cameras appear. Each one provided a different view of the main drag. The live feed made her heart race with excitement. It was insane for her to think they might actually catch a glimpse of their little girls. It felt like eons had passed since she had held them close. Shaking her head, she tried to force the sickening thought from her head as the live feeds paused and suddenly started rewinding backward at a quick pace. Her eyes were glued to the screens, looking for any sign of her daughters or the woman who had taken them.

      For several minutes, nothing jumped out at her until she saw it in the bottom feed. Her heart skipped a beat, heat rushing to her face as she willed her lungs to gasp for air. It was the van that Paula had fled in, the same one she’d seen before. A wave of nausea coursed through Susan. She couldn’t believe it was there on the screen. As quickly as it had appeared, though, it was gone again. The sudden loss jolted her out of the momentarily freezing panic. Her entire body reacted at once as she leaped from her seat and spun around to face the others.

      “Stop the feed right there,” Susan said, nearly shouting. “That’s the exact van that Paula was driving and that I was following.”

      Jim paused the video before backing it up a few seconds. As the man pushed play again, they watched the van come to a stop in front of a shop, and Paula got out. It looked as though she was going to walk in through the front door until she stopped at the front. It took a few moments for Susan to realize Paula was talking to someone, and she felt Jim glanced back up in her direction.

      “Would you know anyone in town?”

      “I have no idea. I wouldn’t think she had any contacts here, but it’s—” Willis gasped. “I didn’t think she would know anyone here, but that is definitely Mary Greene.”

      “Who’s that?” Susan asked.

      “That’s the woman my parents sold the old house to. I didn’t recognize her at first, but that is definitely her.”

      “I know the Greene family, and they are really good people. They’re extremely nice and do quite a bit for the town. I can’t believe she would have anything to do with the kidnapping.”

      “I doubt she has anything to do with it, and we’re not trying to blame them for anything. They are probably in a lot of danger themselves. There’s no telling what Paula would do to get away with the kidnapping.”

      Susan was consumed by the panic surging through every fiber in her body. As her husband rewound the feed once more and they watched it play out, she couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. Her eyes moved to the van, staying glued to it even after Paula exited it. Susan didn’t know if she wanted to catch movement in the back or if not knowing the girls were trapped there was worse. Either way, Susan felt like she was going to be sick. On the screen, Paula had finished her conversation and climbed back behind the wheel of the van. As it pulled off the screen once more, her eyes flicked from one camera to the next, watching its every move.

      “Do I need to call the police I have on standby? I can send them out to the Greenes’ house to check on them?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Susan said. “Once we get out there and figure out what is going on, then we might need the help, but we’ll make that call once we have a better idea of what’s happening. I don’t want to scare Paula into doing anything drastic. Especially if she’s just spending time at the Greenes’.”

      “I know we don’t know each other. I just want you to be careful and keep me in the loop.”

      “We’ll make sure to tell you whatever we find,” Willis said.

      “I hope so. Just keep in mind that I won’t be intervening, but I can’t have you out there doing something stupid, either. If you feel like you need the police, give me a call immediately.”

      Susan nodded. “Right now, we just want to see if Paula and Dylan are even there. If we feel like it’s urgent to have the police come out and back us up, we’ll let you know as soon as we know. I promise we won’t do anything without giving you a heads up first.”

      “I appreciate that, and if you need anything, including the police, call me, and I’ll be sure to have them on their way,” Jim said, extending his hand.

      They all shook hands, but she hated knowing in her heart that it was a lie. If it came down to calling the law or getting her daughters back first, she would pick her children every time. Hopefully, though, it wouldn’t come to that. Watching the men shake hands and exchange pleasantries, she wanted to smack some sense into both of them. Willis was wasting time trying to be polite. Grinding her teeth, she tugged on her husband’s arm, and he glanced down at her.

      Willis understood the urgency in her eyes and quickly let her pull him toward the exit. She loved how social he could be, but it wasn’t the time or the place. Finding the girls came first above everything else. Her stomach lurched once again at the thought of her children trapped, tied, and terrified in the back of the van. There was no time to waste. They were finally on the right path, and Paula was on the move again. Susan would never forgive herself if they were too late.
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      They arrived at the Greenes’ home just as the sun started to kiss the tops of the pines in the distance. The entire area was surrounded by national parks, offering a serenity that almost felt eerie given their circumstance. Not wanting to waste any more time, the pair quickly climbed out of the truck and moved to the front door. There were lights on inside, and despite the windows all being closed against the cold, Susan could hear a radio playing somewhere in the house.

      A few seconds after Willis knocked a second time, she heard footsteps quickly approaching as the door swung open. The woman on the other side was a good twenty years older than the couple, but the instant she saw Willis, her face lit up with joyful recognition.

      “Willis, is that you? I can’t believe I am getting to see two of the three siblings in as many days. It’s like a blessing of some sort.”

      Willis smiled and nodded. “This is my wife, Susan. Can we come in?”

      Mary nodded. “Of course. Come on in.”

      Susan’s heart was still racing as the couple followed the woman into the house. All she wanted to do was get her daughters back, but she knew they would have to go through the motions of introducing themselves. She couldn’t help but think about how much danger they were all in, knowing that Paula would do whatever it took to get away made her feel uneasy.

      “Is everything all right? The two of you seem a little out of it, and I never expected to see you here.”

      Willis shook his head. “No, it’s not. It’s been a really long couple of days, and I have to tell you the reason we are really here.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Paula kidnapped our daughters, and we need to ask you why you were talking with her yesterday.”

      “Oh, my. I had no idea that anything like that happened. We just got back from a cruise and haven’t even had the chance to turn on the TV yet.”

      Looking around the small but cozy space as the others quickly spent a few minutes catching up, Susan could understand why they had bought the home. Though the architecture was unique, it was the location butted up to the national forest that truly was a selling point. From where they were seated in the living room, she could see out over the backyard as the sun continued to settle low in the sky. It took her breath away. Susan could imagine Willis and Harper as young children, playing in their surroundings without a care in the world.

      Her heart lurched. Her own girls should have been home getting ready for the holiday with their parents. Had they been there, Susan knew they would be baking cookies and wrapping gifts for the people they loved. She had to believe they would be back home soon, and the ordeal would be nothing more than a bad memory, one she was certain would haunt them no matter the outcome. Who knew how long it would take for the emotional scars to heal or if the girls would ever truly feel safe in their own home again?

      “I understand that, and I really hate to spring all of this on you at once, but we really have to know what Paula stopped and talked to you about yesterday.”

      “I was just walking down the sidewalk when she stopped me. I was completely shocked to see her. Paula was just asking about the foster system and how she could get involved with it. See, my husband and I are foster parents and have made a ton of connections in the community.”

      “Did you happen to give her any names, and if you did, what names did you give her?” Willis asked.

      “Actually, I did happen to talk to her about a couple who moved to the area about four months ago. They are a really nice pair, but they have obviously had a lot of loss in their lives. Still, it’s hard as things had been for them. They were really interested in getting back into being foster parents again.”

      Willis sighed. “Do you think you could give us the couple’s name?”

      “Absolutely. If it helps you find your daughters, I’ll give you whatever I can. Harold and Ginger Commers. That’s the name of the couple who just moved to the area not that long ago.”

      Deep in the recesses of her mind, something about the names sparked an old memory. Susan was certain she’d heard of the couple before. As it dawned on her who they were, the blood drained from her face, her stomach lurching with fright. The couple, a pair that had always done their best to help wayward souls, had been the ones to take in Paula’s young child when she’d been taken away from her. In Paula’s laced-out state of mind, it was likely she hadn’t remembered the pair’s names until years later when she sobered up. The siblings had both testified that their niece would be better off with the Commers, a detail that Paula still held against them.

      In her twisted mind, Susan knew Paula saw Willis and Harper as killers, the same as the Commers couple. Things couldn’t have been further from the truth. From everything Susan had been told about the pair, Harold and Ginger had adored their foster daughter enough to petition the courts for a permanent adoption. Paula, at that point, had been institutionalized on and off for different addictions for years. It was easy to understand why Paula’s siblings had supported the foster parents in their desire to adopt.

      “I hate to bother you for anything else, but do you have an address for the couple?”

      Mary nodded. “I don’t remember it off the top of my head, but I can go grab it from our address book in the kitchen.”

      Willis thanked her, and the woman walked out of the room. Susan’s head was spinning with the revelation of what could be happening next, but she knew they were getting closer to finding their daughters. More than anything, she wanted to find them and bring them back home, but she wanted Paula and Dylan to pay for what they had done. When she snapped herself out of her thoughts, she saw that her husband was staring at her.

      “What are you thinking?” Susan asked.

      “I’m just thinking that now would be a good time to call the mayor and have the police send someone out there.”

      “You might be right, but we are much closer than they are; they can get there a lot quicker than they will. You heard what the mayor said. All the officers in town are right at the Christmas party.”

      “I still think it would be a good idea to make the phone call and get the truck running, at least. I don’t want them to have any chance to get away.”

      “You go ahead and go out, make that phone call, and get the truck started. As soon as Mary comes back with the address, I’ll be right out.”

      Willis nodded. “We need to get there as soon as we can. From the sounds of it, Paula is on a mission for revenge. I don’t wanna give her any opportunity to hurt the girls or anyone else.”

      “It’s all going to be all right,” Susan said. “We’re going to get there before she can do anything to our daughters, and we are going to get them back.”

      Watching her husband head out the front door, Susan prayed she hadn’t lied to him. In her heart, she had to believe that everything was going to be okay, but Willis’s theory made sense. Paula was out for revenge against everyone she thought had something to do with her own daughter’s death. The tragedy had rocked the family, but they weren’t the ones to blame. Paula had amazing parents and a support system most children could only dream about as a child. She had rules, structure, and a loving family. Every decision she’d made that led to custody of her daughter being removed from her was on her own shoulders.

      Minutes later, when Mary emerged with the couple’s address on a piece of paper, Susan jumped to her feet and thanked the woman. There was no time to waste. After promising Mary they would keep her apprised of the situation, Susan headed out to the running truck, where her husband was waiting. Climbing in next to him, she programmed the address into the GPS as he finished the call he was on with the mayor. Just as she’d suspected, the police were a good twenty minutes out, but the residence in question was only a few miles from the pair’s location. There was no question about what they were going to do. Paula had to be stopped.
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      Willis was driving like a racecar stuntman through the quiet streets to get to the woman’s house, and Susan didn’t mind. She could feel in her gut that something was wrong with the situation. Paula’s motives had always been a little hazy to her. While she could understand the woman suffering through a mental snap and taking the girls, not support it but understand it, going after her daughter’s foster parents after so many years seemed like she was asking for trouble. Every move she made dangled her closer to the edge of getting caught. All Susan needed was for Paula to continue to lose her grip on reality and make mistakes. Her trail was hot, and Susan was certain they weren’t far behind the woman.

      Whatever her plans, they weren’t going to let Paula get away with it. The truck’s tires skidded to a stop outside the address in question. It was a modest house on the outskirts of town. As soon as they emerged from the pickup and raced to the front doors, Susan felt a spark of hope at the sight of the personal camera near the front door. Even if the couple wasn’t home at the time of Paula’s arrival, at least they might have more video proof that she was in the area. There were a few lights on inside, glowing with life, but when Willis knocked on the door, they got no answer. Willis’s uneasy gaze moved to her as he knocked again.

      “Harold? Ginger?” he called out.

      There was no reply.

      “They might be hurt inside,” Susan said. “We should go in there and check on them. With everything we know so far, we know what she is capable of.”

      Willis sighed. “I want to find the girls as much as you do, but it’s just as likely they just aren’t home. I think it would be a much better idea to wait for the police to get here. They can’t be that far out.”

      “Look, I know you’re worried about what’s going to happen next, and maybe I’m blowing everything out of proportion, but even if there isn’t anyone home, we don’t have time to sit around and wait.”

      “If there’s nobody home, what kind of answers do you think we’re going to get?”

      “I’m just saying we don’t have a lot of time. There is a camera on the front of the house, and even if no one is home, maybe we can get access to the footage and see if Paula has even been here.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to break into someone’s home. I’m going to give the police a call again and see how far out they are. Then we can make a decision on what to do next.”

      Nodding, Susan watched her husband step down off the small porch and pull out his phone to call the mayor once more. She had no intention of waiting around for cops. As soon as Willis turned his back to her, Susan quickly reached for the doorknob and turned it, praying it was open. It clicked and gave way, creaking as it opened with enough noise that Willis spun back around and glared at her. He quickly ended the call he’d been making and stormed over to where she was still standing right outside the house.

      Susan shrugged. “What? It was unlocked.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can walk right in; this is breaking, and…do you smell that?” he asked.

      She paused and took a deep breath, instantly regretting the decision when the scent of gunpowder hit her with full force. Her eyes darted around the room. When she saw the foot sticking out from the kitchen area, her stomach lurched. Susan didn’t need to go into the room to know what she was going to find, but her feet carried her forward, nonetheless. When the woman came into full view, Susan’s hands shot to her mouth both to stifle the scream and prevent the vomit from coming up. There was barely anything left of Ginger from the neck up.

      A few feet from where the woman was, Susan saw a second body belonging to a man. Harold’s wound was to the chest. There was no question she wanted to race out of the house and drink the memory out of her mind, but that couldn’t happen. Paula was a killer, and Susan’s children were still with the lunatic. Fighting the desire to puke, her eyes moved around the small space, searching for anything that might lead them to where Paula had gone next.

      “I can tell for sure that these two are Ginger and Harold. I remember the emerald pendant she is wearing as the same one Ginger always wore.”

      Susan sighed. “We need to get out of here. The police are already on their way, and there’s no telling what they’re gonna think when they get here.”

      “It was your idea to come into the house in the first place,” Willis snapped. “I was just fine waiting outside until they got here. It’s obvious that Paula and Dylan have been here, but now we’re going to lose a bunch of time when the police arrive and start asking a ton of questions.”

      “That’s why we need to leave before they get here.”

      She could understand why her husband was so upset, but even with the scene they found themselves in, Susan was glad they had entered the house before the police arrived. Time was not on their side, and she knew they were going to have to move quickly if they were going to have any chance of getting their girls back. As the two started to make their way out of the house, Susan glanced around and saw Ginger’s phone lying on the floor. It was easy to see that the screen was full of the camera view up to the front porch. She quickly made her way over to the phone and picked it up.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Willis asked. “We shouldn’t be touching anything.”

      “The app that’s open on the phone is for the camera out front. We have to know what was said by everyone. It might be the only way that we’re able to locate Emily and Erica.”

      Willis scoffed. “I was willing to come into the house with you because I thought it was what was best to find the girls. What you’re talking about doing now is tampering with evidence. It’s stealing.”

      “I’m not actually going to take it anywhere, but right now, we can see what happened outside. We can take a look at what the camera caught while we wait for the police to get here.”

      “I’m not stopping you from doing what you think is right, but I have to mention that I think this is a really bad idea.”

      Susan quickly nodded at her husband, letting him know she understood his point of view. Still, it wasn’t going to stop her from looking at the video and seeing if there were any clues as to where Paula was headed next. She stared down at the phone and restarted the video, and after a few minutes of watching everything that had happened, Susan gasped.

      “We need to get back to the Greenes’ house right away.”

      Willis sighed. “Why? Police are already expecting us to be here when they arrive.”

      “I don’t really care what the police are expecting. I know Paula is going to head back that way.”

      “What makes you so sure about that?”

      “Because you and I both know as soon as the news report comes out about what happened here, Mary is going to make a call and tell the police everything she knows. Paula can’t afford to let that happen.”

      Pulling up the video feed once more, Susan showed her husband the conversation in question. Paula, before killing the innocent couple, had laid out everything. She wasn’t going to stop with Ginger and Harold, not by a long shot. Every move Paula had made for the last few months had been carefully calculated to get her closer to her revenge. Even pulling Dylan into the relationship had been part of her grand scheme.

      Listening as her sister-in-law spoke on the screen, Susan felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Half the time Paula spoke, it was with conviction, while the rest of the time, she barely appeared to be lucid. As she and Willis listened to Paula speaking and telling Harold and Ginger at gunpoint her plans for not only them but for her siblings, nieces, and the kind elderly couple, she watched the color drain from Harold’s face. Outside, they could hear sirens approaching, but there was no time to wait. They had to get back to Mary’s house before she met the same fate as Bella’s foster parents.
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      “Why isn’t she answering?” Willis hissed.

      “I’m sure it’s fine. We’ll be there in a few minutes. Plus, we just saw her—”

      “You heard what Paula said on that recording! She’s going to clean up loose ends, and that means Mary. We never should have left her house; we should have waited for the police to get there.”

      “Well, since we can’t go back in time, why don’t we focus on getting there safe and sound?” Susan offered.

      Willis pursed his lips but said nothing. She knew it wasn’t the answer her husband wanted, but it was all she had. Behind them, the lights of the approaching cars started to fade as they made their way from one end of town to the next. It wasn’t long before Mary’s house came back into view. When she saw the patrol car out front, along with an ambulance, Susan gasped. Something else had happened.

      “Oh my God, what if we’re too late?” Willis whispered. “I don’t understand what is going on. How could Paula be this monster?”

      “I think we both know the answer to that. You said it yourself: there had always been something a little off about her. I guess we don’t have to question anymore if you were right.”

      “Someone is dead, Susan. At least two people are dead,” he said.

      “Don’t you think I know that, Willis? I’m not making light of the situation; I just know beating ourselves up over it isn’t going to do the girls any good, either.”

      He pursed his lips as the truck slowed down. She hated that they were bickering about anything, given the gravity of their situation. Susan swallowed, spotting the coroner’s van parked off to the side but not pointing it out to her husband. Already, she knew he was feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders. She didn’t want to add to his burden if it could be helped. As he parked the truck and they jumped out, two paramedics appeared with a wheeled gurney between them. There, lying on the hospital bed, was Mary Greene. They raced over to her.

      “Mary, what happened?” Willis asked. “Are you okay?”

      “I was just walking through the house when Paula came barging through the front door. Before I had the chance to do anything, Dylan burst through the back door, and they both had me completely cornered.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I am now. Paula was talking completely insane about how she was going to get a fresh start with a child of her own. She said she couldn’t do that until she finished God’s work, and she had to finish the work in order to stay in his good graces.”

      “What do you think she meant by that?”

      “I have no idea,” Mary replied. “All I know is it sounded like every word out of her mouth was crazy. If you ask me, it sounded as though she was high on something. I don’t know how to explain it. That is the only thing that makes any sense?”

      Just then, one of the paramedics looked up at the couple and told them they needed to get the woman to the hospital right away. Susan was trying to wrap her mind around what Mary had told them, but the only thing that made sense was that Paula had to have been high on something? Knowing the woman was an addict, Susan thought about how easily someone could have manipulated her if she was on drugs.

      No matter how much she tried to listen to the conversations happening around her, Susan’s mind refused to cooperate. It was bad enough knowing her daughters had been taken, but now it was starting to dawn on her just how insane Paula was. Her sister-in-law would stop at nothing to get her revenge, and now her children were caught in the middle of it all. She wrapped her arms around herself in an effort to keep out the chill, but it wasn’t the wind that made her feel empty inside. It was knowing how much danger Erica and Emily were in. Though she tried to focus, nothing was making sense.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Willis asked.

      The paramedic looked at him. “Mary took a gunshot wound to the abdomen. As far as we can tell, there was a struggle, and then she was shot in the stomach. Luckily, she’s going to be all right. If the bullet had hit just a few inches lower, she would have bled out in minutes.”

      “Well, I’m thankful it wasn’t any worse.”

      “She’s just lucky she had her gun with her. The dead guy inside must have never seen the shot coming.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mary must have already had her gun close by. She shot the man in the middle of the struggle and managed to start crawling away. Unfortunately, she was only able to get away long enough to fire off one round before the woman shot Mary.”

      Willis looked at Mary. “You’re a tough old bird.”

      Mary chuckled. “I’m just sorry I wasn’t able to get Paula before she was able to run off.”

      “I think you did all that you could, and I’m just happy to hear you’re going to be all right.”

      “This is just a flesh wound, but I’m glad you’re not going to have to worry about Dylan.”

      Just as the paramedic finished telling the pair what he knew, something else caught Susan’s attention. Behind her, they were carrying another wheeled bed of sorts, but on this one was a black bag, zipped to the top but open enough that she could make out the figure lying inside of it. She gasped and touched her husband’s arm to get his attention. It was Dylan, the man Paula had told the world she loved and later claimed not to have seen in days. She hated that yet another person had lost their life because of Paula.

      Eventually, the violence would come to a stop. Surely, her sister-in-law hadn’t expected to get away with murder. It was going to be challenging enough for her to disappear out of the country with the two girls fighting her every step of the way, but now she was down a man and had multiple deaths to answer for as well. She had to know she wasn’t going to get out of the country, which only served to terrify Susan more. They had cornered the rabid dog, but what would Paula do now?

      “Is there anything you can tell us about what happened inside?” Susan asked.

      “As far as we can tell, the pair must have broken in while Mary was in the kitchen and decided to try to take her out. I don’t think they were aware that the two of you had already been here to warn her, and she had a shotgun hidden underneath the kitchen table.”

      “I’m really glad we were able to warn her. I hate to think about what would have happened if we hadn’t.”

      The officer smiled. “She was ready for them to return, and I’m glad she was. We talked to the neighbor, and they told us they saw a white van pulling away after hearing the gunshots. I have to tell you that the neighbor also said she remembered seeing two little girls in the back of the van, and neither of them looked very happy.”

      Willis sighed. “I hate that the two of them had to witness anything.”

      “I don’t think they actually saw anything that happened inside. From what the neighbor can tell us, they were in the back of the van while the other two went inside.”

      “Thank God for small miracles,” Susan said. “Do we know anything else?”

      “No, but I did place a call to the police department in your hometown. I know they are in charge of the investigation involving the kidnapping, and I knew they would want to be made aware of what is happening here.”

      “Did they say anything else?”

      “I spoke to the officer in charge of the kidnapping, and he said he was going to be on his way down as soon as possible. Other than that, I don’t have any other information that I could tell you.”

      Susan knew it meant that before long, Officer White would be right there with him. Already, she knew he wasn’t going to be happy about what the couple had done. Despite his direct order for Susan to stay put, they’d not only left the house but left the county while following Paula’s trail. Her eyes darted to her husband, and she saw he was thinking the same thing. No matter what the officer had to say, neither of them planned to back down from the search for Paula and their children. Officer White could try to arrest them, but they wouldn’t go down without a fight.
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      “I’ve got half a mind to drag both of you out of here in handcuffs. What in the hell are the pair of you doing here? Didn’t I give you direct orders to stay put?” Officer White hissed.

      Susan had been expecting a good bit of flak from the officer. She knew all too well just what a quick temper he could have when things didn’t go his way or when people didn’t follow his command. Still, Susan had no regrets about their decision to follow the trail that had led them that far. She would do it all again without question if it meant her daughters were returned. As far as she was concerned, the man didn’t have a leg to stand on legally. There was no way he could hold them in a prison cell when they had done nothing wrong. Taking a deep breath to try to calm herself down, she knew it simply wouldn’t be possible.

      Officer White had crossed a line by showing up there, especially when he’d contributed nothing to the investigation. At least, nothing they knew about. They had come too far to back down now. Even though she could feel her husband’s hand on her arm, cautiously holding her as she took a step toward the police officer, Susan had no intention of stopping. If he was going to threaten her with prison time, she would make sure he had a good reason for putting her behind bars. She was trembling with rage, the anger inside of her nearly out of her control.

      “I’m only going to give the two of you a couple of options here, and I suggest you go with the first one since the second could get ugly,” Officer White warned. “The first option here is that you both just go home and stay there until I contact you. The second option is that I haul both of you back to the station in cuffs.”

      Susan scoffed. “You can’t force either one of us to do a thing. Even if you could, you have no grounds to arrest us.”

      “Are you seriously going to stand there and give me lip after everything the two of you have been up to?”

      “You have no power here, and this is completely outside of your authority. This isn’t even your jurisdiction anymore.”

      Willis stepped up next to her. “We’ve been through a lot these last couple of days. We’ll do whatever you want us to do. I’ll drive us back to the house and wait for you to contact us with information.”

      “I appreciate that. I don’t know if I can believe a word you say. Are you sure I can trust you to get back to the house on your own, or should I have an officer follow you back?”

      “There’s no need to have us followed. I’ll make sure we go straight back to the house and don’t stray off course.”

      Susan was nearly speechless as her husband took her arm and started to pull her away from the officer. She was downright infuriated he was letting Officer White get his own way. The man was wrong. He’d done next to nothing to find their daughters, and now he was trying to stop them from looking as well. Her body was shaking as tears sprang to her eyes. Every fiber in her being was telling her to snatch the keys from Willis and run to the truck. They could try to catch up with her, but she knew the back roads in the area and was confident the old truck could make it to places the police cars couldn’t dream.

      Willis had hold of her arm with enough force that she couldn’t break free without it turning into a show. Telling the lawman where to shove his opinion was one thing, but fleeing from her husband after everything they’d overcome was something different altogether. She moved in a daze as Willis tugged her in the direction of the pickup. The smug expression on the officer’s face nearly pushed her over the edge as Willis held open the truck door and she climbed inside. Once he was behind the wheel and they were on the road, she couldn’t contain her rage any longer.

      “How in the hell can you follow what he tells us to do?” Susan snapped. “I don’t understand how you can just walk away from it all, just like that. We are so close to finding the girls, and now you just expect us to go back to the house and sit around doing nothing. I’m not going back home without the girls.”

      Willis chuckled. “I have no intention of following anything. I just told him that. I feel exactly the way that you do, and I’m not going back home without them, either. I was lying to Officer White.”

      “Then what are we doing?”

      “I thought that now would be as good a time as ever to head back to town and get a cup of coffee while we regroup and figure out what to do next. I want Emily and Erica back home, and I’m not going back without them.”

      “I really thought you were planning on taking us back to the house.”

      “A couple of days ago, I probably would have, but not now. Not with as close as we are to figuring out what Paula’s next move is.”

      Susan sighed. “I love you so much. I don’t know that I would have gotten very far without you here by my side.”

      “I love you, too. I wouldn’t dream of going home without our girls with us, especially not after everything we’ve been through together.”

      Her heart was filled with joy, knowing her husband was still on her side. Everything that mattered to her was on the line. Their children and family were the only things she cared about. Just as the center of the town came into view, her phone started to vibrate. She didn’t think about it when she saw the gas station attendant’s name appear. Jill had given the couple her number in case she remembered anything. Now, Jill was their only connection to the area and the case. Mary was being carted off to the hospital, and the house was swarming with officers. Any clues they were going to get would come from someone who had already seen Paula. She answered the call on speakerphone so her husband could hear whatever the woman had to say.

      “Hey, Jill. Did something come up?”

      “Well, I was just about to close down the station for the night. I was just about to lock up when I saw that white van that Paula was driving flying by. I wasn’t completely sure it was her at first. I had to step out the door in order to get a better look, but just as the van went around the corner, I saw two little girls in the back of it. I know it has to be them.”

      Susan gasped. “Can you tell us what direction the van was heading?”

      “As soon as I figured out exactly who was in the van, I took off running after it. Keep in mind that I’m not exactly the fastest woman around, but I did manage to get to the end of the road and see it turn down Pure Gravel Road.”

      “Do you have any idea why she would be heading in that direction and not out of town?”

      Jill sighed. “Honestly, I really don’t have a clue what she would be doing going down that road. The only thing out there is an old, abandoned gravel quarry, but it’s been closed down for years.”

      “Thank you for giving us the heads up and letting us know you spotted them. Is there anything we should know about the area?”

      “Not really. Like I said, it’s been abandoned and locked up for years. Though kids seem to manage to go down there every summer to party, it is really dangerous. If you’re heading out that way, just be careful.”

      “We appreciate the information, and I promise that we’ll be careful.”

      Ending the call, the pair exchanged a look of complete shock. Immediately, Susan punched in the name of the quarry on her phone and brought up the address. They were only a few minutes away from the location. Her stomach rocked as she tried to keep her emotions under control. Her girls had been spotted, though, and they were alive. Although she’d known in her heart, from the first moment they’d been taken, that the girls were still alive, that knowledge and the confirmation from Jill were completely different. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves as the truck bumped down the road. Susan closed her eyes for a split second, silently praying they would get to the girls in time.
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      “We have to call him,” Willis said.

      Susan ground her teeth. She already knew who her husband was talking about but still hated the idea of involving the lawman again. Officer White was already ticked off at them, and once he found out they weren’t complying with his orders, more drama was sure to come. Looking at her phone as they bumped down the gravel road, Susan watched as her signal continued to drop. By the time they reached the quarry, she’d have no bars left at all. Willis glanced in her direction, his gaze telling her she had to make the call whether they liked it or not.

      There was no way of telling what Paula’s next move was. She’d lost the man who was going to help her escape and had to know they were right on her tail. If she was slipping further away from reality, nothing they did would stop her from carrying out whatever twisted plan she had in her mind. Susan hated the idea of calling the officer, but she was well aware of how precarious their situation had become. Without the others getting involved, it put her daughters’ lives on the line, and that wasn’t something Susan would allow. Snatching her phone, she dialed the officer’s number and put it on speakerphone.

      “What are you doing, calling me and interfering with my investigation? Aren’t the two of you supposed to be headed back to your house?” White asked.

      “We were, but as we were leaving town, we spotted Paula in that white van, heading out toward the quarry. The girls were in the back. We saw both of them plain as day.”

      “The two of you need to stay where you are. Don’t try to follow her. I’ll send a patrol car out when I can to take a look at the area.”

      “What do you mean when you can?” she snapped. “Are you seriously going to sit there and tell me that you’re not going to send someone out right away?”

      “There’s still a bunch to check out here, and I can’t just follow every lead on something you think you saw,” Officer White said. “Now, you both need to stay right where you are, and I will send someone out when I get the chance.”

      Susan scoffed. “Fine, then why don’t you just get every one of your men gathered up and get down here before I start shooting everything I see and asking questions about it later?”

      Susan hung up on the man before he had a chance to respond. She was seething with rage by the time they reached the quarry. Though she could see the flashing lights of approaching police cars, there was still no sign of them at the massive cavern in the ground. As soon as she saw the nondescript white van, her heart started to race with anticipation. It was hard to believe they had truly made it. Susan fought to keep her nerves under control when she saw all the doors standing open on the vehicle without another living soul in sight. It had already crossed the point of being late afternoon and had turned into evening. The only shred of light that made things visible was the pickup’s headlights illuminating the path in front of them.

      With only one road leading in and out of the quarry, Susan was certain Paula was still there somewhere with her girls. It was a maze of smaller roads that led down to the gully, now dried after years of neglect. They needed all the manpower they could muster if they were going to cover the entire area to search it. She hadn’t even made it out of the vehicle yet when she saw and heard the police vehicles approaching from the main road. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Susan waited and watched as Willis got out of the truck and stood next to her.

      “I can hear the sirens coming in the distance, but I’m not sure what they’re actually heading this way for,” Susan said. “Do you think Officer White is actually sending people out to help us find our little girls or to arrest us for trespassing?”

      Willis chuckled. “At this point, it’s hard to say what they are really coming out here for. I’ll tell you one thing I know for damn sure, and that’s that I’m not going to go down without a fight. If they’re going to try to put me in cuffs, they’re going to have to fight me to do so.”

      “I know the girls are close and that Paula has them somewhere nearby. I can’t explain it, but it’s almost like I can feel their presence.”

      “I can feel it, too. If it makes you feel any better, my parents are on standby to bail us out of jail. If we still have problems trying to find the girls, they will be out here as soon as they can to help us look for them or just to help us with anything we need.”

      “It’s good to know we have a backup plan,” Susan said with a smile. “I just want to get our daughters back home.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Willis replied. “Let’s get our girls back.”

      It was a little shocking how quickly the law enforcement officers managed to pull together six cruisers. One by one, they flew down the gravel road, skidding to a stop and surrounding the couple, along with the van and the truck. The lumbering officer emerged from his cruiser and quickly stormed in her direction. Susan balled her hands into fists and fought to keep her temper under control. She was ready for a fight, a battle of wills, or to flee if needed. One thing was for certain: she wasn’t going to leave without her kids.

      The officer could drag her off to prison later. If he wanted, he could toss one charge after another in her direction. She would happily trot off to prison as soon as she knew her children were alive and well, at home with her husband while she sat behind bars. To her surprise, Willis grabbed hold of her hand and stepped in front of her, separating her from Officer White. Susan didn’t know which of them he was trying to protect, but she was happy to have him there with her, nonetheless.

      “I’m about sick and tired of the two of you interfering with this investigation, in my case,” White said. “Now, I’m only gonna tell you this one more time, or I’m going to have to haul your asses off to jail. Take your wife home and wait there until I come back with a report.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Willis snapped. “I know my children are here somewhere, and I’m not about to go home without them. The two of us will stay right here and help search the area.”

      “If that’s the way you want to be about it, I have no problem throwing you both in cuffs and hauling your asses down to the station.”

      “I have no problem going to the station with you, but you can do whatever you’re going to do to me after we find the girls. Look around you. This place is absolutely huge. You need everyone you can to search the area. She already has a head start on us.”

      Officer White sighed. “It is a pretty massive search grid, but I can’t afford to have the two of you running around here, messing everything up.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. We’re going to stay here and help you look for Emily and Erica, whether you like it or not. I’m not backing down from this. We both want our little girls back, and if you really are so hell-bent on arresting someone, then let us help you find Paula so you can put her behind bars.”

      The officer glared at the pair for several minutes, seeming to weigh his options. To her shock, he gave them a curt nod and turned to start instructing his team. Her heart pounded as the rest of her body slowly unraveled the tension it had been building. Turning to look at the van, she moved slowly, as if in a daze, to the opened back door. Tears started to fall when she saw the familiar scribblings of Emily on a few sheets of paper. Paula had given them crayons and snacks in the back of the van as if they were three years old again. At that moment, she realized that Paula was trapped in a loop of her own making, a mental block of five years prior when her little girl had died.
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      It was strange to see the lights slowly being moved into position. She couldn’t believe that everything had come to that point. If they didn’t find Paula and the girls soon, she was going to lose her mind. Looking out over the huge cavern, Susan didn’t know where to start the hunt. Every few hundred feet, an officer was setting up a generator-powered light, but it still wasn’t enough. Suddenly, something boomed like a gunshot. Her jaw dropped when a flare went shooting through the sky, landing down below and showing everyone just how deep the pit went. Her stomach dropped with despair.

      Another shot went off, followed by a third and several more. Still, with at least a dozen flares in the pit, they didn’t go far enough to touch the center of it all. Susan took little comfort in her husband’s arm as it moved around her shoulders, holding her tight as the vastness of it all settled in. They had to do something to find the girls, but looking out over the abandoned quarry, Susan had no idea how they were going to locate two small, terrified children before it was too late. A tear slipped down her cheek as they turned away from it. Officer White was waiting for them a few paces back. They returned to where he was standing, though she was barely able to hold herself together.

      “I already put in a call to the county commissioner’s office, and he said he would bring us a map so we can get a better idea of what the area actually looks like,” White said. “Aside from that, we’re getting together as many people as we can to help search the area.”

      “How long will it be before anyone actually gets here?” Willis asked.

      “Unfortunately, it’s going to take about an hour for the commissioner to get here with the map, but we might have volunteers arrive sooner than that to help.”

      “We’re not gonna be able to wait that long for everyone to get here,” Susan said. “The girls might not even have that much time.”

      “We plan on starting a search right away, but you need to keep in mind that this is a very dangerous area during the day, let alone at night. It can actually be quite deadly walking around here with no light.”

      Willis sighed. “We’ll stay within the area where the cars can actually still be seen. I agree with my wife; we need to get started looking right away.”

      White nodded. “I can agree with that plan. I also have to let you know I’ve already ordered cadaver dogs to be sent out to help with the search.”

      Her stomach lurched as she doubled over, fighting to keep it together. At the mention of cadaver dogs, her heart had shattered. She didn’t want to think about that outcome. Susan couldn’t let herself toy with the horrid notion that they might not find the girls alive. Willis had her in his arms, getting the knees of his slacks covered in the fine gray dirt as he dropped down to cradle his wife in his arms. He whispered to her, promising they were going to find them, but she could hear the tremble in his voice. Never before had Susan heard it. Knowing how terrified Willis truly was that they would lose their children only drove her deeper into the tailspin.

      Something deep inside of her rose up, though, the same intuition that had pushed her through before. If her girls were gone, Susan would know it; she would feel it deep in the pit of her stomach, but now, there was still hope. She took her husband’s face in her hands, wiping away the tears as she told him she loved him with all her heart. For another moment, they stayed together in a tender embrace. Susan gave her husband the strength he needed to stand, and he gave her his shoulder for support.

      “I have a few infrared cameras that will help pick up any heat sources, and a couple of my guys are already planning a way to break the area down into search grids. It’s all part of the normal process when we’re searching a large area like this—”

      Before the officer could continue with what he was explaining to them, the radio on his chest jumped to life. The cackling made everyone jump, but the voice on the other end told them they had a woman approaching from one of the service roads. Instantly, Susan’s heart started to race, and she gasped. There was something about the entire situation and what the person on the other end of the radio was talking about that seemed odd, but she knew without a doubt that the woman had to be Paula.

      “Can you give me a location on the incoming woman?”

      The radio cackled again. “We’re on the far side of the quarry.”

      The radio went dead, and Susan had no idea how to feel about what she’d heard. Although it could have been anyone walking through the area, she knew in her heart that it was the woman who had taken her daughters. The only question left in her mind was what she had done with her little girls. Suddenly, the radio came to life once again.

      “Sir, we have confirmation that the person coming our way is Paula Enders, and she’s carrying a shovel.”

      The mixture of emotions that coursed through her mingled in her body. From anger and rage to complete devastation. Susan was going to get to Paula and find out where she’d put her little girls. There had to still be hope, though. There had to be a reason her instinct was telling her they weren’t yet out of time. Susan didn’t stop to think about it before snatching the keys off Willis’s belt. Willis, though, was back to his old self and moved with surprising speed to stop her before she could unhook them all the way. He wasn’t going to let her go off by herself, but she could see in his eyes that her husband wanted answers as badly as she did.

      “The location they are talking about is on the other side of the quarry. We don’t have any way over there from here.”

      “I’m going to drive over there and see what is going on,” Willis said. “We need to know our daughters are all right. If she’s done anything to hurt Emily and Erica, we need to be there.”

      “You’re not going to be able to drive over there,” White replied. “There are a bunch of nails and shards of metal all over the ground in that direction. The county had to spread a bunch of it out in order to keep trespassers out years ago. The area is just too dangerous for people to come to go, and it was the only way the authorities could think to stop people from entering.”

      “How are we going to get over there and find out what Paula has done with our daughters?”

      “I already have them bringing Paula in our direction. We’re going to find out exactly what she has done.”

      The radio started to static. “Officer White, we have a situation over here.”

      “I don’t understand,” he radioed back. “I thought that you basically had her in custody and were bringing her to us?”

      “That was the plan, but Paula is claiming to have done something to the girls that I think you should come to talk to her about.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “Well, she’s claiming to have buried the girls alive, and we’re not quite sure what to do about the situation, sir.”

      Completely blinded by both rage and fear for her daughter’s safety, Susan bolted for the gravel road that led around the edges of the quarry. Though her husband and the officer called after her, she didn’t stop. Nothing was going to keep her from talking to Paula. The gravel beneath her feet dug into the soft tennis shoes she was wearing. The tears fell, but she ignored them. As the freezing air whipped through her hair, Susan tried not to think about the growing pit in her stomach.

      The light that had guided her to her little girls was starting to fade. She didn’t want to think about what that meant, but it was impossible to ignore. Whatever Paula had done, they were running out of time. Silently, Susan started to pray, her faith coming and going with each step she took. Though her chest burned, Susan’s pace stayed the same. She was nearly to the other side now, her eyes trained on the woman now in cuffs twenty yards away. Paula was going to suffer for what she’d done. Susan would make sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Nearly an hour had passed since they had found Paula walking along the side of the quarry with a shovel. Despite trying to take out both of the guards standing next to her, Susan was unsuccessful in her attempts to get answers from Paula. It was only when Willis arrived with the officer in charge that Paula agreed to talk to anyone. She couldn’t believe everything the demented woman had to say to her brother. It quickly became obvious that Paula had lost her mind long ago. As the minutes moved slowly by, the hope that Susan had of finding her daughters dwindled.

      She couldn’t believe Paula had cooked up the entire scheme as a ruse to get her vengeance on Harper and Willis. The only thing Paula hadn’t counted on was Susan’s intuition and determination to find the twins. The more they learned about Paula’s plan, the sicker Susan felt. She could barely keep herself contained when they were finally brought into the makeshift headquarters the police had set up at the edge of the quarry. Paula was still in chains, sitting on a chair in the middle of the empty room. She smiled at the couple as they entered, dirt and dust beneath her nails and covering her clothing.

      Paula smiled. “You know you’re never going to find the girls, right? I mean, I went out of my way to make sure I dug two graves. Though, it’s unfortunate I had to bury the girls instead of my brother and sister, like it was originally meant to be. I suppose I can take solace in knowing Willis—and the rest of the family—will suffer when the girls die.”

      “Tell me where the girls are,” Susan snapped. “Why do two innocent little girls need to die for you to make a point? You don’t even make any damn sense.”

      “I already explained to the police what the girls were buried in.”

      “Why don’t you tell me the exact location?”

      “Look, I’ve said as much as I’m going to say. It’s really not my fault that these officers can’t find them. It’s really sad, actually.”

      “I swear to God, if you don’t tell me where my daughters are, you’re going to regret it.”

      Paula laughed. “You can’t possibly do anything to me. First of all, you’re not built the way I am, and if you think for one second that I’m afraid of you, you’re sadly mistaken.”

      “Tell me where they are,” Susan seethed. “Tell me where to find my daughters, or I swear I’m going to kill you.”

      Willis gently touched her shoulder. “Why don’t you just take a break outside and catch your breath?”

      Susan felt like she was going to be sick. Touching her husband’s arm and quietly letting him know she was going to step outside, she moved to the exit of the tent and sucked in a breath of the cold air surrounding them. In the time that had lapsed, two helicopters had been brought in to aid with the search, along with dozens of police volunteers from around the state. She couldn’t believe what a huge show of force it was, yet it still didn’t seem to be making a dent in anything. The search area they had to cover was considerably larger than they had the resources to do in the time they had to do it. She desperately wanted to believe everything was going to be okay and that they would find the girls in plenty of time, but Susan’s hope continued to fade.

      The freezing temperatures didn’t help, either. They could die from exposure at any moment. It was a harrowing thought to know she might lose her children, despite being so close to finding them. Susan couldn’t let the terrible thoughts consume her. Otherwise, all hope would be lost. The sound of approaching footsteps grabbed her attention, and she turned to find Officer White, along with one of the specialists he had brought in, behind her. Since the discovery of Paula and the realization that Susan had been right all along, Officer White had completely changed his demeanor.

      “I’d like to introduce you to Jeffrey. He’s a specialist on air quality and being buried alive,” White said.

      “What is he supposed to help us with?”

      “I’ve done plenty of research and case studies on scenarios such as this. Based on the information the woman inside gave us, we have a pretty good idea of the dimensions of the box and that it was designed for two adults. I know it’s not a lot of good news, but it does give us more time.”

      Susan sighed. “I don’t understand what that means. How is this going to help us find them?”

      “I’m assuming she meant to bury your husband and their sister, but instead, she buried the two girls. This can be looked at in a positive manner, as well as a negative one. The idea that the box was designed to contain two adults will give the girls a little more time, but if my calculations are correct, your daughters have less than an hour of oxygen left before it runs out, and they will suffocate.”

      “How does this help us figure out where they are? You keep giving me scenarios in which the girls don’t make it out alive. I’m not hearing anything that tells us our next step.”

      Officer White sighed. “In simple terms, the girls are going to run out of oxygen in less than an hour. When they run out of air, it’s likely they’ll just simply fall asleep and never wake up.”

      She wanted to lay on the ground and cry, to hold her children one last time, but Susan couldn’t give up hope. It was all they had left. Though time was limited, she still knew the girls were alive, and that helped some. Knowing it was information her husband would want, Susan took a deep breath and headed back into the tent where he was talking to his deranged sister. She quickly whispered in his ear, noticing just how much that bothered Paula as she did.

      It was obvious the woman did not like it when she was not the center of attention. Something inside of Susan quickly flared up, and she had to fight the urge to lunge at her sister-in-law once more. How could she possibly still be so self-centered, given all the terrible things she had done? Susan knew she couldn’t dwell on it. Otherwise, it would only serve as another distraction to keep her from finding their daughters. As the couple had moved outside the tent once more, she let out the breath she had inadvertently been holding while in Paula’s presence.

      “Their specialist said the girls have less than an hour of oxygen left,” Susan said. “I don’t know what we’re going to do if we can’t find them in time.”

      Willis sighed. “We’re not going to give up on them. We’re going to do whatever it takes to find them before that time runs out. Do you want to hitch a ride to the entrance of the quarry? My mom and dad, along with my sister, should be arriving any minute.”

      “No. I’m glad they came all the way down here to help out, but I just need a little space and time to clear my head. I’m just going to take a little walk and sort things out.”

      “Be careful out there. Just promise me you won’t venture off too far. This is still an extremely dangerous area.”

      Susan shrugged. “I won’t go far, and I won’t be too far away from this area. I just don’t know what to do right now, and I need a few minutes to be able to try to work things through in my mind.”

      “I understand, but I just want you to be careful.”

      “I will. Promise me that you’re going to keep trying to get any information you can out of Paula. Something has to be able to make her break and give out the location of our girls.”

      Kissing his cheek, Susan headed away from the tent and the people milling around while they searched for her little girls. Nearly the entire quarry was grided out as they searched, but the back area was still left untouched. They didn’t have the manpower to go that far yet. With a flashlight in her hands, Susan started to wander, the tears slipping as she prayed. Before long, though, the tears started to cloud her vision, hiding a wayward stump protruding from the ground. As her heel caught on it and she tumbled forward, Susan gasped, something reflective catching the light’s glare a few yards ahead of her—the butterfly broach.
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      Susan couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Without trying to get back to her feet, she crawled over to the area that appeared to have been exposed recently. As she started to dig with her fingers, the tears fell. She was certain she had found the spot where her children had been buried alive. Though Paula was a creature of insurmountable evils, she hadn’t counted on the girl’s intelligence. As pride flooded her, Susan knew they were running out of time, and she wasn’t going to be able to uncover her little girls on her own. Though it broke her heart to do so, Susan quickly got to her feet and bolted in the direction of the makeshift camp.

      The moment she was within earshot of the first of the police officers she saw, Susan screamed for help. They raced in her direction, repeating everything she told them into the walkies attached to their uniforms. Barking orders at them and sharing where she’d found the broach, Susan raced in the direction of the tent where Paula was being held. In the distance, she could see the lights of her family’s vehicle approach the now-cleared gravel area, but there was no time to greet them. When her husband appeared, she raced to tell him what she’d found.

      “What’s going on? I just saw everybody jump into action and take off running. Did they find something?”

      “I’m pretty sure we found the girls. I was walking in the woods and found a broach.”

      Instantly, her husband’s face went white. She wasn’t even sure how to feel herself. She could only hope they were able to track down the twins before it was too late. He finally nodded, and Susan took off in the direction of where she had found the broach. Her heart was racing the entire time. She was having trouble trying to catch her breath with everything going on. The thoughts going through her mind continued to make her wonder if they were going to be able to find Emily and Erica before it was too late and they ran out of air.

      Although it seemed like they had been jogging back in the direction of the disturbed ground for ages, it had only taken a few moments. When they arrived back at the area where she had found the broach, the police and volunteers were already digging into the ground.

      “I can’t believe it,” Willis said. “I don’t know why none of us thought about looking on the far side of the quarry. How did you even find this place?”

      “I was just walking around, trying to clear my head, and started to pray when I tripped over something and landed right next to the broach. It was simply a matter of luck.”

      A chill ran down her spine. Susan knew in her heart that Paula had intentionally buried the girls somewhere she didn’t think the search parties would look right away. The level of planning and detail that had gone into the woman’s crazed abduction scheme was too much for Susan to grasp at that moment. Still, Paula had to have dug out the grave over the course of weeks, building the box that Susan’s children were now confined in. Her stomach rolled, thinking of who it had been intended for. Why she had gone for the girls and not her siblings, Susan might never know.

      It was enough to know Paula would be spending the rest of her life behind bars. None of it mattered anymore, not the woman’s intentions, her devious plan, nor the outcome of her incarceration, just as long as Emily and Erica were safe. Watching as the men worked, she felt like she was going to be sick with each inch of earth they dug out. Willis kept his arm wrapped tightly around her shoulders, holding as much as leaning on her. They could weather any storm together, but she didn’t want to face her daughters’ deaths, not ever. It was something no parent should ever be forced to endure.

      “I’d be willing to bet just about anything we have that Paula was counting on us searching this area last. I assume she figured the girls would be dead by the time we actually found them.”

      “Like I said,” Susan muttered, “it’s only by the grace of God that I tripped in this exact spot.”

      Willis sighed. “It’s more than that. Your gut feeling brought us here, and now you are the only reason we are even digging in this spot. Without you, everyone would still be on the other side of the quarry. I love you.”

      “This isn’t even close to being over with yet. Paula is smart enough to try anything to throw us off in the direction we need to be. We might not even be in the right place, or it might be too late.”

      “We’ve come too far to start thinking like that. We need to stay positive and keep our hope alive.”

      “With everything that has been going on and everything your sister has done to us, hope is the only thing I have left.”

      “Then you need to grab ahold of it and never let go. We’re going to find the girls right here. That feeling that you had earlier that you could just sense they were here, it’s the same feeling I have now that we’re going to find them and everything is going to be okay. We can’t give up now.”

      “We hit something,” one of the men digging said.

      Racing to the edge of the hole, Willis and Susan watched with bated breath as a wooden lid was exposed. Working together, four of the officers managed to pull it out of the hole. When she saw her little girls cradled together, shivering and unconscious, her heart shattered as she sobbed. One by one, they were pulled from the grave. As Erica’s eyes fluttered open, quickly followed by her sister’s, Susan gasped and raced to them, pulling them both into her arms with Willis right behind her. They cried together, holding each other for several minutes as the rest of the world faded around them.

      It didn’t matter that it was freezing or that the police were pleading with her to let them go to get medical attention back at the base camp. For just a moment, Susan couldn’t hear any of them. The twins were covered in dirt with a few bruises and cuts up and down their legs. The clothing wasn’t any she recognized, but that was a moot point. They were alive, and that was the only thing she cared about. Willis’s long arms encapsulated the trio of females, his own cheeks damp with tears.

      “I knew you would find us. That’s why I dropped the broach when Paula wasn’t looking,” Erica said.

      “You did that on purpose?” Susan asked. “You left it in the place that you knew we would find it?”

      “I knew you would be trying to find us, and the best thing I could do was give you a clue to where we were. I dropped it on the ground so that my mom and dad could find it.”

      “That was a really smart thing to do. Dropping that broach in a place we would be able to see it saved your life and your sister’s.”

      “Why was Aunt Paula doing all those really mean things? At first, she was really nice, but then she started doing a bunch of bad things that scared Emily and me.”

      Willis sighed. “None of that matters now. Your aunt is really sick, and she’s going to go someplace that is going to help her, but she’s going to be there for the rest of her life. You’re never going to have to worry about her coming after you again.”

      “I’m glad,” Emily said. “We were really scared, but we knew you guys wouldn’t let anything happen to us.”

      Susan smiled. “Of course, we never let anything happen to either one of you. You both are safe now, and I’m never going to let you go again.”

      Holding her children tight as the tears fell, Susan vowed never to let anything like that happen to them again. From that moment forward, she planned on checking her gut, using her intuition with each new person they met who spent time with her little girls. There would be plenty of time to change their lives around later. At that moment, all she wanted to do was be with her children and her husband, relishing the joy of being together again at long last. Paula would never hurt any of them again. Her vengeance would die with her in the prison cell she’d soon call home. Finally, Emily and Erica were coming home.
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      Susan was in the kitchen with Mary, and each of them was helping prepare their Christmas Day meal. For the most part, everything had gone back to normal, but deep in her heart, she knew everything was about to change. There was a bit of news she had been keeping to herself for the last several days, and she had planned on surprising the family with it when they sat down for dinner. Everyone was there for the party. She was excited to see the family come together to spend the holiday together.

      “You seem like you’re lost in thought,” Mary said. “Are you sure everything is getting better since what happened with the girls?”

      “It’s something I wish never would have happened to them, but that’s not what’s on my mind. I’m just really happy to see all of us here together.”

      “That makes two of us. I think this is the best way we can get through this.”

      Susan smiled. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Mary quickly walked over to her and wrapped her arms around her. She was finally starting to feel like everything was going to be all right. The girls had managed to fall right back into their routines. What she was getting ready to tell everyone was going to change it all once again. As the family started to gather at the dining room table, and the food was laid out where everyone could reach, they all stood by their seats and said grace over their meal. Afterward, the family started to sit down, but Susan stayed standing.

      “I have an announcement that I wanted to tell everyone,” Susan said.

      “What do you have for us?” Harper asked.

      “I got some special news that I just learned earlier this week. I thought it was exactly what I was thinking it was, but I wanted my doctor to verify it before I said anything. I’m pregnant.”

      Willis grinned. “You’re just now telling me that we’re going to have another baby?”

      “Well, I wanted it to be a surprise, and I thought after everything we have all been through this year that it would be nice to share the good news with everybody at the same time. I don’t know anything for sure, but I can tell that it’s probably going to be twins again.”

      “Oh God, I hope we get to have a set of boys this time.”

      Emily scoffed. “What’s wrong with girls?”

      Willis smiled. “Nothing, honey. I really don’t care if the babies are girls or boys, as long as they come out healthy and are as much fun as the two of you are.”

      “That’s better,” Erica said. “I’m just happy we’re going to have sisters or brothers.”

      They all started to laugh, and one by one, each member of the family walked around the table to hug her and congratulate her. It was far from the outcome she thought she would receive by telling the family, but she was happy to see that everyone was taking it in stride. And with everything that had gone down with Paula and the kidnapping of the girls, it was good to see that everyone was coming together again. There was a joy she could feel throughout the entire room, lifting her heart to new places.

      As everyone made it back to their seats and started to eat Christmas dinner, Susan noticed Harper get up and go to the restroom. The twins her sisters-in-law was getting ready to have were due any day, but Susan was just happy to have the family all in one place again. There were several conversations going on at once all around her, and the only thing she could do was sit back and listen to as much of it as she could. Willis was still stuck on hoping they would have a set of twin boys, while her daughters were excited to have siblings. Willis’s parents were excited to have more grandchildren to spoil, but she was just happy to have everyone at the same table enjoying Christmas as a family.

      When she looked up from the table, she noticed her sister-in-law making her way out of the bathroom, holding low on her stomach. There was a look of joy on her face, but she could see that there was something much more to it. Susan immediately stood up, and Harper looked at her and smiled.

      “It’s time.”

      “Time for what?” Willis asked.

      Harper chuckled. “I thought I had to go to the bathroom, but my water just broke. These babies are on their way.”

      “We need to get you to the hospital and bring these children into the world.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready. I’ve been carrying them in my belly for so long, but now that they’re here, I don’t know what to do.”

      Mary smiled. “Ready or not, those babies aren’t going to give you a choice. Trust me when I tell you that there’s no stopping it now.”

      Susan laughed. “She’s right, but you’re going to do great. You have a family here that is going to support you every step of the way. It doesn’t get much better than that. We should probably get going.”

      It wasn’t a complete disaster like it was when she and Willis had their twins. The family collectively all got out of their seats and started making their way toward the front door. It was easily going to be the best Christmas they had ever shared together, and there was more joy going around than Susan had ever felt. Not only were they getting ready to increase the family size by two, but she also knew the following year would bring two more.

      There was a smile on all of their faces as they piled into their cars and started making their way toward the hospital. Everything they had gone through recently went through her head as they pulled out of the driveway. Just a few short days before, Susan thought she might never see her daughters again. Now, they were safe and sound and the family was going to be able to get through everything together. Harper was getting ready to birth twins, and Susan knew it wouldn’t be long before they would be welcoming more of the family when she had her next set.

      As Willis drove the car to the hospital, following his sister and brother-in-law, the girls were seated in the back, arguing over the names of the siblings who hadn’t even been born yet. Susan couldn’t help but hold a smile on her face while she looked out the window. It had been snowing all day, but only in small amounts. The moon was just starting to shine over the freshly fallen blanket of white, and she caught a glimpse of a falling star. At that moment, Susan knew everything was right in the world, and she was never going to have to worry about losing her children again.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!
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      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.
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      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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