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      The smell of bleach nearly knocks me over as I walk through the school’s main door. I let it slam behind me, too busy covering my mouth as I cough. My nose burns and my eyes water. Someone must’ve emptied an entire bottle right here.

      “Sorry!” Emily waves at me from behind the counter as she tucks some braided hair behind her ear. “Our new hire accidentally spilled bleach a few minutes ago.”

      I clear my throat and blink away the tears. “It isn’t that bad.”

      She glances at her computer screen. “Did you forget something, Angelina?”

      “Forget something? I’m here to pick up my kids.”

      Emily stares at me. “You already got Sophie and Owen.”

      The fumes must be getting to her head. Clearly I haven’t picked up my children, or they’d be with me. I haven’t seen them since I dropped them off this morning. “Maybe your new hire accidentally marked them as signed out. I assure you, I didn’t get them.”

      “There was no mistake. I checked them out personally.”

      My lungs deflate. I can’t find my voice.

      This can’t be happening.

      “Are you okay, Mrs. London?”

      I lean against the counter for support. Manage to force words past a lump in my throat. “Are you saying Owen and Sophie aren’t here?”

      Her eyes widen, and she looks at me like she’s worried I might flip my lid.

      She isn’t wrong—if she allowed someone to leave with my babies.

      “Well?” I stare her down.

      Emily swallows. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but you were here twenty minutes ago and took them with you.”

      I take a deep breath and struggle to remain calm. “If that happened, don’t you think I’d remember? I’m going to get them myself.”

      Emily leaps from her chair. “I should get Jennifer.”

      “Do you think the manager knows where my children are? Because if she does, please get her. I’d love nothing more than to speak with her.”

      “Stay right there. Don’t move.” She stares at me, obviously waiting for me to agree. Does she think I’m going to set the building on fire?

      “Okay.”

      She gives me a side-eye glance before scurrying around the corner and into the office behind the reception desk. The blinds aren’t properly closed, so I can see her and the manager talking. Emily points in my direction.

      Jennifer glances at me then picks up the phone.

      What’s going on? Is she calling security on me? Has the receptionist convinced her I’ve lost my mind?

      They’re going to lose their license if they sent my children home with the wrong person. How could Emily think I picked them up? The woman has clearly lost her marbles.

      Based on the way they keep looking at me, they think I have.

      Jennifer starts speaking into the receiver.

      This is too much. I can’t stand around waiting another moment. I need to see Owen and Sophie’s classrooms for myself. For all I know, they’re still in there.

      I want nothing more than to wrap my arms around them and tell them how much I love them.

      Jennifer glances my way one more time.

      That’s it. I’ve had enough.

      I bolt down the hall to my son’s pre-kindergarten classroom, press my nose against the window, peer through the glass. The room is bustling, full of kids who are reading, drawing, playing. One little girl works on a puzzle at a table. A boy sits in the corner, building a tower with blocks.

      Owen isn’t in there. I double-check. Triple-check.

      My baby isn’t in his class.

      Acid churns in my stomach. I wish I hadn’t had that shrimp sandwich for lunch. More than that, I wish I really had picked up my kids twenty minutes ago.

      I need to check Sophie’s classroom, not that she’s likely to be there. If Owen’s gone, then she must be, too.

      My heart pounds so loudly, I can’t hear anything else.

      Whoever took them will pay. I’ll see to that personally.

      Jennifer and Emily cut off my path. I’m determined to get past them. The classroom for the three-year-olds is on the other side of the reception desk. Must get there.

      “Please calm down.” Jennifer holds up a hand.

      “I need to see Sophie’s class.”

      “She isn’t there. You picked her up.”

      “No, I did not.” I narrow my eyes. “Move out of my way.”

      Jennifer doesn’t budge. “I can’t do that, I’m sorry. Would you like to come into my office so we can try to figure out what happened?”

      I know exactly what happened. These people let a stranger walk out of here with my children, and now we’re wasting valuable time.

      We should be looking for them!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      One week earlier.

      “Angelina…” Peter’s voice sounds far away, like he’s floating somewhere. He shakes my shoulder and presses a kiss next to my ear. “Your alarm’s going off.”

      I bolt upright, gasping for air, untangling the covers. Finally, I hear my alarm. The quiet, soothing sound of crickets usually eases me from whatever sleep state I’m in when it goes off. Not today. Last night, I was up with Sophie for an hour and a half after she had a nightmare. I’ve never seen the girl so inconsolable.

      Maybe I can catch a nap while the littles are at preschool. That’s one of the benefits of being married to an anesthesiologist. I don’t have to work a grueling nine-to-five like I used to. Growing up, I hated the idea of being a stay-at-home mom. It seemed oppressive and sexist to me. Now I love the luxury, especially after nights like last night. Because I can nap later, I don’t have any reason to hold a grudge against Peter for not getting up.

      Bryant, my jerk ex, didn’t work and refused to get up with Nadia in the middle of the night when she was little. After being married to a complete narcissist, I can now appreciate Peter all the more.

      By the time I get out of the shower, our bed is made and the smell of bacon wafts up from downstairs. Even though we’ve been married seven years, I still can’t believe how great he is.

      I knock on the two closed bedroom doors before going downstairs. “Hurry up so you can eat breakfast before the bus gets here!”

      My daughter and stepdaughter are both fourteen, and neither have any desire to get up in the mornings. Because of that, Peter and I decided to allow them the privilege of coffee—but only if they drink it with breakfast. They love it, and it makes my life so much easier now.

      Bryant complains Nadia is too young for coffee, but considering he only picks her up a few days a month and is always several months behind on child support, he doesn’t get a say in our morning routine. And it isn’t like our daughter is addicted. She puts so much milk and sugar in her mug, she’s actually drinking coffee-flavored milk.

      The littles are already at the table eating, still in their pajamas. I give them both a big hug and press my lips to their rosy cheeks.

      I greet Peter with a lingering kiss as he sets a plate of bacon on the table. “Anything I can help with?”

      He wraps an arm around my waist. “Did you tell Dakota and Nadia to get down here for breakfast?”

      As if to answer his question, their footsteps thunder down the stairs. They’re arguing about something. Typical. When Peter and I married, they were seven and became fast friends. Now, not so much. Last week, they were competing against each other to get some boy’s attention. Who knows what the drama is this time. Whatever it is, they’re sure to have forgotten about it by the weekend.

      Dakota gives me a once-over. “I can’t believe you’d wear that.”

      I glance down at my clothes. They’re casual but acceptable. Not like the yoga pants and pajama bottoms a lot of moms wear to drop their kids off at the school.

      Peter gives his daughter a sharp look. “Be nice.”

      “What? That outfit is so last year.”

      Dakota’s mom is a big-shot at an expensive department store, so fashion is her life. Clearly the passion rubs off on her daughter.

      “If Angelina is happy with it, that’s all that matters. Besides, she looks amazing in it.” He kisses my cheek.

      “Ew,” Nadia and Dakota say in unison.

      At least they agree about something.

      We all sit to eat a quick meal and discuss the day’s events. Dakota has cheer practice after school, and Nadia needs me to drive her to an extra Tae Kwon Do class because she has a competition coming up. The littles have gymnastics after preschool. Peter may have to cover for another anesthesiologist at the hospital and might be home late.

      School bus brakes squeal a few blocks over. That’s the daily cue for our eighth graders to grab their bags and get outside. After the whirlwind of them gathering their things, saying goodbye, and slamming the door behind them, Peter picks up their plates.

      “I’ll get those,” I tell him. “You have to get to work.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. You made breakfast, so I’ll clean up.”

      I swear we have the same conversation every morning, and I love it. After three years married to Bryant—which was three years too many, except that I got Nadia out of it—I appreciate a husband who believes in sharing all the chores. His insistence on it is even more commendable considering I don’t have a job outside the home.

      The man is a saint, I swear. His patients and coworkers all agree. Everyone talks about how personable and kind he is. Even the most anxiety-ridden patients end up smiling before he puts them to sleep. People actually request him.

      And I’m married to him. Everyone should be so lucky. Except Bryant. He deserves someone whose personality mirrors his.

      Peter gives me another kiss and then tells Owen and Sophie to get dressed for preschool. They wrap their arms around his legs, and he picks them up and tosses them into the air. After patting them on their backs, they race up the stairs, laughing the whole way.

      “You sure you don’t mind if I’m home late tonight?” Peter grabs his jacket.

      “Not at all. Jack has covered countless shifts for you when we’ve been on vacations. The kids and I will be fine.”

      “You’re the best.” He squeezes me tightly, and I take in the woodsy scent of his cologne.

      Just as he’s heading out the door, my phone rings. The screen shows it’s my mom.

      This can’t be good. She only ever calls if she has bad news.
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      I take a deep breath and down the rest of my coffee before accepting my mom’s call. Something must be wrong with either my brother or my dad.

      “Are you there?” Her voice blasts through my phone before I have a chance to say hello. “It took you long enough to answer!”

      “I’m getting the kids ready for school. Do you need something?”

      “Yes!” Judging by her tone, it’s up to us to stop World War Three.

      “What is it?” I struggle to keep my tone light as I make my way upstairs to check on the littles. Owen is already dressed, but Sophie is twirling around in a princess costume.

      Mom continues so loudly I have to hold my phone away from my ear. “Your brother had another incident, so I have to get to the institute and deal with that.”

      “Okay.” I stop Sophie from spinning, point to her school clothes, and give her a serious look.

      She nods, and I head back downstairs.

      Mom continues. “I need you to come over here and watch your dad while I go deal with your brother.”

      I hold back a groan. So much for that nap. “Can’t Dad’s visiting nurse watch him?”

      “He doesn’t have one coming today. We can’t afford to have a nurse here every day.”

      “And you can’t schedule a nurse for today instead of another day?” I’m the last person she should ask for help. Dad never listens to me. While he’s forgotten everything else, he seems to remember on some level that I’m his daughter because he doesn’t take orders from me.

      “No. We’d have to pay it ourselves. If the insurance would cover it, I’d have someone here all the time.”

      “Why don’t you look into a nursing home?”

      “We don’t have the kind of money that your husband makes, and I don’t hear either of you offering to pay for Dad’s care.”

      Gotta love the mom-jabs. I’m never going to do that to my kids.

      “I can stop by after dropping off Owen and Sophie at preschool.”

      “Hurry!”

      “Don’t worry, I will. Bye, Mom.” I end the call before she makes more demands or tries to guilt me. She seems to think we have an Olympic-sized pool full of money that we swim in every morning, but the cost of the round-the-clock, in-home care that she wants for Dad is beyond even Peter’s income. We’ve offered to help pay for a nursing facility, even though it would strain our monthly budget, but she doesn’t seem to appreciate—or even remember us making—the offer.

      She wants everything her way. Nothing else will do, even if it’s a gift.

      It’s no wonder I ended up married to Bryant right out of college. That kind of selfish attitude and ungrateful treatment was all I often felt. What I didn’t know was my first husband would take those negative traits to a whole new, unimaginable level.

      Dwelling on those toxic personalities is unhealthy and unproductive. I set out to finish my morning chores. As I put the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher, the littles announce they’re ready. We head out a little later than usual, and by the time we get to the preschool, there’s a line at the reception desk.

      When we reach the front, Emily gives me a frazzled smile. She has bags under her eyes, and her hair is unusually dull and lifeless.

      “Are you okay?”

      She rubs her temples. “Just a little headache. No big deal.”

      After she checks in the kids, I give them each big hugs. Teacher aides take them to their classrooms while I go to the coffee shop next door and order the largest mocha they offer. I’m going to need it if I have to somehow keep Dad from hurting himself while Mom’s away dealing with my brother.

      I don’t even want to know what trouble he’s gotten himself into now. At least he is in an institution, though the only reason why is that it’s court-ordered. Mom tried fighting the judge for the right to keep him home, but that went over as well as expected.

      By the time I get to my parents’ house, I’ve already finished my gallon of coffee and chocolate. I’m still not ready to see either one of them. All I want is that nap. Maybe if Mom’s visit to my brother is quick, I can still squeeze in some shut-eye before picking up Owen and Sophie.

      I’m not going to hold my breath.

      Before I even get out of the car, Mom is on the porch waving frantically for me to get inside. I remind myself I love my parents then force myself to open the door. My feet fight me as I make my way inside.

      “What took you so long?” Mom closes the door behind me. “I’ve been waiting!”

      “Like I told you, I needed to drop the kids off at school.”

      She sniffs my mouth. “You stopped off for coffee.”

      “Mom.”

      “You should’ve come right over. You knew I was waiting for you.”

      I hang my jacket on the coat rack. “I’m here now. You can go.”

      She doesn’t take the hint. “Do you want to know what your brother did this time?”

      “Not really. Where’s Dad?”

      “He broke out of his restraints!”

      “You’re restraining Dad now?”

      Mom’s nostrils flare. “Michael! He broke out of his restraints, left his room, and—”

      “I said I didn’t want to know.”

      She folds her arms. “I have to tell someone.”

      “Tell Dad.”

      “Right, because he’ll know exactly what I’m talking about. Anyway, Michael got ahold of a pair of scissors—”

      “Stop.” I cringe. “I really don’t want to know what he did. What’s wrong with that facility that he was able to get scissors in the first place?”

      “He broke into the nurses’ station. Then he went on a rampage.”

      “A rampage?” My mocha threatens to come up.

      “Thankfully nobody died.”

      “So, he’s improving?”

      Mom glowers at me. She also doesn’t deny the truth behind my words. “Someone saw him on a monitor and stopped him in time.”

      “In other words, he’s still homicidal?”

      She looks away. “That’s what they’d have me believe.”

      “Why do you need to go down there?”

      “I have to sign some papers. They also want me to talk to him. He does better after seeing family. You should visit him more. It would help.”

      “Sure. I’ll take the kids with me to see their sociopathic uncle. It’ll be a grand time. A regular family reunion.”

      “Obviously, I’m not suggesting you bring any of the children.” She looks like a deflated balloon.

      “Why don’t you head out? I don’t have all day. Where’s Dad?”

      “You’re in luck. He’s asleep.”

      She finally leaves, which means I’m now alone with my father. Spending time with him used to be one of my favorite ways to pass time. As a little girl, I adored him. He was my hero.

      Now he doesn’t remember anything or anyone. I have to admit it’s commendable that Mom wants to keep him home. That’s dedication. But at the same time, he can be a danger to himself. She has to keep all the cabinets locked and watch him every minute.

      Like father, like son apparently.

      I check the master bedroom, and he’s snoring soundly. If I didn’t know better, I might think things were like they used to be. But it’s been a long time since things were good.

      The first time Mom called to tell me he’d wandered off, I was in my second year of college. Then the calls grew more frequent, and soon he was doing a lot more than just getting lost. He began forgetting to show up at work. Missing appointments and important dates. By the time I made it to graduation, he couldn’t remember my name.

      That gutted me then. Now it’s normal.

      I pour myself a cup of bitter coffee from the pot my parents have had since I was younger than Nadia and Dakota. Then I check my social media feeds and hope that Dad manages to stay asleep until Mom returns.

      Otherwise, things could get dangerous fast.
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      Mom and Dad wave from the porch as I pull out of their driveway. Although Dad didn’t sleep the entire time like I’d hoped, he’d at least been lucid. Granted, he thought I was his favorite nurse and not his daughter, but it was still a win. I didn’t have to stand between him and the front door like last time. He’s taller and stronger than me by a significant margin.

      I don’t have much time before I need to pick up Owen and Sophie from preschool, so a nap is out. I could’ve taken one while my dad slept, but I couldn’t risk being that vulnerable around him in case he woke and I didn’t hear him. There’s no telling what he’d do, though I’m sure it wouldn’t involve scissors. But he isn’t living in reality, so anything is possible. I don’t know how my mom sleeps at night.

      Despite all the caffeine I’ve guzzled today, I still want more. But I’m drawing the line at this point. Another cup will have me shaking and probably unable to sleep for the next week. Just what I need.

      I decide to go to the little strip mall a few blocks away from the preschool to kill some time. It holds a few unique shops, and it’s always interesting to see what those stores have in stock. I often find gifts that I stash away for later holidays.

      First, I go to a popular clothing boutique. My stepdaughter’s comment about my outfit grinds through my mind every time I pass a mirror—and this shop is full of them. I’m not out of style. I choose not to dress like a teenager and shouldn’t at my age. Dakota doesn't know what she’s talking about. Her mom always looks like she’s trying to be a college student, and that’s her prerogative, but looking like an adult is mine.

      In the kids’ section, I find myself holding up princess dresses. These are even fancier than the one Sophie wore this morning. She would fall over herself if she saw these. I tuck the cutest one under my arm and look for something Owen might like. Not that he’s interested in clothes. He wouldn’t even look at these superhero outfits. The only thing he cares about is drawing. Even when he’s at gymnastics, he’s drawing invisible pictures in the air with his finger.

      “Angelina?”

      I spin toward the familiar voice. It’s Chelsea from the PTA at the middle school. She’s been leading all the PTA committees for as long as I can remember. Probably since kindergarten. The woman is nothing if not efficient, but every time I see her, she has something she wants from me.

      Today I have nothing to give. Not one thing left in me. It’ll be a miracle if I stay awake to watch Owen and Sophie in gymnastics.

      I force a smile. “Chelsea. It’s so good to see you.”

      “Always a pleasure.” She gives me a light hug and air kisses.

      It would be awkward if I didn’t return the gesture, so I do.

      She gives me a once-over. “You look gorgeous as usual.”

      I can’t tell if she means it or is mocking me. After Dakota’s comment this morning, I admit to being overly sensitive regarding what I’m wearing. But that’s not the issue. I always question Chelsea’s sincerity. She’s hard to read, and I’m pretty sure she speaks that way on purpose.

      “Oh, I could never look as put together as you.”

      Chelsea beams. “You’re too kind. Are you going to be at the PTA meeting tomorrow night? We have to discuss the big dance. I’m sure your girls are so excited about it.”

      This is the first I’m hearing about a dance, but it does explain their spat over a boy last week. “Yes, they’re beyond excited.”

      “Wonderful! I’m so glad you’ll be at the meeting tomorrow.”

      Wait. Did I just agree to that?

      She glances at the time. “I’d better get going. It was such a treat running into you. A relief, actually.”

      “A relief?”

      Chelsea hesitates. “After what happened at Runway Nails.”

      “At the nail salon?”

      “Yesterday.” She looks at me expectantly.

      I must have missed some gossip, because I never go to Runway Nails. Trixie, Bryant’s long-term girlfriend, is the owner and can’t stand me. Given the lies my ex has undoubtedly told her about me, I can’t blame her. But I also won’t go near the woman. She’s a sweetheart to Nadia—according to Nadia herself—and that’s all I care about. The last thing I want is to do anything to make things worse for my girl.

      Chelsea’s still looking at me like she wants me to say something.

      “What happened at the salon?”

      “You walked right by me like you didn’t even know me. I thought you were mad at me.”

      “I’ve never been to Runway Nails.”

      She tilts her head. “You were there yesterday.”

      “Sorry, you must’ve seen someone else.”

      “It was you.”

      I don’t feel like talking about Bryant or Trixie, so I put my hand on Chelsea’s arm and give her the most genuine look I can, going overboard to make my point clear. “I’m really sorry someone snubbed you, but it wasn’t me. I’d never do that to you, Chels. Ever.”

      She stumbles over her words.

      “Should I bring my famous lemon bars to the PTA meeting? Those are your favorite, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Great. I’ll be sure to make them. See you tomorrow!”

      Chelsea gives a little wave, looking dazed.

      Maybe I should get the number of one of Dad’s nurses. She might need to see someone about her memory. There’s no way she saw me at the salon. I’d rather get a root canal and colonoscopy at the same time than step foot inside Trixie’s place and have to deal with a loudmouth who hates my guts.
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      The tray of lemon bars is still warm, almost to the point of burning my palms as I carry it through the school parking lot. I’m a few minutes late because Sophie started crying as soon as I opened the front door to leave. Even Peter promising to set up a tea party for her didn’t stop the tears.

      A lump forms in my throat just thinking about my sweet little girl clinging to my legs as I was trying to go. I’ll have to plan something special for her tomorrow to make up for this. What makes it worse is that I didn’t even want to come to this PTA meeting in the first place.

      But here I am. If nothing else, I’ll show Chelsea that we’re still friends and I’d never snub her. Not when every other parent here jumps at her command. One wrong move from me, and Nadia and Dakota’s lives at school could take a drastic turn for the worse.

      A chilly breeze picks up. I hold the dessert tray close to keep warm since I didn’t bring a jacket. It isn’t cold yet, but the fall weather is sure to turn icy before long.

      I hurry toward the building. A hum of conversation sounds from the open door.

      The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and goose bumps form down my spine. This has nothing to do with the breeze.

      It feels like someone is watching me.

      I glance around. The parking lot is empty. A few stray leaves bounce lightly across the pavement, scraping over it. The quiet sounds seem louder than they should.

      I’m just imagining things. This is a safe neighborhood, and I’m going into a PTA meeting. Why would someone be spying on me? I need to stop listening to so many true crime podcasts. My lemon bars are probably the most exciting thing in our small town right now.

      Inside, everyone is hovering around the snack table, chatting with paper cups and treats in hand.

      Chelsea hurries over to me. “You made it! I was getting worried.”

      I hold out my tray. “No fear, my lemon bars are here.”

      She takes them and sets them in an empty space in the middle of the table, as if she was holding the spot for them. “Grab something to eat. We’re going to start soon.”

      I’m still on edge from feeling like someone was watching me outside, so I don’t take anything. The meeting starts and, unsurprisingly, drags on. Somehow I end up getting roped into being on the committee for the next school dance. Finally, Chelsea dismisses us.

      Now I’m hungry. There are slim pickings, and my lemon bars tray is empty. I have the choice of a few store-bought cookies and the dregs of some fruit punch.

      “How are you doing?”

      I turn to see Lyra—Peter’s ex and Dakota’s mom—who’s dressed to the nines. Typical for the CEO of a high-end department store. She gives me a friendly smile.

      “Eager to get home. Sophie was so upset about my leaving tonight.”

      “Oh, no. The poor thing. Is she okay?”

      “I hope so. Peter promised her a tea party.”

      “She’ll be fine. He’s great like that.”

      “Thank you,” I say, relaxing immediately. It should be strange that my husband’s ex can set me at ease, but she’s always been so level-headed. Nothing at all like my narcissist ex.

      Lyra leans closer. “Dakota mentioned you might be in the market for a personal stylist.”

      My face flames. She actually told her mother that?

      “I just wanted to let you know that if you come in to my location and ask for me, it’ll be on the house.”

      It takes me a moment to find my voice. Not only does my husband’s ex think I’m a fashion disaster, she wants to give me charity and give me the help I apparently need so desperately. “That’s really generous of you.”

      Does she not realize how humiliating this is? Especially having this conversation now, where other moms could easily overhear.

      Lyra gives my shoulder a squeeze. “After everything you’ve done for Dakota? It’s the least I could do. I’ve heard so many horror stories about stepparents, but you’re a dream. We both adore you.”

      I’m sure she’s exaggerating, but even so, they clearly think I’m a walking fashion disaster. “I—I’m really grateful for you two, as well.”

      She beams. “If you come in on one of my days off, the other stylists know to give you first-class treatment.”

      All the stylists know about me? This is even more embarrassing than I first thought.

      Chelsea comes over and pulls Lyra away.

      Thank God.

      As she’s dragged off, Lyra waves. “Don’t be a stranger!”

      I wave back, but she’s already deep in conversation. Then I glance down at my clothes. Slacks and a trendy blouse. A popular YouTuber was wearing this same one just last month. I’m perfectly fine, and it isn’t as if I want to look like I’m trying to compete with my daughters.

      The room is starting to thin, so I grab my now-cold, empty tray then head out. More colorful leaves whip around the few remaining cars. I hurry to my Escalade.

      Just before I reach it, a chill once again runs down my back.

      I spin around, scan the parking lot.

      Empty again.

      Definitely time to ease up on the crime podcasts. Not every parking lot is filled with abductors.

      That also doesn’t mean I’m wrong about something being off. But I probably am. I have to be. Why would someone be watching me?

      I’m just a boring PTA mom with no fashion sense. Nothing to see here.
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