

    
        
          In My Sister's Shadow

        

        
        
          Susan Hart

        

        
          Published by Susan Hart, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      IN MY SISTER'S SHADOW

    

    
      First edition. November 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Susan Hart.

    

    
    
      Written by Susan Hart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

In My Sister's Shadow

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Epilogue

Sign up for Susan Hart's Mailing List

About the Publisher


In My Sister's Shadow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


The twin sisters, Emma and Lila, had been joined at the hip since the moment they entered the world. They finished each other’s sentences, wore matching socks well into adulthood, and could communicate entire conversations with a single glance. 

Their bond was as much a comfort to their small family as it was an oddity to everyone who observed them, and in their sleepy Northern California hometown of Westbridge, the sisters were as much a fixture as the redwood trees and the fog rolling in from the valley.

For years, nothing and no one could pry them apart, not college, not jobs, not the indignant stares of jealous boyfriends who quickly realized they’d never crack the sacred code between Emma and Lila. But that spring, everything changed. 

It started on a Thursday. Emma would always remember it as the worst Thursday of her life, though the sky that morning broke blue and clear, and the rhododendrons lining their street blushed with pink bouquets. Lila left early, as she always did, calling back to Emma in the kitchen as she cinched a scarf at the door. “Don’t burn the toast,” she’d said, grinning, and Emma had laughed and promised as usual to remember.

But by midafternoon, Emma knew something had gone terribly wrong. Lila never missed her shifts at the Westbridge Library. Never. Not for illness—she’d once catalogued books with a 102-degree fever—or for the occasional family squabble or the lure of a sunny day. She was that reliable, that stubborn about keeping her word. When Emma called the library to check in, Mrs. Pennington, the head librarian, answered after a suspiciously long pause. “I thought Lila was home sick,” she said, her voice heavy with something unspoken. “She didn’t call in, but I figured maybe she got held up.”

Emma tried not to spiral, but her mind spun with possibilities. She texted, called, even emailed Lila, but her sister’s phone went straight to voicemail, every attempt answered by Lila’s chirpy recording: “You’ve reached Lila. I’m probably reading. Leave a message!” Emma left six messages, each more frantic than the last.

By evening, panic had taken root, winding like wild ivy through her thoughts. Lila’s routines were sacred. She always returned home before dusk, always. That night, the house was empty. The absence rang through the rooms—no footsteps on the stairs, no kettle hissing for the evening tea. Even their cat, Marzipan, seemed unsettled, meowing piteously and pacing the halls as if searching for her missing human.

Emma retraced Lila’s likely route through Westbridge the next morning. She stopped by the bakery where Lila bought scones every Thursday, but the girl behind the counter only shrugged. At the post office, the clerk remembered Lila chatting with Mrs. Kim about a package, but nothing unusual. At the library, the stacks were oddly silent, and Mrs. Pennington looked at Emma with watery eyes and handed her Lila’s favorite cardigan, left draped across the back of her desk.

Emma’s parents, retired and living an hour north, drove in for the weekend, but their anxious hovering only made Emma restless. She couldn’t sit still. Saturday night, she walked the foggy streets, retracing her sister’s steps in the dim glow of old streetlamps, searching for clues, for any sign. 

She even tried their childhood trick—standing with her back to the wind and whispering, “Marco.” Sometimes, Lila would whisper, “Polo,” from wherever she was hiding. This time there was only the hush of wind through the redwoods.

On Sunday, desperate, Emma called the police. She expected them to leap into action. Instead, she got a patrol officer who seemed more interested in the Westbridge Little League standings than the details of her twin’s vanishing. “Adults can check out for a while,” he told her, “especially young women. Happens all the time. She’ll turn up.”

She wanted to scream, but instead, she went home and started her own investigation. She posted on social media, papered telephone poles with flyers, called every friend, every ex, every distant cousin. She even knocked on the doors of their nosier neighbors, the ones who always seemed to know everyone’s business. They hadn’t seen anything, but most offered casseroles or awkward hugs.

Emma spent her evenings scouring the beaches and hiking trails around Westbridge, her flashlight sweeping through the darkness, Marzipan trailing loyally behind. She refused to believe Lila had simply vanished, refused to accept the lazy explanations: Stress, heartbreak, restlessness. None fit her sister, none fit the feeling in Emma’s gut—the same place she’d always known when Lila was sad, or nervous, or thrilled.

The police chalked up Lila’s disappearance to the usual possibilities: A lover gone rogue, a personal crisis, maybe even a spur-of-the-moment escape to somewhere brighter.

They made perfunctory notes while sitting in the perpetually under-heated lobby of the Westbridge Police Department, their pens barely touching the forms as Emma recounted, for the fourth time, the last morning she’d seen her sister. Officer Pritchard, whose most remarkable feature was the spectacularly uneven part in his hair, kept repeating, "You'd be surprised how many folks need to take a breather. Especially smart, high-strung ones." He pronounced "breather" as if it meant something perfectly wholesome and not a gaping hole in a life.

Emma wanted to shake him, or more accurately, she wanted to shake herself out of whatever parallel universe she’d landed in, where her sister’s absence was a clerical nuisance and not a tearing, screaming emergency. The official search consisted of a drive-by patrol and a few calls to hospitals, then a polite but firm suggestion that Emma "give it a few days." They set up no perimeter, interviewed zero suspects, and performed no grid search of the woods beyond the trailhead where Lila sometimes jogged. 

When Emma called to follow up, the dispatcher put her on hold for seven and a half minutes, then said, "We’re working every angle, ma’am," and hung up before she could ask what angles they meant.

By day five, the department’s interest had cooled into a vague, paternal sort of sympathy. They handed Emma a pamphlet on “Coping with Missing Loved Ones,” and implied, with the calm certainty of people who had never lost anything that mattered, that Lila would saunter back into town with an elaborate story and a sheepish smile, and wouldn’t they all feel silly then. 

Nothing in their theories accounted for the twin-shaped gap in Emma’s chest, or the way Marzipan curled up every night on Lila’s vacant pillow, yowling until dawn. 

But Emma knew better, and she grew increasingly desperate as the days ticked by without word. She posted flyers on every telephone pole, called in favors with every nosy neighbor, and scoured the woods and beaches herself when the official search was called off for “lack of evidence.”

For a while, Emma tried to go it alone. She told herself she could do what the police wouldn’t—track down leads, interrogate suspects, and untangle whatever tangle had caught Lila. But after a week of sleepless nights and fruitless footwork, she realized she was in over her head. The internet sleuthing quickly bottomed out once faced with the town’s tight-lipped locals and her own spiraling exhaustion. 

That’s when her parents suggested, in voices edged with hope and worry, that maybe Emma should reach out to Detective Jude Ramirez. “If anyone can get answers in Westbridge, it’s Jude,” her father said, as if speaking the incantation might summon the man himself.

Jude Ramirez, once the town’s only detective, was now semi-retired, but his legend lived on in the local papers and over greasy diner coffee. He had solved the infamous “Pumpkin Patch Arson,” nailing the culprit with a single muddy footprint, and had a history of reopening cold cases just to prove a point. He’d found lost dogs, runaways, and at least one missing wedding ring—returning it to the bride in the middle of the ceremony, much to the groom’s horror. 

He was Westbridge’s answer to Sherlock Holmes, if Holmes wore steel-toed boots and mulled over cases at the corner booth of the Timberline Diner.

Emma had seen him around, mostly at the grocery store, where he always bought the same three things: black coffee, rye toast, and sardines in olive oil. He was in his late forties, with thick, salt-and-pepper hair and a nose that had been broken more than once. He dressed like he was expecting to crawl through a ventilation shaft at any moment—layers of faded denim, heavy work shirts, and a battered wool coat that trailed threads like breadcrumbs wherever he went. 

Children were both awed and terrified by him. Adults called him a “character,” which in Westbridge meant both “possibly unhinged” and “generally reliable.”

Emma called his
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