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ABDUCTION

So many things went through my mind the night
Lilith took me through the Rite of Passage ceremony with her. I say
ceremony for lack of a better word. After all, that’s what Lilith
called it. Certainly, it was an event, a violent episode filled
with fire, wind and a blinding light as hot as the sun. I remember
thinking something terrible had gone wrong. I held Lilith tightly
against my body, sheltering her from the angry winds trying to rip
her from my arms. And I remember kissing her, goodbye I
thought.

When I opened my eyes, everything was gone,
the house, the furniture––everything. Only Lilith and I remained.
My heart pounded so loud I could hear it through my chest. I
blinked at the dust still swirling lazily around my eyes. I felt a
vague sense of shock give way to dull relief, then confusion.
Lilith held a piece of broken mirror to my face and showed me the
man looking back, his blank stare undeniably familiar.

I suspected the illusion was surely a
product of witchcraft or a hologram perhaps. I had seen such things
at theme parks and on PBS science shows. I knew she possessed the
skills of a witch to pull it off. She had already demonstrated a
repertoire of magic rivaling the best in Hollywood-style visual
manipulation.

Then I looked at my body, a body I hadn’t
seen in over forty years. It was lean. Muscular. Void of scars. It
was the body of a young man. The body I remembered having when I
first graduated from the academy.

I looked into Lilith’s eyes, her hauntingly
dark yet beautiful ebony eyes. She appeared younger too, though
only by a few years as if shaving another year off her age could
have made her look any more stunning. She told me she returned us
to our prime, to that quintessential age when our bodies were at
their physical peak and our minds at their sharpest. And they
were.

A million thoughts raced through my mind
simultaneously. They ran wild, ricocheting off brain cells I hadn’t
used in years, finding cognition in their receptors. I thought of
the life I was about to start over; the things I would change. The
things I would not. I thought of Lilith. Wondered if I would marry
her. I wondered about my job. If I still had one. Hell, if I still
had an identity.

Later, we watched from a neighbor’s yard,
cloaked in the shadows of night, as Carlos, the men from the Second
Precinct, and the NCFD sifted through the sparse rubble that was
once Lilith’s house. I held her in my arms and wondered about my
future, about the second chance I was given to perform a life of
do-overs.

Strange enough, but the one thing that never
crossed my mind that night, of all the regrets and curiosities of
what might have been, of all the wrongs I now had the chance to
right; I never thought about babies. More specifically, about
having one with Lilith.

So, those were the things I thought about on
a cloudy Saturday afternoon as I daydreamed out the window. I
wasn’t scheduled to work, but came in anyway. I do that sometimes
to avoid the occasional protracted argument with Lilith. She hates
when I do that. I hate the arguments. I guess that makes us
even.

Carlos came in and caught me in my daydream,
my chair pitched back, feet up on the desk, fingers laced behind my
head. He dropped into the seat across from me with a thud. Until
then, I had no idea he was in the room.

“What are you thinking
about?” He picked up a pencil and began tapping it on the
blotter.

I turned my head to him, blinking until my
eyes adjusted to the office lights. “Huh?”

“You look like you’re a
million miles away. Something on your mind?”

I lifted my feet, planted them on the floor,
swiveled my chair forward and parked my elbows on the desk. “It’s
Lilith,” I said.

He dropped the pencil into a cup holding a
half-dozen others. “Figured that much. Trouble in paradise
again?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the same
damn thing again, that consummation ritual. She won’t let it go.
Thinks I don’t appreciate tradition.”

“Well, no. I don’t suppose
you do. Not as long as you keep referring to it as that damn
thing.”

“So now you’re taking her
side.”

He smiled at that. “I’m not taking sides.
I’m just pointing out that you might demonstrate a greater
understanding of her if you don’t refer to it as that damn
thing.”

“Carlos, I don’t refer to
it as that damn thing to her face. You think I’m crazy?”

“No. Pathetic maybe, but
not crazy.”

“Pathetic? What’s so
pathetic about not wanting to participate in some black magic
ritual where I’m tied to the bedposts, blindfolded, splayed naked
and subjected to her every whim?”

“The fact you don’t want
to be tied to the bedposts, blindfolded, splayed naked and
subjected to her every whim is pathetic. Come on, Tony. It’s
Lilith. She doesn’t practice black magic. You know that. What are
you afraid of?”

“I’m not
afraid.”

“Sounds like you
are.”

“Yeah, and you sound like
Lilith. What did she do, put you up to this?”

“Up to what?”

“This. You coming here and
badgering me into doing something I don’t want to do.”

“I’m not badgering. Look.
Forget I said anything.”

“Fine. I will.”

“Besides, I’m here because
I’m scheduled. Why are you here?”

I settled again into the back of my chair,
breaking eye contact with Carlos long enough to think of something
almost believable. “I came in to finish the McDowell report.”

He gave me that boyish smile of his, the one
I used to think so innocent, but now I liken to a serpent’s grin.
“The McDowell report? Didn’t you submit that three days ago?”

“I added an
addendum.”

“An addendum,
eh?”

I pulled the pencil he was playing with
earlier from the cup and pitched it at him. “Bite me,
Rodriquez.”

He snatched it in mid-air before it crossed
the desk. I kicked back once more and returned my gaze to the
window. A long silence followed. I don’t know, maybe not so long.
Time often drags when I’m waiting for some snide comeback from
Carlos, a comeback that all too often doesn’t come. Fearing he
might try to redirect the conversation back to me and Lilith, I
said to him, “You look nice. Going somewhere after work?”

He smiled. “I got a date.”

“Same girl?”

“Yup.”

“You’ve been seeing her
for a while now, haven’t you?”

“Yup”

“What’s her name
again?”

“Lauri.”

“Oh, right. Without the E
if I remember.”

“That’s right. Without the
E.”

“She has a last
name?”

“Of course.” He let the
silence drag.

“You going to tell
me?”

“I told you once
already.”

“When?”

“The other day. You and
Dominic were asking. I told you all about her.”

“Well, tell me again. I
forgot.”

“Shullit. Her name is
Lauri Shullit. I met her at a club on Edgewater. We’ve been seeing
each other for about three months now. You would know that if you
ever took an interest in your best friend’s business. But nooo, why
would you? You’re too wrapped up in your paranoid little world
where a smoking hot witch wants to ravage your body in a night of
sex-filled ecstasy-driven bliss. Ooh, but wait. That’s right.
You’re too afraid to enjoy it.”

“Shullit?” I said,
ignoring his rant. “What’s that, Jewish?”

“You’re going to ignore
it, aren’t you?”

“As long as I
can.”

“See, this is what Dominic
means.”

I turned my gaze from the window. He turned
his from me. “What does Dominic mean?”

“Nothing.”

“Carlos, tell
me.”

He came back; his smug grin accentuated by
his hooked brow. “He says you’re chicken.”

“What?”

“Yeah, chicken when it
comes to women.”

“Me? Chicken with women?
He should talk.”

“Well, with strong women
like Lilith. He says you’re afraid to let your guard down around
her. I think he’s right.”

“I’m not chicken. You can
tell him that. Hell, I’d like to see him survive one day with
Lilith when she’s in one of her moods.”

“Whatever.”

“Speaking of Dominic.
Where is he? I thought he was on today.”

“He is, but he had to go
home for a while.”

“Em…Ursula?”

“Yeah, she’s having a
tough time––still.”

“What is she, like…three
months now?”

He thought about it. “Yeah, right about.
Maybe thirteen weeks.”

“I thought morning
sickness goes away by the second trimester.”

“It does. That’s not her
problem anymore. Dominic says it’s mostly the dizzy spells now,
that and the fainting.”

“What’s her doctor
say?”

“Tony, see this is what I
mean.”

“What?”

“If you took a little more
interest in your best friends` business, you’d know she doesn’t
have a doctor.”

“Why not.”

“Duh. Her blood
pressure?”

“Oh,” I said, remembering
that Lilith’s normal BP is forty over twenty. “I supposed if
Ursula’s blood pressure read anything like Lilith’s, then that
would raise some alarms with a doctor.”

“Alarms?” said Carlos
said, “They’d think she’s in a walking coma and admit her into the
hospital, stat.”

“Yeah, I suppose. Between
that and whatever other anomalies they found, it’d only be a matter
of time before the real freak show began.”

“Now you get
it.”

“So, with no doctors in
her prenatal plans, is she going to be all right?”

“Nice that you
care.”

“Excuse me?”

“She’ll be fine. She just
needs to stay off her feet until her body’s natural baby-making
instincts finish kicking in.”

“Baby-making
instincts?”

“Dominic’s words. Not
mine. He said Lilith explained it to him. You see, pretty soon, her
veins and arteries will start to constrict on their own. That will
create more resistance in blood flow, which will make her heart
pump harder and increase her blood pressure. Once that happens, the
baby will begin getting more blood to the brain and organs and
everything will be fine.”

“Uh-huh. So in the
meantime, Dominic has to stay home and hold her hand.”

“Tony. Did you lose your
heart along with your balls in that coven ceremony?”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s just that…. Wait.”
He held his finger up to shish me while he answered his phone.
“That might be Lauri. Hello?”

I don’t usually make a habit of
eavesdropping on other people’s personal phone calls, but this one
caught my attention. Carlos switched hands to press the phone to
his good ear and stood while he talked.

“Lionel, please,” he said.
“Slow down. Start from the beginning. She what? When? Are you
sure?” He checked his watch. “All right. Listen. I’ll be right
over. Yes. I’m leaving now. Just sit tight. And don’t worry. We’ll
find her. Okay? Bye.”

He hung up and gave me a look as desperate
as any I had ever seen on his face before. I rocked forward in my
chair. “What is it?”

“That was Lionel
Brewbaker, an old friend of mine.”

“Yes?”

“He says his daughter’s
missing.”

“His daughter? How old is
she? You know teenagers today like to––”

“She’s nine,
Tony.”

The way he said it made my blood run
cold.

“Nine?”

“Yeah.” He gave a nod over
his shoulder. “I have to go. You want to come?”

“Sure. You want me to
drive?”

He started down the hall. “If you think you
can keep up with me.”

On the drive to the Brewbaker home, Carlos
filled me in on what he knew so far, starting with his association
with Lionel Brewbaker and his father, Lionel James Brewbaker
Sr.

“You’ve heard of the
Brewbaker & Massy Department Store chain, haven’t
you?”

“Sure,” I told him. “They
have stores in New Castle, Essex, Lexington and…who knows where
else?”

I do, he said. “There’s one in Brockton,
Everett, Saugus, Revere, and Malden. Plus a boutique downtown in
the Prudential Center. All of them started from a little corner
store location here in New Castle. When I was a kid straight over
from Cuba, no one wanted to give me a job. But old man Brewbaker
was just about to open a second store with Massy, and he needed
good help.”

“But he had to settle for
you, eh?”

“Funny.” He turned off
Main and onto Madison. “Anyway, yeah, he gave me a job. I worked
for him for a few years. Part-time during school season. Full-time
in the summers. I got to know his son, Lionel Junior very well. He
was my age. We became good friends. Kept in close touch through the
years. Not so much lately. Not since old man Brewbaker died and
left Junior with his share of the company.”

“Well,” I said, “running a
chain of department stores can keep a man mighty busy.”

“Yeah, that and marrying a
woman half his age.”

I laughed at that, imagining Carlos with a
woman half his age. “Really?”

“Lionel met her at a
dinner theater a while back, `bout ten years. She was an actress in
the show. They dated a little, fell in love. When the troupe pulled
out of town, she stayed and they got married.”

“I guess that explains the
nine-year-old daughter.”

His face grew serious then. “Yeah, I guess.”
He made a left turn off Madison onto a driveway a hundred yards
long, leading to a stately, brick two-story with colonial-type
columns out front and enough chimneys to keep Santa busy for a
fortnight.

Lionel Brewbaker greeted us at the door,
gave Carlos a hug, and then let us in. He escorted us to the living
room where Mrs. Brewbaker sat waiting, cigarette in one hand, a
glass of bourbon in the other. She stood upon introductions. Lionel
told us her name was Mandy, though she insisted we call her Amanda.
I knew from what Carlos told me that Amanda wasn’t that old. Half
Lionel Brewbaker’s age. I supposed that made her about thirtyish.
Thirty-three, tops. Sadly, she looked much older. She was skinny
beyond healthy, carried serious baggage under her eyes and had the
complexion of an albino in winter. I’d like to tell you that I
thought her current state of anguish had contributed considerably
to her condition, or given the appearance of having aged her. But I
didn’t think that was the case. The woman had been working on that
look for years.

Carlos and I nodded to her request,
repeating her name, Amanda, with earnest smiles. She curled her lip
in a failed attempt to smile back and then reclaimed her seat.

Carlos said, “Lionel, Detective Marcella
here is a good cop. I asked him along because he knows his stuff.
He can help us.”

“Then bless you for
coming,” said Brewbaker. He shook my hand, cupping it with both of
his. Our eyes met and locked. His were red and glazed with worry.
He had not been crying, but it looked like he might. More than I
could say for Amanda Brewbaker.

“We’ll do everything we
can to help you,” I said. “I promise.”

He repeated his blessing for me.

“Lionel,” said Carlos,
“tell me what’s happening.”

I saw the two Brewbakers exchange worried
glances. Amanda Brewbaker turned her head down and away, finding a
spot on the floor and latching on to it. Her husband came back to
Carlos. “I don’t know what’s happening. I honestly don’t. I came
home this afternoon, thinking everything was fine until Mandy
arrived to pick up our daughter, and that’s when we realized she
was gone. Carlos, please. I don’t know what to do. We’re beside
ourselves. This isn’t like Kelly.”

“Do you think she may have
run away?”

“No. Definitely
not.”

“Does she have her own
phone?”

“Yes, and we’ve tried
calling it, but keep getting this message saying the person we are
trying to reach is unavailable.”

“Okay, so what time did
you say you got home?”

“Around three o’clock. I
had an appointment with my lawyers at one this afternoon. The
appointment ran late. Ended around two-thirty. I came straight home
after that.”

Carlos jotted the info down on his notepad.
“When’s the last time you saw Kelly?”

“This morning before I
left for work. Eight o’clock I think. Maybe
eight-fifteen.”

“And you, Mrs. Brewbaker.
When did you see her last?”

She looked up at him, offering a vague
shrug. “Last weekend when I brought her home.”

“Ma'am?”

“We have shared custody,”
said Lionel. Carlos seemed surprised. “We’re separated and going
through a divorce.”

“I see.”

“Mandy no longer lives
here. I have primary custody of Kelly for now. She stays with me
during the week. Mandy usually picks her up Saturday mornings,
keeps her for the weekend and drops her off again Sunday
night.”

“So, Mrs. Brewbaker, you
haven’t seen your daughter since last weekend then?”

“That’s what I said,
Detective.”

“What time did you arrive
here this morning?”

“I didn’t. I got here
around three-forty-five this afternoon.”

Carlos looked at his watch. “It’s nearly
five now. Exactly how long has Kelly been missing?”

Again, the two Brewbakers exchanged glances.
Both seemed to be accusing the other with their glares. Lionel
said, “That’s just it. We don’t know. It could have been as early
as sometime this morning.”

I piped in. “Do you mean to tell us your
daughter has been missing since eight this morning and you’re just
now realizing it?”

“I didn’t say that. I said
I didn’t know. I left the house around eight. I was in a hurry,
late for a meeting. I expected Mandy here at any minute. Besides,
Kelly wasn’t alone at the time. Karina was here.”

“Karina?”

“Karina Martinez, our
maid…my maid.”

“Where’s Ms. Martinez
now?”

“Home I suppose. She
doesn’t work weekends.”

“But she was here this
morning, you say.”

“Yes, she came by to pick
up her check. I asked her if she would stay with Kelly until Mandy
arrived, and she said she would.”

“But she obviously
didn’t.”

“I don’t know how long she
stayed.” Brewbaker stared at his wife disapprovingly. “If I know my
Kelly, though, she probably told Karina to go on home because her
mother would be along shortly.”

Amanda Brewbaker charged back, “So, you’re
blaming me for this? Is that it?”

“Mandy, if you were on
time this morning, and been here when you were supposed to be,
instead of partying with––”

“Please,” I said. I shook
my finger at both. “You can go at each other’s throats later. In
the meantime, we all need to concentrate on the facts so that we
can find your daughter. The first forty-eight hours are
crucial.”

“What does that mean?” He
turned to Carlos. “What does he mean by that? Why is forty-eight
hours crucial?”

Carlos set his hand on Brewbaker’s shoulder.
“Lionel, you have to work with us. Listen to what Detective
Marcella is saying.”

Brewbaker returned his attention to me. I
said to him in a calm, but authoritative voice, “All right, this is
important. Have you called Ms. Martinez and asked her about
Kelly?”

“I tried, of
course.”

“And?”

“I couldn’t reach her. She
doesn’t have a cell, just a home phone. I called her house five
times already. Got no answer and no machine.”

“Do you think Kelly could
be with her? Maybe they’re out together.”

“No. They would have left
us a note, I’m sure, or at the very least, Kelly would have called
me. She’s a responsible kid.”

“Then it’s your opinion
Ms. Martinez left Kelly home alone this morning.”

“I do.”

“That seems a bit
irresponsible of her.”

“Detective, Kelly’s an
exceptionally bright child. She doesn’t require much
supervision.”

“Mrs. Brewbaker,” said
Carlos. “Why were you so late getting here today?”

She cast a dismissive shrug as she drew on
her cigarette. “I overslept.”

He looked at his watch again, though I
suspect more as a condemnation. “By eight hours?”

She turned her head, blew a smoke trail into
the ceiling fan and watched it swirl until it dissipated
completely. “Ours is not a rigorous schedule, Detective, despite
what Mr. Brewbaker tells you. He doesn’t always work on Saturdays.
I show up when I show up. I had no idea he wouldn’t be home this
morning.”

“Forget it,” I said. “We
can point fingers later. Right now we have to move forward on this.
We may have lost very valuable time already. Mr. Brewbaker, where
have you looked for Kelly so far?”

“Everywhere. The entire
house; top-to-bottom, basement, attic. You name it.”

“Did you check the
neighborhood?”

“Yes, yes, of course. We
checked the back yard, the garage, her playhouse…the entire
neighborhood.”

“Does she have any
friends? Maybe she’s at someone’s house waiting for you to come
home.”

Brewbaker shook his head. “Kelly has no
friends. She’s a bit shy, really.”

“Is she?”

“Yes. Oh, but she’s by no
means an introvert. She likes to do things. She enjoys horseback
riding. She takes dance lessons, enjoys going to the opera with me.
I guess she gets along better with adults than she does with other
children her own age.”

“All right then.” I looked
at Carlos. The concern on my face had him reaching for his phone
even before I said anything.

“DACAO?” he
asked.

I nodded. “I think we better. We could be
dealing with a predatory abduction.”

“What’s DACAO?” Brewbaker
asked.

“It’s an acronym for the
District Attorney’s Child Abduction Office.”

“Abduction?” said
Brewbaker, sounding surprised, though he shouldn’t have been. “We
don’t know if she’s been abducted…do we?”

“You told us you didn’t
think she ran away.”

“No, but I….” At that
moment, the phone in Brewbaker’s pocket rang. He fumbled briefly
while removing it and quickly checked the caller’s ID. “It’s her!
It’s Kelly!”

“Put her on speaker,” I
said.

He answered. “Kelly! Where are you, Peanut?
Your mom and dad have been so worried that we––”

“Shut up!” said the
caller, and I have to admit, the tone of that sent chills up my
spine. It sounded like a man’s voice, only it came across garbled,
as though scrambled through some type of voice modulation device.
“I have your daughter,” the voice said. “If you want to see her
alive again, you’ll listen up.”

The four of us huddled around Lionel
Brewbaker. His hands were trembling. I reached for the phone and
took it from him.

“I’m listening,” said
Brewbaker.

“Be prepared to put
together a ransom. I will call with further instructions within the
next six hours.”

“A ransom? But the banks
are all closed for the weekend. How will I––”

“That’s not my
problem.”

“Yes, of course. All
right. H…how much do you want?”

“Instructions will come
later. In the meantime, do not try to contact the police or your
daughter dies.”

“But I need to
know––”

The phone went dead before he could
finish.

I immediately hit redial. A recorded message
advised me that the person I was trying to reach was unavailable or
out of the service area.

“He pulled the battery,”
said Carlos.

Brewbaker asked, “Why would he do that?”

I handed the phone back to him. “So we can’t
trace his call.”

“Oh, God. They have my
baby.”

“Mr. Brewbaker, we have to
call the FBI.”

“No! Absolutely not. You
heard him. If I call the FBI he’ll kill her. If I call anyone,
he’ll kill her.”

“I heard what he said.
Kidnappers always say that. But you have to understand, Kelly is a
victim of tender age. The FBI has people for this sort of thing.
They have dedicated agents, limitless resources and vast experience
in kidnappings of all kinds.”

“No, Detective. I’m sorry,
but I am not going to jeopardize my daughter’s life by bringing the
FBI into it. I’ll do whatever the kidnapper says. I’ll pay the
ransom and anything else he wants, and by God’s will I’ll get my
little girl back.”

“Mr. Brewbaker. I strongly
urge you to reconsider. The FBI––”

“I said no, Detective.
Carlos. Tell him.”

Carlos grabbed hold of my shirtsleeve and
pulled me aside. He lowered his voice to a hush, but that did not
make what he had to say any more palatable. “Tony. Look. I know
Lionel. He won’t cooperate with the FBI. Not now. I think we need
to let him do this his way.”

“But Carlos, he’s not
thinking clearly. We need—”

“Tony, listen. He trusts
me. He’ll let us in on this. I know he will. We can help him. We
have Dominic and all the resources at the Justice Center, the labs,
the computers. Everything we need.”

“I don’t know.”

“But I do. Trust me. If he
goes this completely alone, they’ll burn him. I know they will.
He’ll lose Kelly. They’ll kill her. It’s easier for them that way.
Lionel needs our guidance. We have to do this.” He squeezed my
forearm tight enough to bulge the veins in my hand. “What do you
say?”

What could I say? He was right and I knew
it. I didn’t like it, but I didn’t have a choice. I pulled my arm
from his grip and shook a stern finger at him. “Okay. No FBI, for
now, but listen, this is still our show. You have to let him know
that he needs to cooperate with us. He’s too emotional right now.
We’ll keep a low profile as long as we dare.”

“Right. Got
it.”

“I mean it.”

“I said I got
it.”

We broke from our huddle and approached the
Brewbakers. Both were sitting on the couch, holding hands. Carlos
said, “Lionel, we’re not going to call in the FBI, but we still
need to establish certain protocols.”

“Of course,” he said, and
it came to him so easily that I wondered if he had not already
reconsidered my initial plan.

Carlos continued. “We don’t typically see
many of kidnappings here in New Castle, but we’re not without
precedents. Tony has led a few investigations concerning similar
crimes, and so I would like him to take the lead here if you don’t
object.”

The two Brewbakers nodded in unison. I
stepped forward, pressed my palms together and steepled them under
my chin. I wasn’t praying. I never do. Like Lilith, I don’t
subscribe to one Almighty deity, some enigmatic personification of
spiritual divinity, a conception so divine in itself as to defy
understanding, and therefore explain the unexplainable
unquestionably. But that the Brewbakers thought I was praying
certainly didn’t hurt my chances of winning their confidence. For
if a Lord thy God did exist, He knew I needed Him.

“All right,” I said, after
that moment of reflection. “Here’s what we need to do. First, we
set up a command center. We can do that here in this living room.
We’ll need to call in Spinelli and one other person to help us work
in shifts. I’m thinking Detective Olson. Is that okay with
you?”

“Who are those other
people?” Brewbaker asked.

“Spinelli is Detective
Dominic Spinelli with my department. He’s one of us.”

“He’s good,” said Carlos,
nodding.

“Yes, and so is Detective
Olson. She’s a long-termer who just recently made detective’s
grade. She’ll work well with us.”

“Fine,” said Brewbaker,
“But I don’t want to see any cop cars around here.”

“You won’t. Both are
plainclothes and both will commute in unmarked vehicles. And we’ll
all use the service entrance in the back when coming and going,
just in case.”

There were no objections. I turned to
Carlos. “Why don’t you call Dominic now, see if he’s made it in
yet. Get him up to speed and ask him if we can get Olson out here.
Then have him start working out a profile for the case. Tell him
we’ll have more info for him shortly.”

“Got it. Anything
else?”

“Yeah, also have him
contact the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.
Again, details to follow. Oh, and when he’s done with that, have
him check the sex offenders registry database for all known
offenders in the area. Tell him to print out a list with names,
addresses, phone numbers, etc. Got it?”

“I’m on it.”

“Excuse me?” Lionel
Brewbaker approached closely for confidential words. “That sounds
like a lot of people getting involved.”

“Yes, sir. I know it it
does. But these people will not actually be involved in the
investigation, per se. The NCIC is the National Crime Information
Computer. It allows––”

“Detective, wait.” He
ushered me away further, into the adjacent room, far from Mrs.
Brewbaker’s ears. “I’m fine with all that. I wanted to get you
aside to tell you that I am worried about Mandy.”

“Of course,” I said. “I
understand. If she needs help coping with this, we have counselors
down at––”

“No. I don’t mean I’m
worried about her mental well being. I mean I’m worried that she
may know more than she’s letting on.”

“Come again?”

“I asked her why she was
so late getting here to pick up Kelly today. She told me she was
out last night with some friends from her troupe.”

“Her troupe?”

“Her theatrical troupe.
She hooked up with them about a year ago. They’re performing at a
dinner club downtown, doing some play called Valley of the Giants.”
He shook his head in disgust. “They’re all a bunch of druggies and
prostitutes. Every one of them. They go out after the show and they
drink and party until dawn. Then they sleep all day, wake up in the
evening and do it all again.”

“And you’re saying Mrs.
Brewbaker is doing that with them?”

“Yes. That’s the reason
we’re divorcing. The reason I have primary custody of Kelly. The
only reason she has Kelly at all on the weekends is not that she
wants her, but that her lawyer wants her to have her. They’re
banking on a big alimony settlement and using Kelly as a bargaining
chip.”

“Mr. Brewbaker, I feel for
you. I do. But just because your wife was out late partying last
night––”

“No, no. It’s not just
that. It’s everything. Something’s not right.”

“How so?”

“Look at her.” We both
craned surreptitiously to spy into the next room. “Does that look
like a woman whose child has just been abducted?”

“Mr. Brewbaker, I am not
about to make judgments strictly on a person’s behavior, however, I
do plan to take full statements from you and her and everyone else
within arm’s-length of your daughter. But first, we have to collect
as much information and evidence as we can.”

“Tony!”

I turned and looked to see Carlos standing
by the front door next to a young boy of nine or ten years. He
waved me over.

“What’s going
on?”

“This is Brian Weismann.
He lives a couple of streets over.”

“Hello, Brian.” I offered
my hand and he shook it. “Hey, nice grip you got there. I bet you
play ball.”

“Yes, sir,” he answered. I
like that in a kid. You don’t hear kids today say yes sir and no
sir. Only yeah and no or uh-huh and nuh-uh. I blame TV, that and
the fall of the traditional family unit. But what do I
know?

“Brian came here to return
some books he borrowed from Kelly,” said Carlos. “Look, they’re a
couple of classics.”

I took the books from Brian. “So they are.
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. Two of my
personal favorites.” That’s another thing you don’t see kids doing
today––reading. Between their cell phones, video games, and
shoot-em-up DVDs, it’s no wonder books like that don’t fade into
obscurity altogether.

Carlos said, “Brian was also telling me
about a van that Kelly saw yesterday.”

“Oh?”

Brian said, “Yes, sir. Kelly said one
followed her home from school yesterday.”

“Did she say what it
looked like?”

“Oh sure. She got a good
look at it. She said it was blue, dark blue I think, with tinted
windows. It was missing its hubcaps and had a broken side mirror on
the driver’s side.”

I looked at Carlos, thoroughly impressed
with the descriptive detail captured by a nine-year-old girl, and
nearly equally so with the recollection of the description by a
nine-year-old boy. I said to Brian, “Did Kelly get a look at the
driver or any of the passengers?”

He nodded. “She told me she didn’t see any
passengers on account of the tinted windows. But the driver’s
window was down, so she got a good look at him. He’s a white guy
with dark skin or maybe a black guy with light skin.” He looked at
Carlos and pointed. “Like him.”

“Latino?”

The boy shrugged. “He had an accent. The man
called her by name.”

“Did he know
her?”

“Maybe, but she didn’t
know him.”

“Any idea what kind of
accent he had? Spanish maybe?”

The boy shook his head. “She didn’t
say.”

“Did she tell you anything
else?”

“She said he asked for
directions.”

“Directions? To
where?”

“Mike’s Pub.”

“Mike’s Pub, eh?” said
Carlos. “I know that place. It’s a bar down on
Jefferson.”

I asked Brian, “So what did Kelly tell the
man?”

“Nothing.” The kid shook
his head and then gave up a shrug. “She knows better than to talk
to strangers. As soon as he tried talking to her, she ducked into
an alley and made a break for home.”

“I see, and you say that
was yesterday?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did she tell anyone else?
A teacher, a cop…any adult?”

Again, he lifted his shoulders and dropped
them. “I don’t suppose so. There wasn’t much to it after that.”

“And you? Have you told
anyone else?”

“Me? Nu-uh.”

Nu-uh? I thought. What happened to No sir?
“Brian, thank you for telling us about that. You did the right
thing. But the next time a stranger approaches you or someone you
know on the street like that, promise me you’ll let an adult know
right away. Do you understand?”

He nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“Good boy.”

“Is Kelly in
trouble?”

“Kelly? No. She’s not in
trouble, son.”

“Can I see her then? Is
she upstairs?”

I looked up at Carlos and gave him the high
brow. He palmed the tops of the boy’s shoulders and gently turned
him toward the door. “Maybe next time, kid. The adults have some
work to do right now.”

He escorted him out, shut the door, and
rejoined us in the living room.”

“That’s a big break,” I
said. “Carlos, did you get a hold of Dominic?”

“Yeah, he’s starting on
the paperwork now.”

“Good. Call him back. Tell
him to put a BOLO out on that van.”

“`Kay. You got it,
Tony.”

“A BOLO?” said
Brewbaker.

“Yes sir, a
be-on-the-look-out notice. In another minute or two, every cop car
in the county will have that van’s description and will be looking
out for it.”

“But I said no
cops.”

“Mr. Brewbaker, we have to
do this. Getting a description of the van is a huge break for us.
We can’t ignore it.”

He lowered his head, shook it faintly and
surrendered with a sigh. “All right, then…do it.”

I set my hand on his shoulder, hoping he
find validation in its gesture. “Thank you. Now let’s get back to
Kelly. I thought you told me earlier she had no friends.”

“She doesn’t.”

“What do you call
Brian?”

“He’s not her friend. He’s
a schoolmate. He lives a couple of streets over. They share books
now and then.”

“Kelly’s not allowed to
have friends, Detective.” This from Amanda Brewbaker, who until now
seemed content with her cigarettes and bourbon. “Especially if
they’re boys.”

“That’s enough,
Mandy.”

“Come on, Lionel, tell
them. If it were up to you, Kelly would be locked up in a tower
away from all her friends until she turned twenty-one.”

“Kelly doesn’t have any
friends.”

“Sure she does. She has
friends at school, at the riding academy, the dance studio. She’s a
very popular girl. She just doesn’t tell you about them because she
knows you won’t approve.”

“That’s
nonsense.”

“No, Lionel, nonsense is
not allowing the girl to watch TV. Have you noticed, Detectives,
there are no televisions in this house?”

“Kelly doesn’t need TV.
She has her studies.”

“Her studies. See, this is
the prison sentence one gets when one has an IQ of 140.”

“That’s enough,
Mandy.”

“For crying out loud,
Lionel, let your hair down once in a while.”

“Stop it!” I said,
inserting myself between the two. “This isn’t helping Kelly at all.
Mr. Brewbaker, Please. We’re going to need some information about
Kelly for the Amber Alert.”

“Amber Alert? Won’t that
tip off the kidnappers that we called the police?”

“That doesn’t matter. I’m
sorry, but we’ve already lost valuable time. If the kidnapper is
traveling with Kelly, they could be leaving the area at a rate of a
mile a minute. Every second counts. Now then, we’ll need a good
description of her: height, weight, eyes, hair color,
distinguishing birthmarks, scars. Anything like that.”

“Of course,” said
Brewbaker. “Let’s see. She’s about 43” tall, 50 lbs. blond hair,
blue eyes, no birthmarks….” He trailed off then, and I could see
him choking up as he recalled this next feature. “She’s got a
little scar right here.” He pointed to his upper chin. “Below her
lip where she fell and cut herself on the coffee table when she was
five.”

Carlos said, “43” tall, 50 pounds?” That’s
kind of small for a nine-year-old, isn’t it? Sounds more like your
average seven-year-old.”

“That’s why I call her
Peanut, Detective. She was barely a pumpkin seed when she was
born.” His eyes were pooling now. “But like I said, what she lacks
in stature, she more than makes up for in IQ. She speaks four
languages you know: Spanish, Italian, French and of course,
English. She’s the smartest kid I know.”

The tears found life now. Lionel Brewbaker
excused himself to find a tissue. I turned to Mrs. Brewbaker. “Do
you have a current photo of Kelly that we can use for the Amber
Alert?”

“Yes,” she said and went
off to get it.

I asked Carlos if he would email Kelly’s
stats to Dominic. He held his phone up so that I might see the
readout on the screen. “Text is already on its way.”

“Okay, I wasn’t rushing
you.”

He shook his head and snickered.

“Now what?” I
asked.

“Oh, nothing. It’s just
that a year ago, you didn’t even know what email was.”

“I did so.”

“No, you didn’t. Dominic
had you convinced that email was short for easy mail post-paid
envelopes you picked up at the post office.”

“That’s because they have
such a thing at the post office. I knew they––”

“Detectives!” Lionel
Brewbaker returned from the kitchen holding a prescription bottle.
His hands were again trembling. “This is awful. Look.” He showed me
the bottle. “This is Kelly’s medication. She needs to take this
every day for her heart.”

“Shit,” said Carlos. I
don’t think he meant for us to hear, but we all did. “Kelly has a
heart condition?”

“It’s congenital. She
takes this every day.”

“I have a picture,
Detective.” Amanda Brewbaker returned with a photo, a digital
snapshot printed on photo quality paper. It showed Kelly wearing
what looked like her riding outfit.

“Is this current?” I
asked.

“Taken about a month
ago.”

“Mandy,” said Lionel. He
held the medication bottle up for her to see. She gasped, perhaps
the only time all afternoon I had seen her display genuine
emotion.

“Is that
Kelly’s?”

“Yes.”

I expected she would run to her husband and
the two would embrace. She didn’t. Instead, she ran straight for
the bourbon.

“Excuse me, Mrs.
Brewbaker.” I walked to her and removed the glass from her hand.
“I’m sorry, but I think we all need to keep a clear head about
things. Would you mind?”

She offered no protest.

“Carlos, will you do me a
favor and escort Mrs. Brewbaker upstairs to Kelly’s room? Go
through the girl’s belongings and look for letters, notes, a diary,
anything unusual she might have documented. Also, check her
laundry. Clean and dirty. Have Mrs. Brewbaker verify anything that
might seem strange or unfamiliar. Oh, and Carlos.” I waved him over
and met him half-way. Leaning into him and whispering, I said, “Pay
particular attention to any soiled underwear. Look for traces of
blood.”

He nodded. “Right.”

As they headed up the stairs, I turned to
Lionel. I could see that the rapid succession of events were
beginning to numb his senses. I wished I could have set him down
and afforded him some time to process it all, but I just didn’t
have that luxury. “Mister Brewbaker?” His gaze returned to me on a
cloud. “Mister Brewbaker, we need to know what your daughter was
wearing this morning. Can you tell me?”

He nodded. “Pajamas…she was still wearing
her P.J`s when I left.”

“What color?”

“White with little sea
creatures on them.”

“Sea
creatures?”

“Starfish, whales,
dolphins and such.”

“I see. Now, if she left
the house on her own, have you any idea where she might have
gone?”

“She wouldn’t have left
the house on her own.”

“But if she
did?”

“She didn’t.”

“You don’t think she would
have gone to a friend’s house.”

“I told you. She has no
friends.”

“Does she know the
neighborhood well?”

“How do you
mean?”

“I mean if she left the
house for any reason, does she know her way around enough not to
get lost?”

“Detective, you’re wasting
time with these questions.”

“Humor me,
please.”

“Yes. She knows her way
around the neighborhood. She has a great sense of direction.
Phenomenal even. I could drop her off in the middle of the Amazon
and she’d find her way home before dinner.”

“Ok, fine.” I took a deep
breath and let it out slowly, knowing he wouldn’t want to hear my
next question. “Mr. Brewbaker, do you by any chance have Kelly’s
fingerprints on record?”

“Fingerprints?”

“Yes. A fingerprint
card.”

“Good God. Why would I
need that?”

I think he knew why. I gave him a moment to
digest that one, which was all he needed before adding, “I’m sorry.
No, Detective. I don’t have her fingerprints. I mean honestly, I
would never have imagined my daughter might someday be
kidnapped.”

“No parent ever does,
sir.”

He shook his head. “Who thinks of
fingerprinting a goddamn child?”

“That’s all right. Don’t
worry about it. We can lift her prints from something in her
room.”

I followed Lionel
Brewbaker to the couch, and when he sat down, I sat down next to
him. “I know this is extremely difficult, but I have only a few
more questions. I have to ask this, sir. Can you think of anyone
who might have done this? Do you
have any enemies at all?”

He had planted his elbows on his knees and
buried his face in his hands. He was not outwardly crying, but
anguished groans bled through his hands just the same. Without
looking up, he replied, “No, Detective. I
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