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The two men slowly walked through the living room and saw the sober faces of the uniformed police standing at different junctures about the house interior. Only slight murmuring could be heard when absolutely necessary, everyone was being extra careful not to pass an improper remark. The death of children brings out an extra layer of sorrow.

The men dressed in suits, one a dark gray, the other a navy blue. The taller of the two men wearing the gray suit was the first to enter the children's bedroom. Detective Sargent Ed Walker grimaced as he saw the lifeless body of the three year old male child. The pale blue skin color and slightly protruding tongue told the experienced cop it was not a natural scene he was observing. The second man, Lieutenant Bill McBride, Walker's boss, peered over Ed's left shoulder, drawing a similar conclusion.

Moving slightly to his right, Walker peered down upon the second dead child in the room. The eighteen month old female shared a corresponding appearance of her brother. "Have to let the crime scene team do their thing, but I'd make it manual strangulation of both," commented Walker.

"I agree," said McBride.

"Guess it's time to talk with mommy and daddy," sneered Walker.

"I really hate this shit," groused McBride.

"Why did you leave the office, it's not like you?" smirked Walker as the two men proceeded out of the bedroom.

"Actually they ran out of coffee and I was making a run to the store when I heard the call," grinned McBride.

"That will teach you."

"The father is in the dining room, he was at work. They took the mother to the hospital, she was hysterical," said Officer Topaz. "He's shaky at best."

"Mr. Watts. I'm Detective Walker and this is Lt. McBride. "Can you tell us what happened tonight?"

"Don't know."

"You were at work?"

"Yes, I drive a bus 3 PM to midnight."

"What time did you get the call from our office?" asked Walker.

"I just broke for lunch, must have been about 9:30."

"Did you come straight home?"

"Couldn't, could I? I had a bus. I called the dispatcher and had to wait on a relief driver to show up and catch a taxi back to my car. I got home about 11:40 PM."

"Did your wife say anything to you?" asked McBride.

"I couldn't make out anything she said. She was wailing and screaming," explained Watts. "Just mumbling about some guy. She thought she heard a noise and woke up."

"Is she a very sound sleeper?" asked Walker.

"No more than most people. If one of the kids sneezed in the middle of the night she'd usually hear it," remarked Jim Watts.

"How you holding up?" asked McBride.

"You kidding, my insides feel all slimy and crawly. I just can't get my head around it all. How could this happen?"

"You want a doctor?" asked Walker.

"No, I want some fucking answers. My whole life just got tossed into the garbage. I can't function. I can't think of what I'm supposed to do next," cried Watts, as he began to sob.

"You have to look after your wife," said Walker in a reassuring voice.

The two men walked outside into the cool April night. Walker lit a cigarette while his boss fired up an imported cigar. It was quiet for a few minutes while the men smoked.

"How do you read him?"

"I think he's going to lose it when he's all alone and it hits him in the face in a few hours," said Walker.

"You going to head over to the hospital?"

"I was thinking about it, but I figure they got her so doped up it might be a waste of time," remarked Walker.

"I'll go back to headquarters. If I don't get this coffee in the office I'll have a mutiny on my hands."

"Think I'll grab something to eat at the diner up the road and then call the hospital. If she can't talk I'll wait until morning," said Walker getting into his unmarked police car.

Seven months later a match was found to the DNA left at the scene of the two murdered children. Phil Downer, a known break and enter thief was subsequently convicted of killing the children and was sentenced to 35 years in the state correctional institution.
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Since his retirement, Ed Walker had been working as a private detective specializing in missing children. His last active case as a Richmond Homicide Detective had been the Catlin Gregory case. It still haunted him that a jury found her innocent of killing her little girl.

After his first major private detective case of chasing Prophet Depps, a cult leader that spent his time seducing young teenage girls, Ed was hoping for some low key work. He had recently found a missing little girl which  had lifted his spirits, but knew there is always a ying and yang, even in detective work. A recent incident involving missing children had torn him up. Seeing stolen children treated like dogs, remained a part of his bad dream catalog.

"Good morning love," smiled Nancy Walker.

"Hey sweetie, you heading out to work?"

"Yep, think you can lend a hand this weekend?"

"Sure, what's up?" asked Ed.

"Chief Eddison's retirement party. You forgot?"

"I was trying to," winced Ed.

"You've known him for the thirty years you were a cop. Didn't you ever like him?"

"As a person he is alright, he's not a bad joe if you get him half in the bag. He was just a horrible Chief. Cared more about politics than his staff. A Chief is supposed to be a buffer between some amateur elected hack and the troops in the field. He was always trying to kiss some politician’s ass, so he really lost respect of the entire police department."

"Well this way if you're working the bar, you can't be seen as having turned down the invite," smiled Nancy.

"Good point. I'm there, but not really," chuckled Ed.

"Do you think Bill will take the Chief spot?"

"No way, Bill is coasting until retirement. He paid his dues along the way. I'm sure he feels he doesn’t need a major headache for his last years on the force," explained Ed.

Nancy kissed her husband goodbye and headed downtown to Nancy's Lounge, a cop bar she inherited from her deceased mother.

Ed was daydreaming about years back when Chief Eddison, Bill McBride and himself were the young lions on the Richmond police force. He thought of when he had a relationship with Nancy's mother. The young rookie cop and the experienced widowed bar owner. Funny what life throws at you.

As Walker sat up from his reclining position to do some work on his new personal computer, his cell phone rang.

"Walker."

"That's how you answer your phone? You are supposed to be charming. Instill confidence in your potential client."

"OMG, as Nancy's teenage niece would say. Figured you'd be guarding the President by now," retorted Walker.

"Naw, FBI can't let me transfer to Secret Service, they wouldn't be able to solve any more crimes," joked Agent Barrows.

"So Brandy, are you calling to touch base with an old friend or do you want to offer me another chance to get shot multiple times?"

"Hey, I told you Prophet Depps' boys were gunning for you, but thick-headed old cop that you are, you wouldn't listen."

"Alright Brandy, cut the stroking, what do you have?"

"Bit of a weird one."

"What other kind do you ever offer me," chuckled Walker.

"You heard about the Amish?"

"Funny dressing, horse and buggies, no electricity. Yeah I've seen them."

"No, I mean about the attacks?" said Barrows.

"Yes, I did read something about free haircuts," laughed Walker.

"There is a Bishop Jacob Yoder at the core of it all."

"Why would you need me, FBI has plenty of competent people?"

"How about we meet at your wife's place for lunch and I'll fill you in on all the details?"

"Alright, Nancy has been wanting to see you again."

Ed got the feeling he was going to be missing more than a few meals. Doing occasional special agent work for the FBI did bring in some good extra money which helped with the price of everything always going up. Yet despite seeing all the evil people do for most of his adult life as a Richmond detective, he was still surprised by people. The FBI cases were no different, usually they were worse.

Walker arose from his desk, stared at Teddy, his 22 month old Labrador Retriever laying on the couch opposite the desk. Teddy opened his eyes and looked up at Walker and rolled over onto his back and slightly parted his lips. Walker chuckled as Teddy looked at him with his searching brown eyes. With his upside down pose and the white teeth partially exposed, Teddy appeared to be smiling. 

"You're in charge while I'm gone. I know it's tough to move off that comfortable couch, but you might want to go out your doggie door and walk the perimeter of the yard once in a while. Just in case."

Teddy started to wag his tail and his smile seemed to broaden. Walker smirked and then proceeded across the house to the front door. He put the key in the lock and pulled the  front door closed.  As he turned the dead bolt lock it shut with a clunking sound, Teddy gave out a parting bark.

Walker entered his wife's business, stopped at the bar to receive a kiss from Nancy and then strolled to his office away from home, the rear most booth on the right.

"Hey Ed," said Agent Barrows as she got up from the booth in order to give Walker a big hug.

"Nancy said I have to take better care of you this time."

"Sounds reasonable to me," grinned Walker.

Nancy came over to the table and placed their drinks before them, then took their food orders.

"So what am I getting into?"

"Well that Bishop Jacob Yoder has four sons. He runs a splinter group that broke away from the main stream Amish beliefs. His sect is very strict, he feels the Amish in general have gotten too friendly with the 'English'."

"By 'English', they mean us worldly people?" asked Walker.

"Yes. To that end his group of about three hundred followers have done everything to stop any contact with the outside world. Does not want anyone looking too close at the goings on. Well long story short, one of the boys decided old daddy was way too stern. He fancies a local gal, they get close, he talks about leaving and then goes to the girl's family to help him to escape his father's reach. They hid him out and the Bishop found out," explained Barrows.

"Let me guess, he sends his remaining sons and some other cult members out in the field to do battle armed with scissors."

"Pretty much. They attacked men and women both. Seems like silly shit, but to Amish cutting of the hair is a big deal. Men would rather die than cut off their beards and the women feel their hair is God's glory."

"So they feel violated, sort of like being mentally raped?" asked Walker.

"Yep, that’s about it. Coincidentally you should mention rape. We got involved under the hate crime laws and have arrested the perpetrators. While investigating, I spoke with an Amish girl, about 16 years old. When she goes out on the Rumspringa next summer she vows never to return."

"She's been raped?"

"Oh it is so widespread you just cannot believe," winced Barrows.

"I don't understand. The FBI can't investigate, the local cops will do nothing, so you want me to go and investigate it?"

"You really are pretty good at this cop stuff," said Barrows.

"What am I supposed to do?" demanded Walker, "Go undercover?"

I thought you'd look cute with a beard and straw hat," chuckled Nancy as she placed the food order on the table.

"Oh I see how it is, you guys talked before I got here." pouted Walker with his arms crossed.

"Ed they need help and I can't investigate it."

"Your bosses told you to stay away from it. Did you put any pressure on the county or local cops?"

"Yes, I tried. The few locals are busy with the tourists, the Sheriff is busy with tourists and an overload of drug crimes in non-Amish incidents. He doesn't have the man- power to go bulling his way into the closed society," explained Barrows.

"So what am I going to do in the middle of Pennsylvania?" asked Walker.

"Well this Bishop can't be charged with the attacks of hair cutting so he's still around. It's a bit like Prophet Depps, if Yoder is partaking in the underage sex and if the girls are in anyway held against their wills, it's a form of kidnapping."

"Sounds like it's a bit thin," commented Walker.

"Exactly. There are two other points that might tighten it up a bit."

"You get more and more like your uncle Bill. All those years I worked for McBride, he always held back the big stuff until the end," huffed Walker.

"Thank you, I wish I could be the cop he has been," smiled Barrows.

"Go on."

"Well, it seems that some of the beginnings of the Rumspringa celebrations can involve drinking and sex. Normally they leave their families to go off and see the world, in order to make their final decision to join the church forever," said Agent Barrows. "So we hear that Bishop Yoder has his people party right on his land and they never leave."

"Sort of defeats the whole concept," smiled Walker.

"Yes but our cagey Bishop we hear, gets them hooked on drugs and throws wild sex parties. The drugs would be a way in for the FBI to bust him. Otherwise, we can't prove anything, I need you to get something on him," said Barrows.

"We have a plan to set you up as a businessman. One of the dairy brokers went under. He was playing around with some of the Amish wives when he was supposed to be doing milk deals. So he ended up losing everything when they boycotted his business."

"Wait, I'm supposed to be a milk broker? That's crazy, I don't even drink the stuff anymore," protested Walker.

"No you don't operate the business, just use the old Heavenly Dairy Products offices as your base. It's in the hands of the local bank and they will allow us to use the premises," explained Barrows.

"I get it, I just go around doing a meet and greet about maybe selling their dairy products through my brokerage to get them the best prices. Meantime I try to find leads on these sex and drug parties," said Walker.

"Exactly."

"Stupid idea, it'll never work," remarked Walker.

"Well there is more..."

"Yes I know, get it the hell out of your mouth," insisted Walker.

"Your specialty. A missing little girl," said Agent Barrows.

"She is fourteen year old Miriam Bender. She is related to the Zook family who hid out the Bishop's son."

"So you think the haircut stuff was just a front to put the snatch on the girl?" asked Walker.

"That's the theory."

"So why don't you send in the troops?"

"Got no proof. The Bishop may be a stanch upholder of Amish principles but he's got a worldly lawyer that belongs in a shark tank. If we go in he'll tear us up. We don't want any more bad press," said Agent Barrows. 

They finished their lunches and Walker finished his draft beer. He arose and went behind the bar for a refill. Returning he saw Barrows finishing her beer.

"Put a head on that?"

"No thanks," said Barrows as she placed her hand over the top of the glass. "Some of us are on duty."

"So," said Walker as he plopped down into the booth. "How come you don't have some of your new FBI guys nose around?"

"The Gen X,Y,Z troops would either go in so gentle like they would come back with nothing, while the aggressive types would come back with less than nothing," said Barrows. "It takes an experienced cop like you to do the job correctly."

"You really should not be stroking me with my wife just a few feet away," smirked Walker.

"Cute," said Barrows with a slightly red face. "Damn you Ed, we need you."

"Alright not for anything but finding that missing girl. I still get my Special Agent authority and stipend?"

"Yes, just don't go shooting any Amish guys. Unless you see a 12 gauge pointing in your direction," chuckled Barrows. 
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It was a stormy day that would pass as unnoticed as the pale faced man who stepped through the open steel door. He felt his legs go rubbery as he breathed in the first free air in twenty-two years. He squinted as his eyes tried to adjust to seeing distance for the first time in so many years.

No matter which direction he faced he could see objects  miles off. It was very unnerving not seeing a cinder block wall or steel bars blocking his vision anymore. A cool breeze blew around him on that rainy late April day, but he didn't care that he was getting soaked and pelted. He was free and he walked proudly towards the bus stop.

After two bus rides and what seemed like miles of walking, Phil Downer arrived in the middle of the small downtown area of Blessington. Old memories came flooding back as he stood in the small park. He remembered  his arrest, the trial and he looked across the street to see the actual spot where they stuffed him into a police van after the trial ended, for the ride to prison.

Now he hung his head a bit. Although he thought no one could possibly recognize him after all those years, he couldn't look at anyone's face for fear of their eyes meeting. He had stayed fit in prison, out of safety and boredom, so he just pushed onward. He crossed over two streets and found the lawyer's office of his now deceased parents.

Eighteen minutes later he exited the building with the key for his new start in life firmly secure in his right pocket. He continued to walk the balance of the day away until he was nine miles outside of the town that took his twenties and thirties away from him. He paused in front of the old shabby gray house. It seemed to groan at his presence as if acknowledging a family member.

He opened the latch of the weather beaten front wooden gate and shut it gently after walking through. Another wave of remembrances bombarded his excited brain. With a shaky hand he unlocked the front door and entered. The smell was the same as he remembered, only older, not unlike himself. To the right of the foyer was the living room, it appeared much smaller than he recollected. As he walked towards the rear of the house he passed the staircase on his left and then the dining room on his right.

He paused as he entered the kitchen, for a moment he saw his mother at the stove making his favorite meatloaf and mashed potatoes. He could almost smell the rich onion gravy. Then like a cold towel to the face on a blistering summer day, he realized it was all gone. As he stood in the middle of the kitchen he knew he was all alone. Then he felt a warmth knowing his parents would be proud that he was taking control of their old dream house. The little boy had grown up.

Suddenly something made a dull thud sound as it hit the old aluminum storm door. Slowly he walked back across the house and looked out the front windows, but saw nothing. As he opened the front door his senses were assaulted by lumps of dog feces. Obviously, someone knew he was back in town. Like back in prison, he kept a poker face and went about the job of cleaning up the mess.

The next morning Phil Downer made his way into town, this time by taxi. Entering the bank he spotted a woman sitting at a desk on which was a small plastic sign reading 'New Accounts'.

"Good morning sir, how may I be of assistance to you?"

"Need to open a checking account."

"Excellent, please have a seat."

Downer began to fidget and noticed he had a slight shakiness of his extended hand as he gave the woman his check. He started to perspire, he was sure everyone noticed his presence and he prepared for a verbal assault that might come his way at any moment.  Not unlike being back in prison, except he was unlikely to get a shiv in his back, like the last time he was attacked inside.

"Can you fill out these papers sir," said the new accounts clerk handing him a standard pile of account application forms and a ball point pen.

"Thank you," said Downer as he hurried to fill out the forms.

His hand shook even worse than moments before. He knew there would be questions he didn't want to answer.

"Thank you sir. Oh I see you have not filled out your employer's name."

"I'm, ah, self-employed. I'm a writer. That check is my first royalty check from my newest book," said Downer puffing out his chest in false bravado.

"Oh, what is the name of your book?" asked the woman.

"Why the hell did I go there. Damn it," said Downer to himself.

"My 22 Years Behind Bars," responded Downer.

The woman was silent, her eyes shuffled between the check, Downer's eyes and the name on the account application. Suddenly she went pale as a white bed sheet.

"Oh, er, alright Mr. Downer. I'll get this processed right away so you can be on your way," said the woman obviously unnerved by her realization.

When she returned she almost threw the starter check book at Downer. It slid off the end of the desk and into his lap and then fell onto the floor. He bent down and retrieved it off the carpeting.

"Oh, sorry," said the woman showing distress but with  sincerity.

"When will I be able to write a check?"

"As soon as you like," said the woman. I verified the check, and broke it so you could have that thousand dollars cash  you requested and the remaining $24,000 is available now."

"Thank you," said Downer getting out of the chair he'd sat in during the transaction.

"You have a nice day now sir," said the woman, clearly upset.

Downer could see several employees of the bank rushing over to hear the woman's story. The customers walking about were just strangers. But he knew before he got a hundred yards away from the bank, all the staff would know about him, the book and the money.

After spending two hours getting his new driver's license Downer took a cab to a used car lot. He wrote a check, it was electronically validated and he drove off the premises with a car. The temporary insurance was only valid for two weeks, he would have to put that on his list of things-to-do before he could begin his plan.

He finished his lunch in the Blue Royal Diner and sipped his second ice-tea while waiting for the waitress to bring him the check.

"My god, it is you. I heard rumors but couldn't believe you'd have the nerve to return to this town," shouted the old man as he passed by the booth where Downer was sitting. 

"Good afternoon to you too sir," said Downer with a wide grin.

"Dan, move it. Let's get out of here. There is nothing you can do. The law is the law," said the man's wife as she shoved him towards the cashier sitting by the entrance.

"Hmm! What the hell got up his ass?" said the waitress handing Downer his meal check.

"I just got out of prison and seems like some people
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