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PRAISE


This year marked the passing of three men instrumental to my work habits and my being published. No words of thanks or praise could ring loudly enough to acknowledge all that they gave to me, both as professionals in their fields and as dear and trusted friends and advisers. There is no greater argument for the importance of mentoring. Separately, these men took hold of my hand and led me, editorially, into the creative life of writing and publishing fiction, for which I am eternally grateful.


Gentlemen, you are here, on every page. You always will be.


IN MEMORY


J. Bradbury Thompson


Franklin Heller


Ken McCormick




DEDICATION


For Paige and Marcelle


(Will miracles never cease?)
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The train left the station headed for nowhere, its destination also its point of embarkation, its purpose not to transport its passengers, but to feed them.


By early March, western Washington neared the end of the rinse cycle, a nearly perpetual curtain of ocean rain that blanketed the region for the winter months, unleashing in its wake a promise of summer. Dark, saturated clouds hung low on the eastern horizon. Well to the west, where the sun retreated in a violent display, a glimpse of blue cracked the marbled gray, as welcome to the residents of Seattle as any sight alive.


Arrival at the dinner train surprised Doris Shotz. She had thought her husband Paul was taking her to Ivar’s, one of Seattle’s more popular fish-house chains. A simple dinner date had presented her with a test of sorts, being that it was her first evening leaving her four-month-old baby girl, Rhonda, with a sitter. She’d finally decided she could handle an hour or two a few blocks away from home. But an entire evening stuck on a train in the woods was unimaginable, unthinkable!


“Surprised?” he asked, displaying the tickets proudly.


On the verge of total panic, Doris reminded herself that Julie was an experienced sitter, having taken care of Henry for the last year, as responsible a fifteen-year-old as one could ask for. Better to give Paul his moment than to start a fight.


They’d been talking about the dinner train for years. And Doris had to concede that over the last nine months, Paul had been a saint. She owed him.


“I can’t believe it!” she said truthfully.


“I know. You didn’t guess, did you?”


“Not for an instant. I promise: It’s a complete surprise.”


“Good.” He reached down and took her hand and squeezed. She felt flushed. She wanted to be home with the kids.


“All aboard,” he said.
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The train lurched. Doris Shotz shifted to avoid spilling the cheap champagne that Paul had ordered. Although she didn’t want to drink while nursing, she knew Paul would consider it an act of defiance to say no to any part of the celebration, and given that she had already gone this far to please her husband, she wasn’t going to let one glass of champagne ruin the evening. When the train turned east, the frosted mountains flooded crimson with the sunset, Paul said with obvious satisfaction, “This is a long way from the backside of a computer.”


Paul repaired PCs for Micro System Workshop, a name his employer had invented because it could be reduced to MS Workshop, and in an area dominated by Microsoft those two initials meant dollars. Paul drove a blue MS Workshop van around the city, crisis to crisis, fire to fire: hard drives, networks, IRQ ports—Doris had heard all the buzzwords enough times to think she might be capable of a repair or two herself.


Paul provided for them adequately. He loved her in his own way. She loved him too, though differently than she once had. Now the children absorbed most of her time and much of her love, too. She wasn’t sure exactly how to categorize her love for Paul; she simply knew that she would always be at his side, would attempt to put up with his moods. But the truth was that she lived for her children, Rhonda and Henry. She had never before known such a complete feeling. It warmed her just thinking about it.


She politely refused a refill of champagne as she watched her husband’s cheeks redden behind the alcohol’s effects. Clearly carried away with happiness and the light buzz that came from the champagne, he talked at her, but she didn’t hear. Boys and trains, she thought.


“Do you think I should call home?” she asked him.


“Call?”


She motioned to the rear of the train car. “There’s a pay phone. Cellular. I could call them.”


“You know how much those things cost? Fifteen minutes, Doro,” he pointed out, checking his Casio and saying sarcastically, “we’ve been gone a whole fifteen minutes!” He leaned closer and she could smell the sweet alcohol on his breath, a smell that reminded her of the occasional drunken violence that Paul had sometimes brought with him to their bed. “They’re fine. Julie’s perfectly capable.”


“You’re right,” she said, offering him a fragile smile. He nodded and stared out the window. She felt sick with anxiety.


It occurred to her that in a few minutes she could excuse herself to go to the bathroom and use the phone. Paul would probably never know. The champagne bottle’s white plastic cork rolled noisily at his feet. The train clattered past condominiums that reminded her of a Monopoly board. A few of the couples had dressed for the occasion, though most wore jeans and sweatshirts. It wasn’t exactly the Orient Express.


It soon became clear that Paul’s romance was with the train rather than her. Flushed cheeks pressed to the glass, his right foot tapping quickly as it always did when he drank in excess, her husband disappeared into the alcohol and she retreated into thoughts about her children.


Ten minutes passed with minimal conversation. Doris excused herself and made the call home. It rang and rang, but there was no answer.


Wrong number, she decided. At those prices—$3.95 for the first minute, $.99 each portion of a minute thereafter—Paul was certain to catch the charge on the credit card bill. But so what? She pressed NEW CALL. She redialed, again suffering under the weight of its endless ringing. She could envision Julie busy with a diaper, or in the middle of feeding. It didn’t necessarily mean trouble. ...


A fire, she thought. Paul’s home entertainment center—a sports center was more like it—crowded the outlets with far too many wires. What would Julie do in a fire?


The knot in her stomach twisted more tightly. Her fingers went cold and numb. Julie might be in the bathroom. Nothing more than that.


But her imagination wouldn’t let it go. Perhaps Julie had a boyfriend with her in the house. In that case, she wouldn’t be paying attention to either the kids or the phone. Doris stole a look around the corner and down the shifting train car’s center aisle to the back of her husband’s head. She had already been gone a few minutes, and it would ruin everything if he caught her at the pay phone. She had promised him she would wait to call until after dinner.


She hung up the receiver, deciding to slip into the washroom and then try again when she came out. But she emerged only to find someone else using the phone, ironically a mother happily talking to her children.


When the woman hung up, Doris tried again. This time the phone’s endless ringing seemed a kind of punishment for trying at all. She glanced up the aisle at Paul, but now all she could think about was that there was something terrible going on. She decided to call her neighbor Tina, who answered on the second ring.


Doris concentrated on removing any panic from her voice. “Tina, it’s Doris. I have a really weird favor to ask of you. ...”


In her mother’s heart she knew: Something was dreadfully wrong.
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Hope sprang eternal. For Lou Boldt, who lived in a world of innocent or guilty, alive or dead, where the patrol officers drove cars painted black and white, hope rarely surfaced though always lingered, teasing and enticing.


A woman’s rail-thin body lay in the hospital bed before him, dressed not in the familiar hospital gown but in the pink seersucker he had brought her two weeks before their fifteenth anniversary. Beneath that gown, as well as on the exposed skin, not a single hair. The chemotherapy had claimed the body fat, the hair, even any expression of joy from her sunken eyes. Her alien looks signified either a preparation for death, or a rebirth. The vomiting and complete lack of energy left Boldt with the impression of a woman half-dead. Despite his hope.


He placed a DO NOT ENTER—OXYGEN IN USE sign on the door to the room, a door that he shut tightly before jamming a white towel up against the crack at its base. He briefly caught sight of himself in the bathroom’s mirror: a tired forty-two, thinner than he’d been since college, tough in the face, but kind in the eyes. Even dressed in his ubiquitous khakis and blue blazer, he no longer looked professorial but more like retired military—”a dog trainer,” one friend had laid on him. The cop shop lived for such insults. Approaching his wife’s roommate, a woman who liked afternoon tabloid television, Boldt knocked on the bed stand before pulling back the privacy curtain. “Medication time,” he announced.


Stark and clinical, the room felt like a place to stockpile auto parts, not heal the sick—stainless steel, electric cable, faux grain vinyl veneer, bleach-white sheets—the room’s only warm color came from the patches of pale human skin that escaped the bedding.


“Count me in,” declared the roommate, Roberta, who was undergoing chemo for stage-four leukemia, her life expectancy, thirty to ninety days.


Elizabeth was battling lymphoma, life expectancy, three to six months. This lodged in Boldt’s throat like a stuck bone.


The two windows looked out on a parking lot filled with the cars of visitors to the “C ward”—sad people carrying flowers on the way in, burdened by tears on the way out. Boldt parked out there among them. He opened both windows.


“Compliments of Bear,” he explained to his wife, producing a perfectly rolled joint. Bear Berenson, a friend of twenty years, owned the comedy club Joke’s On You, over on 45th near Stoneway.


Liz smirked. “A twenty-four-year veteran, a Homicide cop, pushing drugs.”


“Medication,” he corrected. “And I’m not Homicide any longer.”


“Intelligence,” she said. “There’s an oxymoron.”


He stood on a chair unsteadily and slipped a glassine bag, normally used for evidence collection, over the smoke alarm. His advancement to lieutenant had necessitated a transfer from Homicide; in a year or so he’d be back, and at a higher rank, better pay, better benefits, all made necessary by the mounting bills and loss of her banker’s income. Change—Boldt’s nemesis. Homicide was home; this woman was home. Home was changing.


“Disabling the lavatory smoke alarm can get you thrown off the flight, you know?” Roberta had been an Alaska Airlines flight attendant for eleven years.


Boldt put the finishing touches on his effort and climbed down.


Liz grinned widely—a moment Boldt lived for. She put the joint between her lips, saying, “Times like this I miss the Jefferson Airplane.” Boldt lit it for her and sat between the two beds passing the joint back and forth between the two women. Roberta smoked greedily and coughed loudly, bellowing smoke into the room, worrying Boldt that he too might get high.


“I don’t know why we ever gave this up,” Liz said, her eyes bloodshot, a wry smile forming. “God, I feel good.”


“We had children,” Roberta answered, and both women laughed hysterically, although Boldt missed the humor.


“Music,” Liz requested, snuffing out the roach and eating it. She chased it with a glass of water and smacked her lips. “Some good old rock and roll.”


Boldt tuned in a local TV channel that used an oldies FM station as its background music. Creedence Clearwater. Liz asked for more volume.


“Not until all the smoke is out,” Boldt answered.


“Use the flower spray in the bathroom,” Roberta suggested, cranking up the volume from her remote.


Boldt sprayed the room with an aerosol labeled Fields of Dreams. It smelled chemical, not floral. He removed the plastic bag as the two women began to sing along with John Fogerty, their transformation nothing short of miraculous.


“Pizza!” Liz hollered over the music.


“Pizza!” Roberta echoed, followed by a roar of laughter.


Boldt felt gratified by their request. He’d succeeded. He told Liz that he would head off for the pizza if she would prep herself for the kids.


“You mean the wig?” the bald woman asked. “I’m already wigged out.” Both women erupted yet again. “Okay, okay, okay,” his wife added, seeing the frustration on her husband’s face. “I’m all eyebrows and hair. You get the pizza!”


Boldt drove into the heart of the U-District to Angelo’s and bought a medium sausage and mushroom, a milk and a Pepsi. Pot smoking and pizza purchases—he felt transported back to college.


His concept of time had evolved from an internal clock predictable to within a matter of minutes, to where days now stretched on endlessly, driven by a doctor’s prediction of a shortened life span and a husband’s prayers for miracles.


He returned to the C ward to find Liz and Roberta in hysterics. Liz had drawn a pair of “wire rim” glasses around her eyes with eyebrow pencil, as well as a Marilyn Monroe birthmark mole on her cheek. Boldt made no comment; he simply served them the pizza. While Liz ate, her husband erased her spectacles with a face cloth and made an attempt at adding eyebrows to the hairless skin. Liz was well into her third slice by the time he offered her a hand mirror.


Chewing, she nodded approval.


He then placed her wig on in reverse, which caused Roberta to spit out some pizza in laughter.


“How much time?” Liz asked, sobering slightly, realizing that the arrival of her children was imminent.


“Ten minutes,” he answered.


“Well, I’ll say one thing: At least the pot allows me to smile. I want my kids to see me smiling.”


Roberta struggled with her own hairpiece. Boldt offered to help, but she declined. “I’ve seen your work,” she teased.


Liz hooked a finger into her husband’s belt and pulled him in for a kiss.


A knock sounded. Boldt expected the pizza aroma to cover any evidence of the pot—ever the policeman.


He rose and answered it, thinking that nurses and doctors rarely knocked.


John LaMoia stood an inch over six feet, with sunken cheeks and a full mustache. He dressed like someone in a Calvin Klein ad.


LaMoia said, “Your pager and cell phone must be off.”


“I’m on private time here,” Boldt reminded. LaMoia had been on his Homicide squad for the last seven years; he had taken the sergeant’s post Boldt had vacated. “Intelligence doesn’t do on-call.”


“John?” Liz called out.


LaMoia stepped in and said hello to both women by name, the room no stranger to him. He and Liz Boldt were gin rummy opponents.


“We got the call,” LaMoia said, meeting Boldt’s eyes seriously. “I tried calling you.”


Judging by LaMoia’s tone of voice, Boldt knew which call he meant. Boldt reminded, “I don’t handle fieldwork.” The words stung him. He missed it badly; LaMoia had come to exploit that.


“As a favor then,” LaMoia suggested, appealing to Liz to help with Lou. She was the one in the hospital, but it was her husband who had lost forty pounds and the glint in his eye. The desk job was killing him.


“Go on, love—humor him,” Liz encouraged. “What kind of case is it, John?”


LaMoia started to mumble but did not answer. No wife and mother would want her husband, the father of her children, on such a case.


“Wait for me downstairs,” Boldt told his former detective. “I’ll wait with you until Marina and the kids arrive,” he told his wife after LaMoia had left.


“No need.” All humor had left the room. “Go,” she said. But Boldt stayed.


Five minutes passed in relative silence before Liz sat up sharply and Boldt recognized the sound of his son’s voice approaching.


“You all set?” Boldt asked.


She nodded faintly, squeezed her husband’s arm and mouthed the words, “I love you.”


Boldt leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Likewise,” he whispered.


Her cheek felt inhumanly cold.
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John LaMoia double-parked his red 1974 Camaro in front of 2351 51st North and set its wide taillights flashing amid a veritable light show of emergency vehicles. He sat behind the wheel for a moment gathering his strength. Any apparent kidnapping automatically evolved into an enormous investigation, requiring tact and diligence on the part of the lead investigator, and he’d been named lead. Tact was not necessarily LaMoia’s long suit, and he knew it. His fellow officers called him Floorshow, what with his creased blue jeans, steel gray ostrich boots and rock star hair. Because of the Big-A attitude. LaMoia knew he wore an attitude, but to hell with it: He was good at what he did. People talked about talking the talk, but John LaMoia talked it. He’d been the same cocky son-of-a-bitch since junior high; he wasn’t about to change now.


Boldt’s beat-up department-issue Chevy slipped in behind him and parked.


This particular kidnapping—of a white infant—would stir not only the city’s conscience but, quite likely, the nation’s. Before even stepping out of the car at the crime scene, LaMoia already had a few suspicions about how it had happened, but for the moment he pushed them away. Not for anyone, including his ambitious Crimes Against Persons captain Sheila Hill, would LaMoia guess at a crime’s solution before he could gather the necessary evidence, witnesses and facts.


“It’s my job to make the call,” he told Boldt. “Either I group it with the others, or it stands alone.” Domestics and gang killings had occupied his past few months—grounders for the most part. A serial kidnapping case with national importance? He tried not to think of himself as Lou Boldt’s replacement, even though others saw his promotion that way.


“So why drag me along?” Boldt asked.


“Maybe I’m insecure.”


“Yeah, right. And it’s going to be sunny tomorrow.”


They ducked under the police tape onto the lawn. Officer Jonny Filgrim said to LaMoia, “Bad Guy used the back door, Detec—, Sergeant,” he corrected himself. “It’s him, right?”


“Keep the vultures back, Jonny,” LaMoia said, indicating the press. “They want an interview, it’s Hill, not me.”


“Mulwright’s here. Back door.”


“Already?” LaMoia asked. He and Boldt met eyes in the flashing blues and reds of the emergency lights.


Boldt questioned, “Mulwright at a crime scene early?”


“Any of his boys?” LaMoia asked the uniformed officer.


“Special Ops?”


“Yeah, any of Mulwright’s guys,” LaMoia answered. Some of the patrolmen were thick as bricks.


“Ain’t seen none,” Filgrim answered.


“There was a woman watching the child,” Boldt said.


Filgrim nodded, though seemed bewildered that Boldt already knew this. “The sitter? Yeah? Knocked out cold.”


“Where’d they take her?”


“University Hospital.”


Boldt offered LaMoia a look; they had passed an arriving ambulance on their way out of the hospital.


LaMoia ordered, “Get someone over to the hospital,” as he took in the chaotic scene of the reporters and cameras at the edge of the property. “And make sure SID gets room to park their van close by.”


“You got it.”


Boldt caught him by the arm. “The baby sitter was unconscious?”


“Like I said, out cold on the kitchen floor. It’s gotta be him. Right, Floorshow?” Filgrim said excitedly. “A kid, right? I mean, we’ve been expecting this, right?”


“The parents?” Boldt asked, releasing the man.


“Mulwright spoke to a neighbor lady. She’d heard from the parents, which is how come she was here. She got the other kid.”


“Other kid?”


“A little boy. She took him home with her.”


Boldt nodded.


“Go!” LaMoia ordered.


Filgrim hurried off at a run, grabbing his gun to keep it from beating his side.


LaMoia tongued his mustache nervously and said softly, “I’ll tell ya, I am not calling it until we can rule out a copycat or a coincidence.” He looked to Boldt for help but was met with the blank face of a teacher waiting out his pupil. “I suppose it is him. Baby sitter unconscious? The kid’s age is right. Both parents out of the house.”


“Even so,” Boldt cautioned.


“I know. I know,” LaMoia said nervously. “Where the hell is SID?” He checked his watch. Once the lab techs controlled a crime scene, the Feds would have a hell of a time trying to take over. No one in the Seattle Police Department wanted to play second fiddle to the Feds. An investigation’s power remained with whoever controlled the evidence.


LaMoia studied the house, trying for a moment of calm. He then said to Boldt, “You’re thinking the baby sitter is, by definition, also a victim.” Boldt maintained that a victim, dead or alive, could tell an investigator more than a dozen witnesses. But the true victim had been taken from the crime scene.


“The sitter won’t remember much,” Boldt cautioned. “None of the others have.”


“So I’ve got shit to go on.”


“You’ve got a crime scene and the chance for physical evidence, a missing victim, a hospitalized victim. You’ve got neighbors, the possibility of unfamiliar vehicles in the neighborhood—maybe Neighborhood Watch,” Boldt listed for the man.


“That’s what I’m saying: We’ve got shit,” LaMoia repeated.


Another patrolman approached. Name tag read Rodriguez. These guys were all over him at a crime scene, working for brownie points, hoping their names would be mentioned to someone, that they’d get a shot at something better than driving the streets. The advancement to sergeant had made LaMoia painfully aware of just how servile these guys could be. The female uniforms were a lot less so. Too bad.


He raised his index finger to stop Rodriguez from interrupting his thoughts. He spoke to Boldt. “Some asshole comes here to lift a toddler. He’s got it all planned out, right? Use the back door, where no one’s gonna see him. Whack the baby sitter, heist the little thumb-sucker and make tracks. So … is he alone, or does he have company?”


“He’d have a wheel man, I guess,” Rodriguez answered.


“Not you!” LaMoia chided. “I’m asking the lieutenant.”


“Let him answer,” Boldt said. “You don’t need me.” The two exchanged a look, teacher to student.


Rodriguez waited until LaMoia nodded approval for him to speak. “Wheel man? Parked out front, where the neighbors can see him?” LaMoia wanted the man to think.


“Keeps moving, maybe. Driving around, you know, until the doer needs him.”


“And if there’s a sudden problem with their little visit?” LaMoia asked. “What’s the Bad Guy gonna do, make a phone call, stand on the curb with his thumb in the air? Think!”


The patrolman paled.


“How would you do it?” LaMoia asked, as Boldt had asked of him dozens of times. “That’s what a detective asks himself, Rodriguez: How would I do it?”


“I gotta get me inside the house. I come on as a plumber or something.”


LaMoia looked back toward the house, nodding. “Yeah. A plumber, a fireman, a cop. He’s played them all, if he’s who we think he is.”


“No shit?”


“No child,” Boldt supplied.


“I zap the sitter in the kitchen and grab the kid out of the crib,” Rodriguez said, getting into it. “Wrap it up in something, I suppose. I don’t know.”


“She’s not an ‘it,’” Boldt corrected harshly. “She’s a four-month-old baby girl who has been abducted from her home.” Boldt had kids of his own; kids LaMoia thought of as his own niece and nephew.


LaMoia patted the uniformed officer on the cheek. “You’re excused.”


They found Mulwright on the back stoop smoking a nonfilter cigarette. He looked about sixty. He was forty-one. Part Native American Indian, part Irish with a liver to prove it. Teeth that looked like a rotted picket fence hit by a truck. Skin that made enough oil for a refinery. Black hair and unibrow and five o’clock shadow. One eye green, the other nearly brown, like a junkyard dog. He held the constant expression of a person who didn’t feel well.


“Lieutenant,” Boldt said from a distance.


“Well, look what the fucking dog drug in.” Mulwright’s resentment of LaMoia’s assignment to lead the task force was public knowledge. The task force itself was the source of much politicking because it had been formed ahead of any kidnapping, effectively limiting the FBI’s powers by assuming that power for itself. It was the brainchild of Sheila Hill, captain of Crimes Against Persons, who now commanded the task force she had created. Mulwright was next in line seniority-wise, but as lieutenant of Special Operations he was more accustomed to surveillance and busting down doors than conducting an evidence-driven investigation. For that reason, Hill had chosen LaMoia, whose experience was mainly as a homicide detective, as lead investigator, which left Mulwright with an ambiguous job assignment until and unless they had surveillance to conduct.


To make matters worse, Mulwright blamed Boldt for ending his twenty-seven-year drinking spree, which had culminated in suspension and treatment programs. Rumor had it that the latter had not worked. The thick cone of cigarette smoke he blew into the air fairly reeked of resentment.


“Who called you to the scene, Lieutenant?” Boldt asked.


“I got a scanner in the kitchen. You? You got no business being here. You ain’t got nothing to do with this task force.”


“Adviser,” Boldt reminded. As a division, Intelligence intimidated some detectives, especially those like Mulwright who got themselves into trouble. “I’m one of the task force links to the Bureau.” It occurred to Boldt that Mulwright should not have arrived on the scene until after a call from LaMoia. “I’m also supposed to prevent press leaks.”


“Is that right?”


LaMoia said, “The National Insider is offering two grand for task force information.”


“Don’t know nothing about it.”


“So who called it in?” Boldt asked.


“I don’t have to answer to you.”


“No, you don’t.” Boldt waited along with the man through several long seconds of silence.


“A neighbor lady.” Mulwright had no fondness for women, other than as the objects of obscene humor. “Name of Wasserman. Tina. Down the street.” He checked his notes—every detective carried a notebook, even Mulwright. “Fifty-three hundred, Fifty-first North. Was asked to check on the place by the mother when the baby sitter failed to answer the phone. You ever heard of a dinner train takes off from Renton?”


“Sure,” LaMoia answered.


“Yeah? Well, I hadn’t. The parents are still stuck on the train. Due back any minute.”


Boldt asked, “Does the press know about this neighbor?”


“How the fuck should I know?”


“Do we have someone meeting the parents?”


“I put someone with the neighbor. That redhead with the big tits. You know her? Motor patrol?”


“McKinney,” LaMoia supplied.


“McKinney’s with her.”


“And who’s meeting the parents at the station?” Boldt asked, checking his watch.


“Don’t know,” Mulwright answered.


LaMoia said, “You did or did not assign someone to pick up the parents?”


“This isn’t my scene,” Mulwright reminded.


“You’re senior officer present,” LaMoia countered. “Are the parents covered or not?”


Boldt turned to LaMoia, “What are the chances our kidnapper has someone watching the parents to make sure they don’t return unexpectedly?”


LaMoia judged the question, hesitated, then nodded. “I can see that.”


“He’d be on the fucking dinner train,” Mulwright answered, tossing his cigarette into the grass. Boldt took note of where it landed; the cigarette had contaminated the crime scene.


Mulwright’s eyes awakened, his face expanding. “We should have both the train station and the parents under surveillance.”


“Can we handle that?” LaMoia asked, as innocent-sounding as possible. He agreed with Boldt’s attempt to lead Mulwright away from the crime scene. Few officers, despite all the training, understood the delicate nature of a crime scene. LaMoia realized that if Mulwright had read the advance briefing papers he would have known the FBI had all but ruled out surveillance by the kidnapper—he was believed to be a solo operator.


“Got it,” Mulwright announced, standing. “We’ll watch the station and the train for strays. We’ll work out a way to notify the parents we’re with them. We’ll make sure they head straight to the neighbors.” He asked, “ID? How do we ID them?”


“Wait here a moment,” Boldt said, leaning his weight against a sapling and slipping on a pair of paper shoe covers. He donned a pair of latex gloves and entered the kitchen, stepping carefully. Mulwright or the first officer on the scene had used blue painter’s tape to indicate the position of the baby sitter’s body on the floor. Boldt stayed clear of what looked like red confetti and the medical litter the paramedics had left behind. He located a family photo hanging to the side of the kitchen sink. It reminded him of his four favorite photos of Liz and the kids—three at home, one at the office. He suddenly wished that he had more photos of Liz in the prime of her health—he thought of her this way: her face full of color, her limbs lean but strong.


He removed the photo from the wall feeling pained—he hated to disturb any evidence no matter its apparent insignificance.


He renegotiated his way out of the house and handed the framed photo to Mulwright. “If you spot a suspect,” he said, “he’s better followed than confronted.”


“I know the drill, Boldt. I’ve worked a hell of a lot more hostage situations than you.”


LaMoia believed that Boldt could probably recite the names of each of those hostages for Mulwright if pushed. But it wasn’t Boldt’s way to throw around his knowledge; he hid himself from all but the most intimate friends.


“What time’s that train arrive?” Boldt asked, checking his watch.


Mulwright hurried off, calling back to them, “Tell Hill we’re on it.”


LaMoia watched him go and said with admiration, “You knew he’d take the bait, knew he hadn’t read the briefings.”


“Mulwright is Special Ops—translated, he’s a thrill seeker and likes working from the seat of his pants. He needs credibility to shore up support after this drinking thing. He stays around here, he looks bad. He goes off on surveillance, he’s on familiar ground.”


“You hosed him.”


Pocketing Mulwright’s discarded cigarette butt, Boldt said, “I offered him what he wanted: a dignified way out. The meet and greet with the parents is important; he wants to feel important. Daphne plays those head games every day. Maybe she’s rubbing off on me.”


“I wouldn’t mind if she rubbed off on me,” LaMoia said.


“Spare me.”


Daphne Matthews, the department’s resident psychologist, was good-looking to a fault. As an interrogation team, few were better than Boldt and Matthews.


LaMoia and Boldt stood just inside the kitchen door studying the litter of the discarded gauze left behind by the medics and the unusual red confetti sprinkled across the floor. LaMoia snapped his gloves in place.


“What’s with the red shit?” LaMoia asked.


“AFIDs,” Boldt answered.


“An air TASER, not a stun gun?” Air TASERs fired a projectile carrying a pair of probes that delivered the device’s electrical charge via thin wires—a stun stick capable of being fired from a distance. When the projectile cartridge fired, the weapon released confettilike ID tags called AFIDs. “First I’ve heard of it.”


“We can assume it’s Need to Know,” Boldt suggested. In repeat offenses, law enforcement never revealed every piece of evidence, so as to separate out copycat crimes. Near the litter was a tangle of thin wire and the probes.


“Yeah? Well, I Need to Know if I’m going to make the call that it’s task force jurisdiction.”


“Flemming knows more about these kidnappings than we do. He’s got ten children and six months on us. If their guys beat us to the evidence, if Flemming takes control, it won’t be the worst thing.”


“Tell that to Hill,” LaMoia said.


“Thankfully, I don’t have to. That’s your job.”


“That’s what I’m saying.” LaMoia added, “And don’t forget: You end up with Shoswitz’s desk and you’ll be reporting to her as well.”


“One day at a time,” Boldt said.


To invoke task force jurisdiction was to invite national attention, internal power struggles and regular four o’clock meetings with the Feds. It was all laid out. Mulwright, by showing up, had already made the call.


LaMoia sketched the kitchen indicating the litter and the AFIDs. “She meets him at the back door, makes it about five steps and he zaps her.”


Boldt said nothing. He orbited the spot where the girl had fallen.


LaMoia wrote meaning into Boldt’s silence. He studied the blue tape outline and reconsidered his opinion. “Of course it depends if he fried her from the back or the front.”


“Yes, it does.”


“If from the back, yeah: She makes it a couple steps and goes down. But if he’s over here when he hits her—” he said, moving across the room.


Boldt finished for him. “She may have let him inside without panicking.”


“The girl gets the door shut, guy takes a minute to make sure they’re alone, and then he zaps her. She goes down.”


Boldt stood to the side allowing his former detective to think it through.


LaMoia continued, “The doer starts his search for the infant—providing he doesn’t already know which room.” He looked to Boldt for support. “You’re doing a pretty good imitation of Marcel Marceau over there.”


“You don’t need me for this, John. I tried to tell you that.”


“So you came along to humor me.”


“No, to compare what I’ve read in the briefing papers with what I might see at the actual scene. Analysis, comparison. What the Bureau has or hasn’t included in their briefing material not only tells me about the suspect, but about what the Bureau wants us to know, how a guy like Flemming operates.” He added, “Where’s the little boy all this time?”


“Glued to a TV?”


“Maybe,” Boldt allowed.


“Hiding in the corner?”


“More likely.”


They moved as a pair through the house slowly and carefully as they had at dozens of other crime scenes. “Thing about a death investigation,” LaMoia said, “it’s over and done with. I mean, there’s urgency, sure. But not like this. Nine kids.”


“Ten now,” Boldt corrected.


“Where the hell is SID?” LaMoia moaned.


They walked single file through the living room, checked the first bedroom for a crib, but found it in the second.


Approaching the crib, Boldt remaining in the doorway, LaMoia felt a crunch under his shoe. “Hold it!” he exclaimed, stepping back and away, fearing he had destroyed possible evidence. He dug into the carpet, his gloved fingers moving through the nap slowly and carefully, and came up with a piece of thick glass the size of a small pearl. He held it up toward the ceiling light so that Boldt could see it as well. “Thick. Square cut. Bluish tint maybe.”


“How thick?”


“Lead crystal maybe, or one of those Mexican drinking glasses—the blue ones. It’s not window glass, not kitchenware.” He elected to bag it, which he did—marking the glassine bag with the date and location found—but wondered if he would have done so without Boldt looking over his shoulder. “Probably nothing,” he said. “Parents will know if it belongs.” He realized he worked a crime scene differently with Boldt in the room and wondered silently if that was why he had wanted so badly for the man to accompany him. “You coming in?” he asked.


“Better if I don’t. Keep traffic down until Bernie arrives.”


LaMoia pocketed the glass and leaned over the crib, catching sight of an object lying where little Rhonda Shotz should have been. He felt an ache in the center of this chest beneath his ribs. “Sarge?”


“The yellow smudge?” Boldt asked. “I can see it from here—about knee height. We’ll want Bernie to sample it for the lab.”


“No, in the crib,” LaMoia said, leaning back and seeing the smudge of a fine yellow powder on the crib’s frame. “It’s a penny flute I think. One of those dime-store-variety penny flutes.”


“Well, at least that explains how they named him,” Boldt said. “Another convenient detail the Feds neglected to share.”


“A fucking calling card? We wouldn’t have shared it either, John.” He added, “You know, just because Hill feels competition with the Bureau—”


“Doesn’t mean I have to,” LaMoia completed. “I know that. It gets a little contagious though.”


“Daphne can help you with the penny flute. His leaving a calling card presents an entirely different profile. Baiting. Taunting. It helps explain some of Flemming’s reticence to share: the AFIDs and the penny flute. If they’re this guy’s signatures, they’re certainly the angles he’s working.”


“I’d wondered how they came up with that handle,” LaMoia said, again referring to the FBI’s nickname. His job to make the call, LaMoia spoke the words that would set into motion one of the highest profile cases in the city’s history, involving three states and nine missing babies. Ten, LaMoia corrected himself, staring back into the crib. The words came out of his throat stubbornly. “It’s the Pied Piper,” he said.


“If I’m not mistaken,” Boldt advised, “we have visitors.”
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Captain Sheila Hill’s yelling at the media filtered through the walls. LaMoia confirmed her presence through the window.


Over the long haul, police work typically hardened many of its women—language toughened, even a woman’s walk became more angular, less gracious. But Sheila Hill was the exception. At forty-two she looked thirty-five. She wore her blonde hair shoulder length, and today wore a navy blue sport jacket, khaki shirt and a pair of brown corduroy pants. Her Italian loafers gleamed.


Divorced with an eight-year-old son named Tommy, Sheila Hill still managed to work twelve-hour days, six, sometimes seven, days a week. No one on the force, including LaMoia, expected her to stop at captain.


She carried a knowing self-importance in her posture, transforming her five feet six inches into a much taller figure. Her voice, strident and defiant, carried through the walls as she addressed the press. “We have confirmed an apparent kidnapping, a missing infant by the name of Rhonda Shotz. The relation of this crime to the nine earlier kidnappings in California and Oregon, currently being investigated by the FBI, is not known at this time, so please spare me any such questions; you’re wasting your breath. You can help the parents of this girl, and all of us in law enforcement, by getting an image or a description of that child in front of the public just as quickly as possible. We should have an image for you shortly. Beyond that, it’s far too early to comment. Please, allow us the room to do our jobs efficiently, and I promise you a full press conference in the next six to nine hours. That’s all, people. Thank you.”


She walked away from the shouting as if unable to hear it, sensuous and fluid, right toward LaMoia.


“Sergeant.” She looked LaMoia up and down.


“Captain.” He locked eyes with her.


“Lou,” she addressed Boldt, while continuing to look at LaMoia.


“I asked the lieutenant to join me, Captain.”


“We paged you,” Hill reminded Boldt, as if it had been her idea, not LaMoia’s, to include Boldt. Ever the politician.


“I was on private time,” he explained. One of the luxuries of Intelligence was its lack of being on-call. “John chased me down.”


“I see,” she said, weighing Boldt’s presence. As long as Boldt was around, LaMoia would listen to him, regardless of assignments, and Hill wanted full control. “You heard me just now,” she said. “How much of what I just told that horde is bullshit?”


LaMoia knew that Boldt would leave it to him to answer. “The Bureau withheld a couple signatures. From all of us,” he added.


She glanced at Boldt—Intelligence was expected to know everything about anything, even FBI investigations. “We can assume they’ve withheld some of those crime scene reports to protect the Need to Know. Not all of them,” he cautioned, “but some of them.” He reminded, “We would have done the same.”


“If the FBI had asked?” she countered. “No, we wouldn’t have. It’s a one-way street, Lieutenant. We both know that.” She pursed her lips. LaMoia considered them full and luscious lips—kissable lips surprisingly void of any age lines.


“AFIDs,” LaMoia said. “An air TASER, not a stun stick.” He carried his own stun stick under the Camaro’s front seat. “And a penny flute left behind in the crib.”


“He’s leaving a calling card?” she exclaimed. “He’s proud of these kidnappings? What kind of creature are we dealing with?”


“Matthews can help there,” Boldt contributed.


“One of those dime-store flutes,” LaMoia said.


Perplexed, Hill asked incredulously, “He wants us to connect these kidnappings? What the hell is that about?” She nodded, thinking to herself, her expression grim. “Shit,” she mumbled.


LaMoia explained, “We’ll get the parents’ permission to trap-and-trace the phone. Get Tech Services over here to put a tape recorder on the line. Until Flemming confirms the signatures we’ll still hope it’s not him and that there might be a ransom call.” The Pied Piper had yet to request a ransom. The suspicions ranged from a child molester to an illegal adoption ring.


Glancing at her watch, Hill said, “How long has he had?”


“Two-hour lead,” LaMoia answered.


“That’s an eternity.” Her ice blue eyes flickered with worry.


LaMoia reminded, “Dispatch has already notified the airlines, rail and bus carriers. Canadian Immigration. Sheriff’s Department. The ferries—”


“Two hours? Shit.” She filled her chest with a deep breath and exhaled slowly, shaking her head. “Shit.” She glanced around as if the press might be overhearing them. She ordered LaMoia, “Get in that house and find me a picture I can use. If we don’t fax that image around, we haven’t got a chance of saving this baby.”


LaMoia returned inside and searched. In the living room he found a stack of photos showing a tiny baby in the arms and on the breast of her mother. Any of three close-ups in the pile would fax well enough: a tiny glowing face with bulging cheeks and clear blue eyes. He suddenly felt unbearably cold.


As he rejoined Boldt and Hill, SID’s black panel truck pulled up into the space cleared for them. Hill took the packet of photos from LaMoia and leafed through them. She said, “God, I hate this job sometimes.”


As a group, the three caught up to Bernie Lofgrin heading toward them. The Scientific Identification Division’s director, a small man with a beer belly, wore thick glasses that grossly enlarged his eyes. He walked quickly with stiff legs, carrying a large red toolbox at his side that weighed him down and tilted him to his right. As a group they spun around and matched pace with him.


“We need it quick but we need it right, Bernie,” she told him.


“This time of night and you hit me with clichés? Tell me something new, Captain,” Lofgrin quipped. “I was in the middle of dinner.”


“I stepped on this,” LaMoia interrupted, reaching out to hand Lofgrin the evidence bag. “May be nothing.”


Hill snatched it up for herself, held it up closely to her eyes and passed it on to Lofgrin. “I didn’t hear about this,” she complained.


Lofgrin stopped, as did LaMoia, Boldt and Hill. His team of technicians raced past the four of them.


“AFIDs where the body fell,” Boldt added, “and a calling card in the—”


The cry of tire squelches cut him off as a Town Car and a black van blocked the narrow residential street. Boldt had seen the FBI’s evidence van enough times to recognize it. The Town Car produced two men and a woman.


“Get your people to work, Bernie,” Hill ordered. “I’ve got this,” she announced, peeling away and cutting to intercept the Feds.


As LaMoia followed Hill with his eyes he saw beyond her to a set of six balloons waving in the wind up the street.


Lofgrin asked, “You coming, John?”


“Flemming, Hale and Kalidja,” Boldt told his former detective. At Hill’s request, Boldt had done background checks on all three. “This is the wrong place, the wrong situation for me,” he said. “Hill is going to squirrel the moment. I need to be able to work with these people. We’ll talk later, John.”


“Sure,” LaMoia confirmed, still intrigued with what he saw across the street. “Later,” he called out to Lofgrin, who hurried on.


Boldt headed to his car. He stopped and shook hands with the FBI agents on his way.


LaMoia followed, but steered clear of Hill and the FBI agents. As he approached the officers responsible for crowd control, they all noticed him; another of those effects of being a sergeant that bothered him. As a detective, the uniforms had rarely noticed. Two of the officers, anticipating him, lifted the yellow police tape and cleared a hole in the gawkers—neighbors and police-scanner junkies who had nothing better to do—and helped him through. LaMoia walked straight to those balloons, and their ribbons stretched tight. The small metal realtor sign flapped lightly in the breeze: Represented by Sherry Daech—McCann, Daech, Fenton. The sergeant tugged on the balloons. Tight. Fresh helium. Open House Tonite! it read on a smaller sign. If the open house had been the day before, the balloons would have sagged by now. It meant that the open house had been this same evening.


Out came his notepad.


If the realtor had kept track of her visitors, then the police had possible witnesses coming and going throughout the evening. On occasion potential buyers even took photos. LaMoia finished writing this down, closed his eyes and whispered, “Please.”


Behind him, Hill and the FBI agents were marching in lockstep toward the Shotz house.




CHAPTER




[image: Image]





LaMoia toed the cracks in the sidewalk in front of the Wasserman home, tracing them like veins beneath the skin. He felt in no particular hurry to get inside.


A steady cool breeze blew east out of the Olympics and up into the heart of the city.


Daphne Matthews arrived in her red Honda. She deftly parallel parked behind LaMoia’s Camaro. As staff psychologist, Matthews was an anomaly within the department. She operated on a cerebral plane, erudite, always choosing her words carefully. LaMoia guessed that her dark, brooding beauty had forced her as a young woman to erect a wall that as an adult she now found difficult to dismantle; he found her remote. Whatever the case, her controlled distance and unavailability attracted him just as it did so many others. Her close friendship with Boldt was a matter of departmental history: The two had collaborated successfully on several major investigations. Other rumors surrounded them as well, but LaMoia discounted these.


Matthews approached him with her game face firmly in place. She held a leather briefcase, her wrist laden in bracelets that rattled like dull bells.


“Who’s in there?” she asked, all business.


LaMoia answered, “Father, Paul; mother, Doris. Their little boy, Henry. The neighbors, the Wassermans. She’s Tina. Don’t know his name. They’ve got kids, I think. McKinney’s inside.”


She wanted full control of the environment. “We’ll lose McKinney for the time being. Let’s try to get Henry moved upstairs with the neighbors. I doubt the mother will let him out of her sight, but ultimately we want only the Shotzes downstairs with us. Once we’re settled, we offer our sympathies. We try to avoid letting them find out that neither of us has kids, because we lose rapport there. We give them a little background about the task force, try to build up their hope, their faith in us. All this before we ask a single question. I’ll handle it. When we reach question time, you’ll take the wheel. Start all your questions with your eyes toward the floor,” she acted this out as she explained, “lifting them slowly as you work into the question, punctuated by eye contact as the question is completed. Soft voice. And something new for you, John: humility.


“There are things you should know,” she continued. “For a parent, a kidnapping is more difficult to endure than a death. We can expect some guilt, maybe blame between them. They may even blame us. They are desperate. Vulnerable. They’ll turn to anything, anyone that they believe might return their child to them: psychics, private investigators, clergy, you name it. Part of our job is to protect them from this. We want their faith in us. This is, more than likely, their first contact with SPD beyond a traffic cop. This first impression will carry lots of weight as to how much cooperation we get. You like to fly by the seat of your pants. Fine. You’re great in the Box because of that. But this is not an interrogation. Keep reminding yourself of that. They are convinced they know nothing that could help us. TV, movies, novels, make them expect miracles. So we go easy with reality for now. We soften them up. If we do our jobs properly tonight—we go slowly—by tomorrow they’ll be feeding us information even they didn’t know they knew. We step on the gas too hard,” she said, adjusting to his language, “and we’ll flood it, and it won’t restart.”


“I’m with you, Lieutenant.” She knew that her senior rank bothered LaMoia. Most psychologists would have been on the civilian payroll. She had done the academy, carried a weapon and a shield believing one could not consult and advise cops without knowing everything there was to know.


She said, “For the record, we’re going to get her back, John. Never mind that the other cities failed. That doesn’t have to affect us. If we start discouraged we’ll never overcome it.” Looking toward the house she said, “These people have information for us. We both know that. They doubt it. The clock is running. If everyone does their job—and we’re part of that—then by morning that child is back in her crib.” She glanced over at him. “Believe it.”


“Save the cheerleader routine for them, Lieutenant. They’re the ones who need it.”
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The woman—the mother, Daphne thought—looked a wreck. The father was drunk and had been for some time. Daphne introduced LaMoia and herself twice but knew the only thing that registered was their occupation: police.


The mother clung to her three-year-old son like life itself. Daphne offered her sympathies and the husband burst into tears, mumbling apologies to his wife, who clearly did not want to hear them.


The parents had been briefed by Mulwright concerning the baby sitter’s ordeal as the victim of a stun gun and that she had been transferred to the hospital. Daphne drew this out of the mother, regretting she had not had the opportunity to tell them herself and gauge their reactions. Doris Shotz then rambled on about asking her neighbor to check the house for her, and the neighbor’s discovery of the unconscious sitter and little Henry, who had been found safe hiding in a corner of the kitchen. The neighbor had rescued Henry, phoned the police and had called back the train car’s cellular pay phone connecting with Doris—which, according to the husband, “was when all hell broke loose.”


LaMoia mentioned the string of kidnappings that had swept up the West Coast and that the Feds attributed the abductions to a man they had dubbed “the Pied Piper.”


Doris Shotz said she’d heard about the kidnappings, but her next words were absorbed in her sobs and lost to both police officers.


Together, Daphne and LaMoia then filled in the blanks: the FBI’s involvement in the investigation, the task force headed by SPD. Determining that the husband had purchased the dinner-train tickets, LaMoia directed to him, “Do you remember who you told about the dinner train?”


“No one,” he said, numbly.


“A co-worker, a secretary, a neighbor?”


“No one. It was a surprise. Doro thought we were going to Ivar’s.”


Doris Shotz nodded.


“You made the arrangements yourself?” LaMoia inquired.


“Yeah, yeah. Had the tickets mailed to the shop.”


LaMoia checked his pad. “Micro System Workshop.”


“Doro,” the husband chastised his wife, “are you listening? These other kidnappings? They have not gotten one of these kids back.” He asked LaMoia, “Isn’t that right?”


LaMoia avoided an answer, directing himself to the wife. “Can you explain some pieces of broken glass found in front of your daughter’s crib? A drinking glass, maybe—a mirror?”


“There was nothing like that when we left,” the wife replied. “I cleaned the room just this morning.”


“Vacuumed?” Daphne asked softly, doubting the woman could focus on anything but her missing child.


LaMoia sat forward on the edge of his chair, the detective in him smelling hard evidence: the Pied Piper’s shoes, his pants cuffs, his pockets. ...


Doris Shotz mumbled nearly incoherently, “There’s never been any broken glass in Rhonda’s room. That carpet was laid a month before she was born—”


“That’s true,” the husband responded, reaching for his wife’s hand. “If there’s glass in that carpet, this bastard brought it with him.”


“My baby,” Doris Shotz pleaded.


“We’re going to bring her home,” Daphne declared. She met eyes with the mother: Doris Shotz did not believe.




CHAPTER
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No one knew better than a homicide cop the ability of the human mind to forget.


Not only was LaMoia required to locate and interview any potential witness, but on occasion such a witness had the potential to blow a case wide open. A realtor—whose job requirements included sizing up potential clients—seemed a decent place to invest his energies. The door-to-door work, conducted by a combination of task force detectives, FBI and SPD alike, had produced little of value. If Sherry Daech had seen anything—suspicious or not—the night before, LaMoia needed to interview her immediately. Memories deteriorated quickly.


He feared that any attempt to bring her downtown would send the wrong message. He did not want attorneys involved. A quiet chat in her office seemed more the thing.


But when his first two attempts to make an appointment failed, he placed his third call as a prospective buyer, and this time he scored, convincing him that Sherry Daech wanted nothing to do with the police, good citizen or not.


“Something in the high threes, low fours, on Mercer Island. If you have anything that fits.” A secretary returned a call less than thirty minutes later. Daech would meet him out on Mercer in an hour if he had the time. LaMoia scribbled down an address.
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The house was off an unbearably steep lane that serviced three others and led to a private dock on Lake Washington. LaMoia squeezed the red whale through a gauntlet of stone walls that would have sheared a fender off without thinking anything of it, and swung a hard left into the tight driveway. Daffodils, blooming in regimented rows like little suns, lit the front of the house and cut a hole through the interminable gray of Seattle.


Daech presented herself perched on a low garden wall, wearing a red Mexican skirt, a flouncy blouse marked by enormous breasts and the wide warm smile of a woman who knew her business. She wore a lot of silver and turquoise on her ears, neck and wrists. She had blonde hair, and if it was dyed it was a pro job—no dark roots; it looked like the hair of a surfer girl in her twenties. She had smooth, unwrinkled skin, and if the product of a tuck or two, it was again the work of one hell of a razor man, as LaMoia referred to surgeons. She straightened up as the detective swaggered toward her. He knew he had a good walk; women had been telling him that since junior high.


“That your ride parked up there?” he asked. “The Hummer?”


“Business has been good,” she said, not breaking the practiced smile.


“Hell of a set of wheels,” he said, lowering his eyes to her chest and then back to the emerald green that sat beneath the warm arcs of darkly penciled—or were they dyed?—eyebrows. He smiled back for the first time. “John,” he said, offering his hand and squeezing hers so that she understood his strength. He liked to get things straight right off the top. “Gulf War, right? The Hummer?”


“Yes.”


“Hell of a set of wheels,” he repeated, knowing the car cost over two years of pay for him.


“It makes a statement,” she said honestly. He liked that. Standing, smoothing her blouse and skirt until she approved of the contours, she added, “Some people respond to that. You don’t, do you?”


“Not in terms of a person’s ride,” he replied. “Other things I respond to. Sure.”


“Nice boots,” she stabbed, quickly and efficiently. Calling his number. “Some kind of endangered snake or something?” Leading the way toward the front door, she let him have two very active cheeks. She was no stranger to the Stairmaster. The woman was a prepared, well-conceived package. He warned himself to watch out; he’d have his checkbook out in a minute if he wasn’t careful.


She keyed the front door. “Owners are overseas. Microsoft. Paris. They have it priced at five-fifteen. They bought high, a couple years back. Comps would put it closer to four and a half. I don’t represent them—only you—so I can tell you all this.”


He realized his mistake then and he chastised himself. Sometimes he was too flip, too impressed by his own genius to step back and look at what he was doing. Boldt was forever on his case: “Lose just a little of the attitude, John, and maybe there’s no one better at what you do.”


He had picked the wrong house. He should have manipulated her into the house across the street from the Shotzes. The visual environment was a great stimulus to memory. He tuned her out briefly while debating how to pull the switch on her. He could claim poverty. The one across from Shotz had to be in the twos, if that.


“If someone puts a chain saw to those four pines down there, then the lake view might justify the low fives,” she said, pointing down the hill. She wore fire-engine red nail polish. It worked with the Mexican skirt. “It’s a killer view, I’m sure, but those trees are our bargaining chip.” She moved well. Knew her body. She did a slight spin and faced him, her skirt still following. “You single … or married?” she added as an afterthought.


“They’re ostrich.”


“They’re expensive, don’t you mean?” She played her game right to the edge. “The Hummer is eighty-K before the extras. That’s what you want to know. Am I right?”


The expression—“Am I right?”—was one his lieutenant, Shoswitz, used all the time. It sounded funny coming from a pair of moist red lips. “Single,” he said.


She bit the corner of her lip, lowered her head demurely and looked out the tops of her eyes at him—her little girl look. Convincing, too. “We’re going to do some business here, John.” Allowing a full grin, she asked, “Do you get that feeling?”


“I got all sorts of feelings going at the moment,” he answered.


She barked a small laugh of surprise. Maybe he had scored one on her. She whisked past him, close enough for her skirt to drag on his jeans and make a whispering sound. “Let me show you the rest.”


“I’d like that,” he added so quickly it sounded as if he’d expected the line.


She stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Yes, you will. It’s dreamy. Everything you’re looking for, and more.”


“Is it built to take it?” he asked, following her up. “A single guy can kind of put a place to the test.”


“Oh, I think it can handle a guy like you, John. I think we’ve got a good match, here.”


It was a little too much fun for him to want to spoil things. He enjoyed this kind of sparring. Didn’t find much of it anymore. Maybe he’d been pursuing women too young, he thought.


“How about you?” he asked, reaching the top landing. “All those rings, a guy can’t tell if you’re married or not.”


She held up her left hand and examined the assortment of jewelry. “Is that right?” she said. “Well, you’d never make much of a detective, would you? Do you see a wedding band anywhere here?” She held out the hand for him, pulled it into a fist and motioned with her index finger for him to follow. She walked him to the end of the hall and the splendid elevated view of the lake. “Rings come off, you know.” She threw open the door. It was to the master bedroom. “Now this,” she said, returning to her saleswoman voice. “This is a room you can really sink your teeth into.”


“Do tell,” LaMoia said, wondering if he dare follow her inside.


The bathroom was marble and large enough to park the Camaro. She was wearing a good scent, warm and suggestive. In the close confines it grew stronger. “What do I call you?” LaMoia asked. “Sherry? I keep thinking of the wine.”


“You can call me anything you like, sweetheart. I answer to Sherry, but I can get used to change real quickly. In my line of work, you learn to adapt.”


“Even four and a half is steep for me. And to be honest, it’s more house than I need. I’m kind of a bedroom and kitchen guy. My needs are small.”


“Don’t underrate yourself.”


“And I hadn’t considered the bridge traffic, which was stupid. I’m thinking maybe I should be looking north of town. Above Forty-fifth. Didn’t I see a sign of yours on Fifty-second, Fifty-first?”


“Fifty-first.” She sounded disappointed. He had just cut her commission in half.


“What’s that one going for?”


“Asking two-thirty. I think they’ll probably get it.”


“Could we see it? Take a look?”


“This is a steal at four-fifty. It’s worth the offer.” The spark went out of her eye, as if he had pointed out the mole on her neck below her ear, which did bother him. When he failed to reply to her suggestion, she said, “Sure thing. Today?”


“If you have the time.”


“Well you’re the client, sweetheart,” she said, her engines running again. “What works for you works for me.”
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LaMoia felt awkward turning his back on the Shotz residence as he walked up the short front path to the house. A white van belonging to KOMO News was parked out front topped with all kinds of antennae. The Shotzes had yet to grant interviews. Thank God for small favors, he thought.


Sherry Daech’s backside kept his attention as she climbed the short steps to the front door. “You know that kidnapping yesterday?” she asked as she worked with the realtor’s combination box to get the key. “Happened right there.”


She turned around to point, but saw LaMoia’s badge first and it registered with shock.


LaMoia flipped the badge wallet closed and slipped it into his pants pocket. “It’s Detective Sergeant. Crimes Against Persons division. Homicide. You had an open house last night.”


She stammered, “The house on Mercer?”


“I tried to make an appointment through your receptionist.”


“You little shit.” She looked him over. “You come on to me hoping for an interrogation? I ought to file a complaint!”


“I came on to you because you came on to me.”


“Is that so?”


“Because you’re an attractive woman,” he said, hoping to annul some of the damage. “You know how to talk the talk. I like that.”


“Is that so?” she replied, in a more approving tone, a finger nervously hooking some of the blonde hair and stashing it behind her left ear.


“The open house was during the time we believe the baby was kidnapped.”


“Was it the Pied Piper?”


“Chances are you may have seen something. A car? A man?”


“So you tricked me? Is that how you do it?”


“Every hour that baby is missing means we’re less likely to return her to her parents. There are over thirty of us on this case. Not one of us has slept in the past seventeen hours.”


“I didn’t see anything.” She glanced at the key in her hand. “You don’t want to see this house,” she realized. “You little shit! God, I can’t believe this. This is my tax dollars at work? Are you the best we’ve got, Detective?”


“Sergeant,” he corrected, thinking that Boldt was the best they had, feeling inferior suddenly. “I’d like to go inside, please.”


“Shit,” she said, keying the door for him. “Why didn’t you just ask—” But she caught herself, realizing he had. “Cops. You guys are a different species.”


LaMoia followed her inside, saying, “I want you to stand right here for a minute.” He took her shoulders gently and turned her toward the Shotz residence. “How many times you must have opened this door last night.” He left his hands on her shoulders, which were warm to the touch. It was dangerous ground, she could file a complaint about his misleading her, and the physical contact, if mentioned, would be difficult to justify to a review board. LaMoia had a history with the review board, and it wasn’t all rosy. “How many people came by to look at the house?”


She stood at an angle facing the Shotz residence, down the street. He could sense her searching her memory.


He asked, “Can you remember standing here?” She gave him a faint nod. “Can you glance over the shoulder of those people and see the street beyond?”


“I’ve never done anything like this.”


“That’s okay,” he coached. “Are my hands bothering you?”


“No, not at all.”


“You can close your eyes. It helps sometimes.”


He leaned around her to steal a peek; her eyes were pinched tightly shut.


“The house was all lit up over there. I remember that.”


Remember more, he silently encouraged. The baby sitter had confirmed the lights. She had turned on as many as she could find. She hadn’t remembered much else: a man wearing goggles at the back door—an exterminator.


Daech pointed, “An old-model Wagoneer, a white minivan, a black STS, my Hummer, an ancient pickup, kinda blue-gray. Driveway. Blue Toyota Camry. The STS and the Camry were mine—the open house.”


“You know your rides,” he said, somewhat disbelieving. They could check her recollections against vehicles owned by the residents of the other houses.


“Honestly? Listen, this may sound crude, sweetheart, but you are what you drive. When I see someone pull up to an open house, first thing I do is look at the car. You can judge one hell of a lot by that.” She added, “A couple getting out of a foreign car? That’s got good strong legs for me. I pay attention. The STS fits that: Cadillac, you know. A guy, alone, climbing out of something American and a couple years old: probably just killing time. Free glass of wine and someone to talk to. I get a lot of that. Maybe he’s got enough for the down, but I’m not betting on it. If it’s during a weekday, and it’s a woman, maybe a young kid or two in tow, a Volvo, an Audi, out-of-state plates, I’m thinking the wife is out shopping for a home while the hubby’s at the office.”


“You check the tags?”


“I’m telling you, out-of-state plates means they’re in a hurry—they’re looking to buy. Usually a little less concerned about price, more concerned about contents. Kitchen, if it’s a woman. Men are interested in the living room and the master bedroom. Women think about closets and tubs.”


The pickup truck or the minivan made sense to him for a person posing as an exterminator. “A minivan or a panel van?” LaMoia asked, trying to keep excitement out of his voice. The woman clearly studied her clients and applied her own skewed science to what she observed. She was a good witness—someone a jury would find believable. He couldn’t help but jump ahead. Hope was a detective’s only fuel.


“White minivan. A mommy-mobile. You know. Pretty new. Might have been something printed on the driver’s door.”


“What? A name? A business?” LaMoia encouraged.


“Listen, I’m not sure about any of this.”


“Parked where?” He didn’t want to lose her.


“Just down the street there.” She pointed again, though this time hesitantly. “Maybe two cars ahead of where you’re parked. I was just about where you are.”


“But not in front of the house, the Shotz house,” he clarified.


She grimaced. “Pretty damn close. Parking wasn’t easy last night. A lot easier this time of day.”


LaMoia took notes. “The driver?”


“Was the driver the kidnapper?” she blurted out quickly. “I don’t know about any of this.”


He removed his hands from her shoulders. “Take your time.”


She turned around and faced him. “Maybe it wasn’t last night. Hell, I see a lot of cars, you know?”


“The driver. You were watching to see who got out,” he reminded.


“A worker bee. I wasn’t interested.”


“Worker bee?”


“Overalls. Coveralls. You know? A worker bee. He wasn’t there for me. I tuned him out.”


LaMoia asked her. “Can you describe him?”


“I tuned him out,” she repeated, seeming confused whether to answer or not. “I don’t know,” she said, searching his face for the right answer. “Maybe that wasn’t last night.” A quick retreat. LaMoia had seen it dozens of times, almost always in the suburbs. People tended to be excited at first by the idea of having witnessed a crime; they felt important, listened to, wanted. Then it slowly dawned on them that, like jury duty, police involvement meant a commitment of time and energy.


LaMoia decided to try an end run, to play on her apparent tendency to make a show of herself. “Listen, if it’s the publicity you’re worried about: the TV, the papers—they’re likely to swarm a possible witness—there are precautions we can take. We can keep you off the front page.” He left it hanging there as a carrot.


Her face brightened. Her finger wormed that curl of hair again. “No, no … it isn’t that.”


“You sounded as if you weren’t sure about the minivan.”


“Oh, no,” she corrected. “I’m pretty damn sure about that minivan, Detective.”


“And the driver?”


“Just a worker bee in overalls.”


“Overalls,” LaMoia repeated, jotting it down. “Color? Description?”


Shaking her head, she confessed, “I don’t know. He pulled up over there, and I was thinking housewife until he climbed out. Then I was thinking what did I care because he was a worker bee, and no worker bee is going to pay over two for a home. Not in my experience. One-eighty’s the ceiling in that market and I don’t even list that stuff. The only people I’m interested in at an open house are the ones with that glint in their eyes. You know. Someone shopping? Someone in a buying mood?” She looked at LaMoia. “You were shopping when I saw you. But it wasn’t for a house, am I right? I understand that now. But at the time, I saw that car all buffed out like that, the boots, that hunger in your eyes, and I thought I had a live one.”


“The minivan? Windows, or a panel truck?” He thought of little Rhonda Shotz in the back of that minivan, and felt sick.


“Windows?” she winced. She wasn’t sure. “Listen, it was white. Windows? No clue about the windows.” Looking around nervously she said, “Tell me about the TV people. Who do we contact about that?”
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Since the birth of her son Hayes, six months earlier, Trish Weinstein had felt out of synch, as if a week or a month had been stolen from her and she had never made up that loss. At twenty-seven she was feeling tired and old. Her body had not come back the way she had hoped; her stomach still looked like a five-day-old balloon; she still couldn’t get into her favorite jeans—the standard by which she measured her progress. Life as a mother was not what she’d expected, not always the maternally blissful state of joy everyone made it out to be.


Thursdays were her haven, a day she eagerly anticipated all week.


On these days, her mother-in-law, Phyllis Weinstein, arrived right on time, shortly after lunch. Same schedule every week.


“Hello, dearie,” Phyllis called out in that slightly condescending tone of hers, letting herself in through the back door without knocking first. Overbearing and protective of her son, Phyllis Weinstein seemed to view Trish as little more than a baby factory for furthering the diluted family line. As a gentile, Trish was never going to win the woman’s full affections; she felt tolerated—in the worst way—but her son Hayes had gained her some unexpected points.


“Hi, Phyllis,” Trish responded belatedly, a bit wearily.


“Where’s my little Hayes?” Phyllis asked, pushing past her daughter-in-law without any further attempts at niceties. She moved about the small house, Trish following. The woman just couldn’t stand still, stop talking or avoid mentioning bowel movements.


“Just waking up,” Trish explained. No matter her own relationship with Phyllis, it was good for all to have a grandmother around.


In a voice that grated like bad brakes, Phyllis admonished, “Don’t forget some shower scrub, will you? Sidney says the shower is growing into a rain forest.”


Phyllis then turned in time to watch Trish blush scarlet at the idea that her husband was reporting her housecleaning abilities to his mother.


“It’s the climate,” Trish explained with the knowingness of a transplanted Californian. “Hang out a fresh towel, it’s damp by evening.”


“Which, though it’s bad for a lot of things, is good for the skin. You know, Trish, you could use a little moisturizer around the eyes.” She winked. A little harder and the entire fake lash would have fallen off.


Trish reminded, “I’m at the gym ’til two, then the market.”


“Same as always,” the older woman said. “I’m not stupid, you know.”


“Home at three,” she reminded, heading to the back door, glad to be out of there.
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Throughout the crunches, the leg lifts, the treadmill, the Northwest News Station carried updates on the Pied Piper kidnapping. A blonde—it had to be dyed—realtor was said to be a possible eyewitness that police and FBI were questioning. An adorable picture of the missing child was repeatedly shown and an 800 number superimposed on the screen. Trish felt God-awful for the poor parents. The TV reporter said something about thirty thousand children going missing each year, though most were over six years old. But for Trish and the rest of Seattle, it was only one child that mattered right now, and that was Rhonda Shotz.


She didn’t know what she would do if she ever lost Hayes. The kidnapper had overcome some teenage baby sitter. Thank God for Phyllis, she thought, in a rare moment of appreciation. She pitied the man who crossed Phyllis.
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On Friday morning, March 13, two days after the Shotz kidnapping, Boldt pulled a chair into his former office cubicle, now occupied by LaMoia. “A lesson,” he said, opening a file. “Flemming’s people loaned us a look at their report on the AFIDs found at the various crime scenes.”


“Stolen,” LaMoia guessed.


“But of course,” Boldt answered. “An entire shipment of the replacement cartridges for the air TASER went missing when an eighteen-wheeler was hijacked west of Chicago two years ago. Until the first child was kidnapped in San Diego, the FBI had lost track of it. The ATF had not. Three dozen of the cartridges were bought out of Las Vegas seven months ago using a counterfeit card—”


“Surprise.”


“At a gun shop that dealt black-market goods. These militia boys love untraceable hardware. The ATF did some good work. The owner of the card was under surveillance by the FBI for three weeks before any questions were asked. This cardholder lives in Kansas City, runs a commercial air-conditioning company—wife, kids, the whole number. When they get around to questioning him, he says that only the one errant charge was ever made—six hundred and change—and this is supported by his formal complaint to the card company. But as you and I know, it’s not how a stolen card is typically used, so the Bureau takes a handoff from ATF and grinds this one in with their toes. They ran every possible lead—tracked this guy’s movements for a two-year period, his wife’s, their phone records, even UPS and FedEx histories. Clean bill of health—he’s not connected.”


“Too bad,” LaMoia said.


“But they have the Las Vegas connection, so they pursue it—maybe they bust the rest of the cartridges and plea bargain information on the three dozen sold. Together they had two dozen agents on it, including a half dozen undercover.”


“But did they find the cartridges?” LaMoia asked. Hill’s dislike of the federal agencies had infected LaMoia.


“No. They chased some information—it’s all in here—conducted maybe twenty interrogations, but the cartridges were long gone and not one of the gun dealers was saying to where. The Bureau now believes that maybe a third of the original shipment made Las Vegas. Trail went cold. But keep in mind: The AFIDs found at each of the ten crime scenes are for cartridges part of that original shipment.”


“So, cold or not, it’s still a trail to follow,” LaMoia suggested.


“Exactly. The Bureau followed the evidence.”


“But—” LaMoia said sharply, all too familiar with Boldt’s inflection. He considered where Boldt might take this and said, “You would pursue the victim.”


“Yes.”


“And the only real victim in sight is this credit card holder.” LaMoia thought a moment and said, “They considered him a suspect but never made the jump back to victim. They chased the cartridges instead—the evidence.”


“For which no one can fault them.”


“But whoever used this guy’s credit card number had to get it somehow. A discarded carbon—”


“Telephone mail order …,” Boldt contributed.


“A waiter at a restaurant, any number of cashiers, Ticket-Master.”


Boldt nodded and said, “Random or not, they got hold of this guy’s card number. The Pied Piper made contact, directly or indirectly.”


“He could have bought it off any of hundreds of counterfeiters who knew the number was valid.”


“Maybe,” Boldt agreed, “but there’s still a bridge there between the kidnapper and that cardholder.”


“And you want me to pursue it,” LaMoia added sarcastically, “because I’ve got nothing better to do.”


“Intelligence doesn’t investigate,” Boldt reminded. “We collect and analyze.”


LaMoia mimicked the man, making faces and mouthing his words. His pager vibrated at his side. He held it into the light: Its message screen carried a string of ten numbers.


Boldt tapped the file and picked it up. “If you need any specifics, I’ve got this. Happy to help.” He stood and left before LaMoia could think of a way to beg some investigative work from him. He looked back at the pager.


The time of day told him as much as the page itself: an hour before lunch. He dialed the first seven numbers. An operator’s voice answered, “Mayflower Hotel.” He hung up. Fancy digs, he thought.


He had logged nearly fifteen hours of O.T. since Wednesday night. One thing about a major crime: It made you rich. But he had traded sleep for the O.T. and knew that despite his surface energy he would pay. Lack of sleep seemed to galvanize him, at least for the first three days. After that, it was all downhill. He was in a holding pattern, awaiting results from the lab on the broken glass—the penny flute had come up clean. Boldt had pointed him toward a good chase, the credit card.


Doris Shotz, mother of the abducted child, maintained a vigil on the oak bench out in the hallway, her young son at her side. To pass by her out there made LaMoia sick to his stomach. His offers of coffee or pop went refused, attempts to communicate went unreciprocated; she sat there, an icon to the task force’s incompetence, which in turn reminded him of the four o’clock meeting the day before.
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Thursday’s four o’clock task force meeting, the first of its kind, had run about as smoothly as an elementary school play. With the FBI and SPD in the same room, both believing themselves in control, the meeting had ended in a confrontation.


Sheila Hill lorded over the head of the table, passing judgment with her stern facial expressions.


Homicide’s situation room, a glorified conference room wrapped around a large oval table that sat twelve, doubled as task force headquarters. At the near end, behind Hill, a white board held scribbled notes in colorful markers. To Hill’s right, a well-worn cork bulletin board adorned with crime scene photographs carried family photos not only of the Shotz residence and child but of nine other small and smiling faces.


Matthews and Mulwright looked up as a sharp rap on the door announced the entrance of two gray suits and a gray skirt that was occupied by a long and slender pair of dark legs. As Special Agent in Charge, Gary Flemming headed the FBI’s investigation and had done so since the first kidnapping in San Diego. He had arrived in Seattle expecting that he and his team would control any and all kidnapping investigations, an opportunity removed by SPD’s advance formation of the task force and Sheila Hill’s appointment as its commander. Flemming had lost the upper hand. Hill had warned all her subordinates to expect Flemming to do everything in his power to regain it.


A substantial man with ebony skin and a head nearly shaved clean to hide encroaching baldness, Flemming had a worried-looking face and bloodshot eyes. He sat in the chair immediately to Hill’s left and spoke in a deeply rich voice. He made no apology for his late arrival; nor did Hill for starting without him. Flemming’s reputation preceded him: meticulous, ambitious, firm, demanding. He got results. An astute politician and negotiator, Flemming not only understood law enforcement politics but had overseen six hostage/kidnapping investigations and had never lost a victim. He held the highest clearance rate for kidnappings in the Bureau’s history. One listened carefully to his words and looked for hidden content.


“We’re coming up on forty-eight hours,” he cautioned. “He and his victim are long gone from the city by now. We’d like to help with the glass samples you recovered,” he informed LaMoia, who stared back stunned by the man’s information and his arrogance. “You have some pollen as well, as I understand it.” He referred to the yellow smudge Boldt had noticed on the crib. LaMoia didn’t know where he got his information, but earlier that day the department’s lab had IDed the yellow powder as pollen, genus unknown. Flemming continued, “This pollen was found on the child’s crib, as well as on some carpet fibers your lab obtained from the crime scene.” He editorialized sarcastically, “Of course, I know you were going to share this with us, but as I understand it, the fibers came off a floor mat from last year’s Taurus—which, according to color schemes, should make it a champagne-brown exterior, I believe.” LaMoia understood then that Flemming’s people had already interrogated the Shotzes and had made inquiries at the lab, all with no one the wiser. Strangely, he did not dislike Flemming for this, but found himself admiring him. Flemming continued, “Our lab people would like to review the pollen as well as the Taurus fibers ASAP. We’d also like to conduct our own interview with this realtor, Daech. Quite frankly, Captain,” he said, addressing Sheila Hill, “we’re a little disappointed we weren’t included in the first round with Daech.”
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