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      Zachary had been surprised that Rose Bircher wanted to meet him in her lab rather than at home. Most women in her circumstances would have been at home, unable to focus on work. They would take a leave of absence until things could get straightened out.

      But maybe that was an unjust judgment. He hadn’t known many parents in her circumstances and supposed that a mother could want to bury herself in her work just as much as a father.

      He only waited in the reception area for a couple of minutes. There was a lot of white. White walls, white tiled floors, a sign on the wall with the lab’s name in silver letters mounted on a shiny white surface. It made him think of a school or hospital. Not a restful place. Somewhere important work was being done and people were all focused on their projects.

      The door into the inner workspace opened and Zachary got his first glimpse at the woman who wanted to hire him.

      Rose Bircher was casually dressed. No white lab jacket. She was a thirty-something woman, on the thin side, with straight brown hair and a pleasant face. She wore dark-rimmed glasses and an aqua polo shirt with the company logo. She looked at Zachary, giving him a quick once-over, then held out her hand.

      “Mr. Goldman?”

      “Just Zachary.”

      “Rose. Thanks for coming. Follow me.” She turned away from him, back toward the door. “You want coffee?”

      “Sure.”

      “Good.” She led him first to a breakroom with a coffee machine, stacks of mugs, and a couple of vending machines. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. “We go through the stuff like water around here. And it’s pretty good.”

      She poured them each a mug and handed one to Zachary. He followed her farther down the hall, through a bullpen with lots of cubicles and young people pounding away at keyboards, their eyes intent on their screens. Few looked up to see who was walking by as Zachary followed Rose to the meeting room.

      Rose poked her head into one of the meeting rooms to make sure it was vacant and then motioned Zachary in. There was nothing special about the room. He’d seen a hundred like it before: a table, chairs, and a small side cabinet with supplies. A whiteboard on the wall. There was a projector and screen controlled by a remote and currently recessed out of view.

      Rose sat down and motioned for Zachary to do the same.

      “I really appreciate you coming.”

      Zachary nodded.

      Studying her, he could see the signs of stress on Rose’s face. Puffy skin under her eyes testified that she hadn’t slept well, though a layer of concealer kept the dark shadows from being visible. Faint lines across her forehead. Her hand shook as she raised the coffee mug to her mouth.

      “I was told that you have investigated missing children before.”

      Zachary nodded. He’d had a little experience in that area. Usually teenagers, though he had also rescued his ex-wife Bridget’s twin babies.

      “I have some experience in that area, though I don’t do a lot of missing persons,” he told her honestly. “It is your daughter who is missing?” He asked it tentatively. She was too young to be the mother of a teenager. But she was not frantic like he expected the parent of a missing baby to be. But Rose had already surprised him in several respects.

      “Yes.” she swallowed and stared past Zachary at the wall. “My daughter Claire. She is five.”

      “Did you report her missing to the police?”

      He had learned not to take this for granted. Not because it was like on TV where kidnappers for ransom told the parents not to call the police or FBI or else. Many parents did not report their children missing to the police because they knew who had taken the child. Often a family member. And they just wanted the child found and returned with the least disruption possible. Without making family business public or making a parent or grandparent look bad in front of their friends. People preferred to keep personal business quiet, even when it involved a child being taken.

      “Yes. I talked to the police. They think that it was Claire’s father.”

      That explained why he hadn’t seen anything about it on the TV or internet news. Parental abductions were routine, of little interest to the public unless there were some unique, attention-grabbing details.

      “Are you married? Or were you?”

      “No. I met him in school. We lived together for a while. But we weren’t really compatible. It didn’t work out.”

      “Does he have shared custody? Visitation?”

      “No. He didn’t want anything to do with Claire, and I respected that. He has never been involved in her life.”

      “And that hasn’t changed lately? He hasn’t come to you asking if he could see her? Talk to her? Maybe he offered to pay something for child support?”

      “No. We have some mutual friends, so I’ve kept track of him from a distance for the last few years. Occasionally, we’ve ended up at a party together or something like that. He asked for a picture once.”

      “Recently?”

      “How long ago is recent?” She held her palms up questioningly. “It was… maybe a couple of months ago.”

      Zachary pulled out his notepad. He made sure that the date was filled in at the top of the page and wrote down Claire’s name and the fact that her birth father had asked for her photo a couple of months before. That could be significant. He had shown some interest in her recently. Depending on what kind of a picture it was, he might have been able to repurpose it for a passport photograph or other identification. Or maybe just a phone picture flashed at someone to prove that yes, he was Claire’s dad, or he wouldn’t have her picture on his phone, would he?

      Rose watched him and didn’t make any comment about his messy, nearly unreadable handwriting.

      “Does that mean you’re taking the case?”

      “Let’s get a few more details first. Why do the police think Claire’s father has her? Have they talked to him? Where did she disappear from?”

      “Such a high percentage of kidnappings are non-custodial parents or family members; that’s just what they assume from the beginning unless you have eyewitnesses who saw her being taken. And no one did. We were at a kids’ play place at the mall. I was… on my phone. You can’t keep an eye on your kid the whole time; there are all kinds of tunnels, slides, climbers, and ball pits. Your kid just gets swallowed up by this place with all the other kids…”

      Zachary nodded. He had seen places like that. A great adventure for kids. Playing tag or dare with their friends, running off excess energy, exploring.

      “How did he get her out of there? Don’t they have ID to make sure you can only take the kid you arrived with?”

      “Yes. I don’t know how anyone could get her out of there. Some of their security cameras were down. I always thought they had really good security: guards, monitors, sign-in logs, all that kind of thing. But someone got in there and got my daughter out without anyone noticing. I called her and looked for her. I got frantic. They thought I was just being a helicopter parent and freaking out because she was out of sight. But when they made announcements and had their staff members walk around looking for her, no one could find her.”

      Rose swallowed hard and sipped her coffee. Zachary wasn’t sure why she felt it necessary to mask her emotions, to make it look like this hadn’t affected her. Most mothers cried. They weren’t afraid to show him just how upset they were.

      “How long has she been missing?”

      Rose looked at her watch. “Three days.” She put her palms over her eyes, warming them. After three days with minimal sleep, she was undoubtedly feeling the strain. Scratchy, sticky, swollen eyes. A fatigue headache. Brain fog.

      “Have the police talked to her father?”

      “No. They tried to track him down to talk to him. But he’s out of the country. They haven’t been able to talk to him or to get other authorities to talk to him.” Her tone was flat.

      “Out of the country? Where?”

      She stared down at the surface of her coffee. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears, but she didn’t let them fall. She just stared as if mesmerized by the reflection of the light on the surface of her drink.

      “Saudi Arabia.”
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      Zachary’s heart sank. He wasn’t going to be able to do anything for Rose Bircher. Saudi Arabia? If Claire’s father had taken her there, there wasn’t much that Zachary—or anyone else—could do about it. That was one of the countries where non-custodial fathers liked to take kidnapped children—a country where he had all the rights, and Rose had virtually none. The authorities there would not cooperate with US authorities. They would not deal with the child’s mother.

      “I’m not sure there is anything I can do to help you,” he told Rose gently.

      She didn’t look surprised, her expression unchanging.

      “I was told that you were unconventional. And stubborn. That you could get results where the police couldn’t.”

      “Well… sometimes that has been true. But I can’t always find something helpful. The police are your best bet. I just… sometimes I can find something else that they missed or follow up on a hunch. But… Saudi Arabia is a long way away.”

      “I know it is. But the police will only follow their specific protocol. And if they think that the child is out of the country and in a place where they can’t reach her… they just issue whatever paper they do to tell the government that they believe she is over there and object to them not helping with the kidnapping case… and that’s it. Then they just put a flag on his passport so that if he ever comes back into the country, they can pull him aside and talk to him.”

      He wasn’t going to bring her back. If he had taken his daughter to Saudi Arabia, he intended to keep her there. He wasn’t going to bring her back to the US.

      “What is his name? Claire’s father?”

      Rose looked at him for a moment before answering, considering his response. Zachary examined it himself. If he couldn’t do anything for Rose and didn’t intend to take the case, then why ask for his name?

      “Amir Osman.”

      “Is he from there?”

      “No. He was born in America. But I guess… with his family name he could get a visa or whatever you need to immigrate there.” She rubbed her temples. “I don’t know all the details of that kind of thing.”

      “So he had been planning this for a while. He asked for her picture. He had to apply for whatever paperwork he needed to take her there.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Do the police have confirmation as to whether she was traveling with him?”

      “He had a child with him. But a different name. Not Claire Bircher. He was also traveling with a woman. The child is supposed to be hers, not his.”

      Zachary nodded. Just enough obfuscating to make it effective. If an Amber alert had been issued under the name Claire Bircher, no one would have connected her with a child of another name. Until it was too late.

      And because Amir hadn’t had anything to do with his biological daughter before that and had never said he even wanted a visit with her, there was no reason for her mother to mention him when Claire went missing from the mall. It wasn’t a case of a non-custodial parent not returning her on time after a visit. There had been no reason to suspect that her biological father had any interest in her until it was too late. And getting a child back from a country like Saudi Arabia… Zachary had heard stories.

      “I’m not sure what you’re hoping I can do for you,” he told Rose. “The police have done everything they can, and I assume you’ve talked to experts in this kind of case. I don’t have a lot of familiarity with international kidnapping and certainly have no experience flying to another country to try to get her back.”

      Rose took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      “There hasn’t been much of an investigation into this case,” she said slowly. “I mean, on the surface, they’ve done everything they should. They locked down the mall and made sure that no one could get her out but, obviously, she was gone by the time that happened, because there was no sign of her. They set up roadblocks. They did a search with K9s. They talked about an Amber Alert, but it didn’t go out until quite a bit later because they didn’t have a description of the kidnapper or the vehicle. But once all that preliminary stuff was done and they found out that I am… estranged from Claire’s biological father, they decided that it was him. They put out all those travel alerts and searched to see if he had left the country during the window from the last time I saw Claire until they stopped him from traveling outside the United States.”

      “And that was when they found he had already fled with his daughter.”

      “With his girlfriend’s daughter. They don’t have any evidence that it was Claire.”

      Zachary was starting to get a feeling for what Rose was getting at. “Do they have any footage of Amir with Claire?”

      “No. They have a few fuzzy airport surveillance pictures of him… but there’s no way to tell if the girl with him is Claire or someone else. The girl in the picture is dark-haired.”

      At Zachary’s look, she pulled out her phone and, after finding a picture, turned the screen around to face him. A little girl with long, blond hair and an impish smile.

      “He might have dyed her hair.”

      Rose nodded. “Of course. And that is what the police are assuming. They all assume that the girl Amir had with him when he left the country was Claire.”

      “No full facial views”

      “No. I thought all the airports had those check-in terminals that take a picture of you. But I guess they don’t. Or they don’t take pictures of kids who are too small to reach it, just their parents.”

      Zachary nodded slowly. There were holes in airport security procedures, despite what the officials would have people believe. People still traveled under forged documents. And the holes for children were even bigger than those for adults. Children weren’t terrorists. They were vulnerable, but they were not a danger. It was a different mindset.

      Zachary scratched a few more notes into his notepad and turned his eyes back to Rose.

      “So there have been no confirmed sightings of Claire since you last saw her at the play place.”

      “Yeah. Exactly.”

      So, was she taken by a stranger? Or had she been taken by her birth father, passed off as another child, and flown out of the country? Without putting eyes on her, they couldn’t be sure. The police might be right. They probably were. The ex-spouse or the child’s non-custodial parent was the number one suspect in any child abduction case. It was far more likely to have been committed by a parent or other family member than by a stranger.

      But Amir had not been part of Claire’s life. He would only know where to find them if he had been following them.

      “How many times have you seen Amir in the last six months?”

      Rose shook her head. “Not at all. Well, maybe once, I guess. When he asked about a picture.”

      “You said that you sometimes run into him at events. You have mutual friends? Or are you in the same profession?” Zachary looked around him. “What exactly do you do here?”

      “Like I said, I met him in college. We were both in computer science together. He went into industrial applications and I went into research, so we didn’t exactly follow the same path. But we were both techies. And… yeah… some mutual friends.”

      “Have you talked to any of those friends about him? About Claire being missing?”

      She shook her head. “No. Do you think I should?”

      “If you could give me names and contact numbers, it might be better if I reach out to them. An unbiased third party rather than the mother accusing her ex of doing something.”

      “Okay.” Rose didn’t argue about it or say Zachary wouldn’t find out anything talking to them. But if she’d been told by whoever referred her to Zachary that he was unconventional and dogged and might be able to find something out, then Rose would be more open to giving him whatever he needed without question. She looked at her phone. “Do you want me to read them out to you?”

      “Why don’t you just share the contacts with me from your phone? Then I won’t get any digits reversed.”

      She nodded her agreement and spent a few minutes reviewing her contacts list and texting some of them to Zachary.

      “Maybe Amir would have talked to one of these people about Claire,” Zachary said. “If we can even get confirmation that he has been talking about her in the last few months, that would be a start. And if he has been saying that he wants to be a part of her life…”

      Rose shook her head. “If he wanted to be a part of her life, then why wouldn’t he come to me and ask me about seeing her?”

      “That would be the logical approach,” Zachary agreed. “But people make choices that aren’t logical. Maybe he figured you would say no, and he didn’t want to tip his hand. Easier to get away with it if he never let on that he wants to be in her life.”

      “I guess,” Rose agreed. “If he’d been trying to get visitation or custody and then she disappeared from the mall or anywhere else, then he is the first one I would have thought of. It wouldn’t have been hours before the police put a stop on Amir leaving the country.”

      Zachary nodded his agreement. “Who was the first person?”

      “What?”

      “You said he would have been the first person you thought of. As being her abductor. Who was the first person you thought of?”

      “Oh… well, I just thought of someone who had been hanging around the play place. Some perv who went to watch the kids and was watching for a little girl to be by herself. A stranger, like on TV. I know parental abductions are more common, but I never thought of Amir as being her parent. I’m the only parent she’s ever had in her life.”

      “What about your parents? Is there anyone else who helps to take care of her?”

      “They’re in New York. They only see her now and then when they come for a visit. And they don’t babysit.”

      “Do you have a caregiver? Who looks after her while you’re at work?”

      “She’s in school now. I have a woman who does after-school care until I can get there. But it’s only an hour or so. A woman in the neighborhood who looks after a bunch of kids.”

      “A day home.”

      “Like that, yes. But just for after school.”

      “Can you give me her information?”

      Rose shrugged and conceded.

      “Did you see anyone at the play place you were suspicious of? Uncomfortable around?”

      “Well, like any other mother, I kept a pretty close eye on any men who were there without a wife or girlfriend. The play place isn’t supposed to let people without kids of their own in. You know, it’s supposed to be a safe place where pedophiles can’t hang around watching kids. It’s just kids and their parents.”

      “I don’t imagine it’s too hard to get around that. Tell them that your wife and kid are already there. Point someone out and say you’re with them. Or go with your sister or best friend and her kid.”

      Rose sighed and nodded. “It’s great if everyone is honest and follows the rules, but the people who really want to get around the rules will.”

      “Like gun registration,” Zachary suggested. “The people who follow the rules are the ones who are not planning to break the laws. Those who are planning to use their guns for illegal purposes are the ones who don’t register them.”

      “Right.”

      “Was there anyone at the play place that day that stuck out to you?” Zachary waited a few seconds to see if she would answer before prompting her further. “Anyone you felt was watching Claire? Or watching you?”

      She hesitated, then shook her head. Zachary raised his brows. “Who did you just think of?”

      “No one. I didn’t think anyone was watching Claire.”

      “Someone watching you?”

      There was another instant of hesitation before Rose shook her head. “No.”

      “Did the police get any surveillance video from the play place?”

      “Some. But they said that only a few of the cameras were recording.” She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I always thought they were much more secure than they really are. There are lots of cameras around and signs saying that you are on camera. I don’t know if they were even all real cameras. But only a couple were maintained.”

      “Did they show you any of the surveillance videos? Show you any pictures of men who had been hanging around that might have been suspicious? What did you tell them when they first arrived?”

      “They didn’t show me anything. I guess they must not have found anyone suspicious.”

      “I’ll see if I can get copies of them. You never know. The police might have missed something.” He’d been able to spot tiny details on videos before. Details the police had missed or not thought important.

      “What did you tell the police when they first arrived? That Claire had disappeared? That she was gone? That she had been taken? What did you think had happened?”

      “I said… that someone must have taken her.”

      “You’d never had any episodes with Claire before? When you lost track of her for a few minutes, thought something had happened, and then found her again?”

      “No… maybe when I lost sight of her for a minute, but I always found her again. She stayed close by. She’d be on the other side of the clothes rack at the department store. Or looking at a toy or snack she wanted to buy. Something like that.”

      “And at the park? School? The play place? What did she like to do? Did she ever play hide-and-seek? Play a prank on you?”

      “No. She was a pretty easy kid. Lots of energy, but she was a good girl. Mostly, she followed the rules. She was never far away.”

      “So when you couldn’t find her, she didn’t come back to you, didn’t come when you called, you believed that someone had abducted her.”

      Rose nodded. “Yes.”

      “A stranger. You never thought that someone you knew might have come and… taken her out for ice cream or taken her because they didn’t think you were a good parent. Or Amir because he wanted her to be a part of his life and didn’t think you would allow it.”

      Rose shook her head slowly. “None of those things ever occurred to me.”

      Zachary looked at the notes he had written down while they talked. The girl was missing. The police thought the case was solved, but the girl was out of their reach.

      But there was no proof that Claire was with Amir. He understood why Rose felt so unsettled about the case. Not angry because Amir had come and stolen Claire away, but full of questions and not sure the police were right about what had happened to her little girl.

      “Okay.” Zachary dug a card out of his pocket and laid it before her. “Those are my rates. I’ll need a small retainer to get started. I will see what I can dig up.”

      She let out her breath in a long sigh. “Thank you. I needed somebody in my court. I really don’t think Amir took her to Saudi Arabia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Zachary was sitting on the couch, hunched over his computer in a clear demonstration of how he should not sit while working, when he heard the garage door activate and Kenzie’s car drive in. A few moments later, she came in the door adjoining the kitchen and looked through the doorway at him.

      “I’m not slouching,” Zachary told her with a laugh. He sat up straight and then rolled his shoulders to try to loosen the tension in his back.

      “You’re going to be a hunched-over old man by the time you’re fifty,” she told him.

      “I know, I know. I need to sit with proper posture, shoulders back, head up, all of that.” He looked back at his computer, but the screen was too low for him to work from that position.

      “What you should do is use the ergonomic furniture in my office and a separate monitor,” Kenzie pointed out. “One of us should put that chair and desk to use.”

      She was just as bad, sitting on the bed with her laptop or tablet when she wanted to relax. They both knew better, but they liked to be comfortable. And Zachary liked to be in the middle of the house, where he could see everything as it unfolded, rather than down the hall at the end, removed from the doors and the living room and kitchen. In Kenzie’s home office, he felt isolated and alone. On the couch, where he could look out the window and see the activity of the neighborhood, he rarely felt alone, even when he was.

      Kenzie removed her coat, boots, and winter gear and picked up her purse to carry it into the bedroom. “How was your day?”

      “Pretty good. Got a new client.”

      She paused, not going directly to the bedroom. “Yeah? Tell me about it.”

      “A woman with a missing child. The police think that the girl’s biological father abducted her and took her to Saudi Arabia.”

      Kenzie’s brows rose. “Are you planning on international travel? It’s not the best time of year for it.”

      “It would get me away from this!” Zachary looked over his shoulder out the big living room window to the street. Ice and snow. Dark sky. Temperatures that curtailed his outdoor walks.

      “That it would.”

      “I’m not going to Saudi Arabia. I’m going to investigate here and see what I can find. I might phone, email, or video conference with Saudi Arabia, but I’m not going there.”

      Kenzie nodded, her dark spiral curls bouncing around her face. “Good. I would rather you weren’t traipsing all over the globe without me.”

      “You wouldn’t come with me?” Zachary teased.

      Kenzie was just a bit of a workaholic. He didn’t imagine he would be able to get her away from the medical examiner’s office for more than a few days. The week or two that he would need to investigate things in Saudi Arabia? Highly unlikely.

      “Well…” Kenzie’s gaze went to the window. “It would be warmer.”

      Zachary nodded his agreement. “It would.”

      “I’m going to shower,” she announced, stretching. “Don’t leave without me,” she said with a teasing smile.

      “Anything you want me to put on?” he asked, referring to dinner. Sometimes she was okay with Zachary starting something while she was in the shower and sometimes she didn’t want him to touch anything in her kitchen.

      “You can put together a salad if you like.”

      “Okay.” Zachary stood up so that he wouldn’t look back at his computer screen and get distracted. Kenzie would return in twenty minutes and find that he hadn’t even moved from his spot to start making the salad.

      He had learned that “you can… if you like” didn’t mean he could do or not do the thing she suggested depending on how he felt at the moment. It was a polite request for him to do what she asked. He wanted to stay with her and have a strong relationship with her; therefore, he always “liked” to do whatever she suggested. Unless he really couldn’t for one reason or another. Of course, if that were the case, he shouldn’t have offered to start working on supper for her.

      Zachary walked to the kitchen while Kenzie headed toward the bedroom and her en suite bathroom. She must have been doing an autopsy that afternoon. That was when she was most likely to have sore muscles and want a shower as soon as she walked in the door to rinse off the sweat and the smell of decomp that only she could detect.
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      When Kenzie returned to the kitchen, hair still damp and all her makeup washed off, but her bright red lipstick reapplied, she seemed to be in a good mood.

      “How was your day?” Zachary asked, trying to stay focused on setting the table while he listened to her answer.

      “Pretty good. Things are quiet for now.”

      Until the Christmas and New Year rush. That was when the rubber really hit the road at the medical examiner’s office—a bad time of year for a lot of people. Zachary checked the table for cutlery, forcing himself to think of something other than the approaching Christmas season. He was one of those people who had a difficult time at Christmas. He was hoping that this would be the year that he could get through it without a major depressive cycle and enjoy the holidays with Kenzie. He was on a good med protocol and was determined that this year he would be home for Christmas, not in the hospital. Kenzie deserved a nice, quiet Christmas at home with Zachary and with her parents. And if they could get down to see them, Lorne and Pat, Zachary’s chosen family, as well.

      But determination was not enough. Zachary could not will himself into not being too depressed as Christmas Eve approached. The meds were a key factor. And then… he would see what circumstances life threw his way and how his physical and mental health held up. He was doing as Dr. Boyle had suggested, taking time each day to visualize having a nice, peaceful, warm and happy Christmas Eve and Christmas Day with Kenzie. Hoping that by seeing it, he could integrate it into his recalcitrant brain and make it a reality.

      “Zachary?”

      “Hmm?” He looked at Kenzie and smiled, pretending he hadn’t gotten distracted from their conversation.

      “How did you get your new client?”

      Hopefully, she hadn’t asked the question more than once already. Anyone could miss a question once. It was when she repeated it two or three times and he was still lost in his own head that it became a problem.

      “She had a referral but didn’t say who gave her my name. She just said, ‘she had heard’ that I have done missing persons cases before and that I am… persistent.”

      “A bulldog.”

      Zachary shrugged. “She wanted someone to look at it from another perspective and see if… the police are right in their conclusions.”

      “She doesn’t think that it was the father that took the little girl? Are they divorced?”

      “They haven’t been together since before the girl was born. Never married. He’s never shown any interest in raising the girl or being part of her life.”

      “Oh.” Kenzie nodded, considering this. “Then it does seem a little strange that he would take the girl away without warning.”

      “Yeah, it is a bit off. That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen exactly the way the police think it did. It still could have. But I’m the second set of eyes on the case. Questioning all their assumptions and conclusions.”

      Kenzie was working some magic at the stove, the rich, savory smells of some kind of soup or stew starting to fill the kitchen. Neither of them had a natural talent for cooking, but they were improving. Not just warming up frozen dinners and setting out bagged salads and bottled dressings on the table. Not every night, anyway.

      Zachary had not made the homemade salad dressing in a jelly jar that he had set out on the table. That had been Kenzie’s doing. It was Zachary’s job to adjust to dressings that were different from the grocery store dressings he had grown up eating in foster care and not to complain about new tastes and textures.

      He had also cut up the vegetables for the green salad without cutting off any digits. He could be proud of himself for that.

      “But she didn’t tell you who had recommended you?” Kenzie asked. “Why not?”

      “She didn’t say and I didn’t ask. I thought maybe… it might have been someone who didn’t want their name mentioned.”

      Kenzie looked at him, frowning. “Why would someone refer her to you but not want you to know they had?”

      “Maybe Gordon. Or maybe Joss. Or one of the cops who worked one of the human trafficking cases.”

      Gordon wouldn’t want his name mentioned because he wasn’t supposed to have any more contact with Zachary. Kenzie had made it very clear that she did not appreciate Zachary’s ex-wife’s new partner contacting him anymore. Zachary always ended up going off the rails after any contact with Bridget, even through Gordon. But Zachary had done a couple of investigations for Gordon in the past, had protected Gordon’s and Bridget’s twins when they had been in danger, and rescued them when they had been abducted.

      Joss was a different matter. She was Zachary’s oldest sister. He wanted to be involved in her life as much as she would allow. But Jocelyn was prickly, and whenever Zachary’s cases had anything to do with human trafficking or the cartels that Joss had been involved with for so many years, she always discouraged him in the strongest possible language. If she had referred a kidnapping case to Zachary, she would not want him to know the referral had come from her. She wouldn’t want to be seen as “soft” or encouraging him to have anything to do with the type of organizations that kidnapped children.

      None of the law enforcement officers he had contact with on previous cases would want it to be known they’d had anything to do with a private investigator. Cops and PIs did not mix—not at the cops’ behest, anyway.

      “Hmm. I suppose you’re right. But I still think she should have said who sent her to you. It’s common courtesy. You should be able to make a judgment about the case based on who sent it to you.”

      Which was another reason the referrer might not have wanted his name mentioned. If it were someone who had burned Zachary in the past, he wouldn’t want Zachary to know he was the one behind the new case.

      Zachary should just take each case on its own merits.
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      The next morning, Zachary had breakfast with Kenzie and saw her off to work. Then he finally had a chance to get started on his new case.

      He dove into his email, which was not the most productive way to start his day. Heather, the other of his older sisters, had been helping him with the private investigations business. She had taken it upon herself to keep track of his emails and to sort and collate them as they came in, adding the jobs that needed to be done to his task list and filing or putting the rest of them into folders marked “personal” or “to be read” where they were out of sight until he was ready to deal with them. She had raised two kids with ADHD and learned a lot of strategies for helping them keep themselves on track, so she had some really good ideas to help Zachary keep his distractibility under control and put his assets to good use.

      She had first taken over his email the previous year when he had been in the hospital, and she seemed to have a better idea of how to manage everything that came in on a day-to-day business than he did by now.

      After glancing over the few emails she hadn’t had a chance to sort yet and finding nothing urgent, Zachary opened the project and task manager they shared. It was amazing how much Heather helped him to stay organized when they didn’t even live in the same town. Zachary created a new project for the Rose Bircher kidnapping case, and it was immediately populated with a checklist of the administrative tasks they each needed to do to get a new file set up. He followed the checklist, setting up a folder on the cloud storage to store any notes or documents he created, dropping Rose’s contact information and the other contact cards he had collected from her into the folder, filling in a little form that Heather had set up with a summary of the case, checkboxes to indicate that he had given Rose his rate sheet and collected a retainer, and a few other miscellaneous items.

      As he had known she would, Heather called while Zachary was setting everything up. She was notified whenever Zachary created a new project, and they would talk it through if it were something other than a skip trace, insurance file, or one of the other routine matters that were the daily bread and butter of the investigations business. Things like the kidnapping only came along now and then and, while they could be lucrative, Zachary and Heather needed other work to keep the coffers full between such cases.

      Zachary tapped the answer button on his phone, tapped the speaker button, and kept typing the intake form. “Hi, Feathers.”

      “Hey, Zachy. New file?”

      “Yeah.” He knew she could see on her computer what he had done so far, everything being updated in real time. “Kidnapping of a little girl. Four days ago now. Police think the non-custodial parent took her out of the country. But there isn’t any proof either way, so we’re going to do some digging.”

      He was probably being generous with the “we.” He would do most of the investigative work. But Heather would do her part.

      “Father is Amir Osman? That’s who they think took her?”

      “Right. Could you run background on him? Start a profile. Family, education, work history, residential, credit check, ties to any middle eastern countries. He apparently has a girlfriend and she has a child, so anything you come across for them could be helpful too. According to the TSA, he took his girlfriend’s daughter to Saudi Arabia. The police think it was actually Claire.”

      “They can’t tell?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll see what I can pull together.”

      Zachary could see the tasks she was creating for herself popping up on the project manager. When they finished talking, he would switch the filter so that he would only see his tasks and not be distracted by hers.

      “What else do you need me to do?” Heather asked.

      “Uh… background on the client, too. I want to know if what she’s told me is reliable. Credit check there, too. She said she hasn’t had any involvement with Amir since Claire was born. Let me know if that turns out not to be true. If they’ve actually been battling over visitation or custody for Claire, then that will change things. If she’s active on social media, watch for anyone who might have been stalking her. See how much she posts about where she and Claire are going to be or places they visit regularly. Would someone watching her social media have known to find them at this play place?”

      “In case it was a stranger kidnapping.”

      “In case it was a close family member or friend who sees her social media feeds. Strangers aren’t always strangers.”

      “I can do that. Anything else?”

      “Not related to this case.”

      “Okay. You got something else for me?”

      Zachary hesitated. It was something that had been on his mind for months, but he hadn’t yet shared it with anyone.

      “Zach?”

      “Well… it’s not related to work at all, actually.”

      “Mm-hmm?”

      “I was wondering… what you thought about getting together for dinner. About all of us getting together for dinner sometime?”

      “All of us?” Heather repeated. “You and Kenzie and me and Grant?”

      “No… I meant all the siblings.”

      Heather was silent.

      Zachary wasn’t sure what he had expected. He and his siblings had been separated when Zachary was ten and had grown up in different homes. The younger children had mostly been together, but the older children, including Zachary, had been by themselves after that. In the last couple of years, Zachary had been reunited with each of them. But always separately. They had never gotten everyone together in one place.

      Maybe that should have told him the others were not interested in a big reunion. They were okay with meeting one or two at a time, but were reluctant to get everyone together in a room at one time.

      “That sounds like a nice idea,” Heather said eventually, but her voice sounded strained. “Have you talked to any of the others about it?”

      “No. This is the first time I’ve mentioned it to anyone. I just thought… well, we know where everyone is now. Don’t you think everyone would agree?”

      “Hard to say. Joss isn’t big on any family stuff. You tend to get overwhelmed, even if it’s just me and Tyrrell. If T feels pressured… he’s never been good about stress. He’s in a good place emotionally right now, and I don’t think any of us want to take the chance of him falling off the wagon.”

      Zachary made a noise of agreement, though there was a lump in his throat. Heather’s points were all good.

      “And Vince and Mindy?”

      “They’ve been a unit by themselves… I don’t think they feel connected to the rest of us. They were too little to remember anyone but T. Mindy’s always been kind of cool toward me when I’ve called. And she has to check everything with Vince. If he doesn’t agree, you know she won’t either.”

      “But you haven’t ever asked them.”

      “I’ve never gotten further than talking on the phone and saying we should get together sometime. I haven’t bothered to try to set something up. Never felt like I had the green light.”

      “Would you want to get together with everyone?”

      In her summary of all the reasons it might not work out, Heather had left herself off the list completely.

      Heather cleared her throat. “Well… if everyone wanted to get together, I would agree. But I don’t know if it would work. We’re all… so different.”

      And traumatized. They had each reacted to a childhood of abuse and being separated from each other in different ways. The younger children had been able to be raised in one foster home and had eventually been adopted by their foster parents. Zachary had moved from one foster family to another every few months, or else bounced into institutional care when he couldn’t manage living with a family.

      Heather had mostly been raised by one family, but had been through a lot of trauma there too, and had eventually been out on the street. Joss had been trafficked and addicted for years, living a life that Zachary would not have wished on his worst enemy. She was in a better place now, sober and helping to rescue street kids from the life, but she was not friendly or easy to get along with. Any interaction had to be initiated by Zachary, and she was very prickly about his overtures.

      “So you don’t think it is a good idea.”

      “I didn’t say that. I just think it would be hard, and I don’t know if everyone will agree or be really happy doing it. You know? Maybe… Goldmans are better in small doses.”

      Zachary laughed at that.

      He had to admit that even though it was his own idea, the idea of getting everyone together made him anxious. He wanted them to be all together again, as a sign that they were healing and overcoming their past. A sign of solidarity and family closeness.

      “And what about the rest of them?” Heather asked.

      Zachary didn’t have to ask what she meant by that. He knew that she didn’t mean their parents. While their father and mother were both still alive, as far as Zachary knew, he would never try to put parents and children in the same room again. He had met his father recently and had no desire to have a relationship with him. Not like Tyrrell did.

      While Zachary had begged for years for the social workers to reunite his family, he knew as a grown man that he never wanted to see his mother again. He was never going to be able to be the child she had wanted him to be, and she was never going to love him the way that he had wanted her to. She had told Zachary at age ten that he was incorrigible and she wanted nothing more to do with him, and she never had. He had wanted for years to fix that rift and earn her love and approval, not understanding that she was just as messed up as he was. It wasn’t his fault that she had dissolved the family, even though that was what he had always believed.

      Maybe that was why Zachary wanted to get the family back together again in a big reunion. He believed the dissolution of the family had been his fault and it was his job to bring them back together.

      “The others” Heather referred to were the other siblings they had discovered. The other children that their dad had fathered after the family had broken up. There were quite a few of them. And probably even more that they didn’t know about because they hadn’t sent their DNA to any of the ancestry companies. And their mother could have had other children, too. But Heather didn’t mean all of them, only the ones Tyrrell had found through DNA analysis.

      “I wasn’t thinking of them. I just meant… the siblings we grew up with. Our family.”

      “Well, that’s good. I think our little group will be hard enough.”

      “Yeah. Well,” Zachary decided it was time to move on from the conversation. “It’s something to think about, anyway.”

      He decided not to ask Heather to help him to pull together a family reunion. Not yet. As close as they had grown working together over the past couple of years, he couldn’t ask her to do something that was obviously so difficult for her. He didn’t want her to pull away from him.

      It would have to be up to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Zachary let his eyes travel over the play equipment that filled “All Played Out,” the activity center from which Claire Bircher had disappeared. There had been nothing around like that when he had been growing up. It would have been an ADHD boy’s dream. So many places to run, hide, climb, and slide. Ball pits and foam pits to jump into and burrow in. Energetic pop music blared over the speakers, and the smell of pizza and fries from the concession scented the air, sweetened with popcorn and candy floss. Of course, many parents resisted the pull of junk food by bringing apples and carrot sticks for their kids to eat when they took breaks from their noisy play, but it was a losing battle.

      Most of the sweaty kids looked happy, unless they were being dragged out after long hours of play by their parents, exhausted and tearful. But there were a few who must have felt like Zachary did now, overwhelmed by the color, the noise, and the activity. While he would have loved it as a kid, that was when he could have immersed himself in his play and focused on having fun. As an easily distracted adult trying to focus on a case, it was a different story. He felt like his head was about to explode.

      “I would like to talk to the manager,” he said to the heavyset security guard as clearly as he could. “Somewhere… quiet where we can talk.”

      The guard gave him a grin, showing off his even white teeth in what looked more like a shark’s predatory smile than someone who intended to help him.

      “You cannot enter unless you are accompanied by a child. That’s the rule.”

      “I don’t want to go into the play area. I want to talk to someone who is in charge.”

      “They won’t change the rules for you, buddy. You want to get your jollies, you’re going to have to go somewhere else.”

      Zachary presented one of his business cards, which had a large yellow shield that looked like a police crest, even though the card clearly stated, “Private Investigator.”

      “I’m investigating the disappearance of Claire Bircher a few days ago. From this facility.” He tried to draw himself up taller, though he had no hope of making himself look as tall as the guard. “Were you on duty when that happened?” he demanded, pulling the notebook out of his pocket and holding his pen at the ready.

      The guard frowned and looked from side to side as if he suspected that one of his friends might be playing a prank on him.

      “What is this?” he asked. “I didn’t have anything to do with that. That was my day off, man; I wasn’t even here.”

      “Are you sure? Do you have someone who can verify that? An alibi?”

      “I don’t need an alibi. The cops that were here that day know that I wasn’t on. They questioned everyone who was on when it happened. I was nowhere near here. It’s the honest truth.”

      “What would you say if I told you that your card had been swiped that afternoon? What would you have to say about that?”

      “That’s not possible. I wasn’t here. Why would I come in to work on a day when I wasn’t scheduled?”

      “Because you wanted to take that little girl, and you wanted to be able to say that you weren’t here. Just swipe yourself in and out, nice and clean, and take that little girl. And no one would have been the wiser except that your card was logged.”

      “You’re crazy. There’s no way that my card was used that day.” He looked around for an answer that didn’t pop up. “Unless someone cloned my card. That could happen, you know. It isn’t hard.”

      This was something that hadn’t occurred to Zachary. He had no reason to suspect the security guard and was only trying to scare him into cooperating. But it was a good thought. How had the kidnapper gotten in and out? Whether it was Amir or someone else, he had to have a way to get into the play place. With an employee swipe card, he could have the run of the place. There would be no need to bring a kid to get in or convince a guard that he was with someone already inside.

      Since Zachary already had his pen and notebook out, he made a note to investigate the possibility further.

      That made all the employees suspects, whether they had been on shift or not. There must be a swipe card log somewhere on the computer system. They could weed out whether anyone was there who shouldn’t be. And everyone who had been on site when Claire had disappeared. He had heard that phones and credit cards could be cloned just by someone walking close by. The same must apply to the simple proximity cards used to unlock the supposedly secure doors.

      “So you have someone who can verify that you were not here when your card was swiped?” he asked the guard.

      The man was paler than he had been when he’d been giving Zachary a hard time. Starting to rethink his entire career in the security sector, maybe. Was it worth getting fingered for a kidnapping? After all the other things a guard in a place like this must have to deal with. Parents who thought they deserved special rules, vomiting children and pooping babies, spilled drinks and thrown fast food, management who didn’t think that their employees had lives outside of work. Was it worth being a suspect in a child abduction, too?

      “I’ll get the boss,” the guard told him. “Can’t hear a darn thing out here. Wait right here.”

      Zachary waited. Another guard standing at a nearby security gate kept an eye on him. If the original guard didn’t show up with the manager, Zachary would harass one of the others. Sooner or later, he would get his way and would get in to see someone with more authority. Though whether they would be able to tell him anything of value was debatable. They couldn’t produce closed-circuit footage that hadn’t been recorded. They had provided whatever they had to the police already, and there was no reason to think that Zachary could find anything the police hadn’t.

      Zachary was pleasantly surprised when the security guard he had talked to came back into view, accompanied by a tall, skinny kid who didn’t look older than nineteen.

      “You’re the manager?” Zachary asked, aware that his tone had taken on a note of disbelief. But it was noisy. They wouldn’t be able to hear his intonation. A conversation in a place like this consisted mostly of lip reading.

      The young man nodded. “I’m older than I look,” he said, pushing back a paper hat that suggested the guard had pulled him away from working the concession stand.

      “Well, you’d have to be!” Zachary shook his head. “What are you, twelve?”

      “I’m over twenty!” he retorted, which probably meant he’d only just passed his twentieth birthday.

      “Is there somewhere quiet we can go to talk?” Zachary asked, pointing to his throat, which was getting sore from yelling over the music.

      “Yeah, yeah.” The boy nodded at the guard to return to his post, and he gestured impatiently for Zachary to follow him. They entered the employee-only hallway through a hinged wall section painted to look exactly the same as the rest of the wall. The noise of the play area was muffled, but could still be heard at a low roar.

      The manager swiped through a couple of security doors and, eventually, they reached his destination, a closet-size security booth with several camera feeds. A guard even more paunchy than the first sat watching the screens while chewing on a fried chicken drumstick. It was mercifully quiet.

      The boy manager pointed to the chairs at the small table behind the guard, and he and Zachary sat down.

      “Now, what’s this all about? We already answered all the cops’ questions the day that little girl disappeared. They haven’t found her?”

      “No. They haven’t. It is clear at this point that she was abducted. She didn’t just wander off.”

      The boy ran his fingers through his hair. “It wasn’t anything to do with anyone here. And we have good security practices in place. Corporate has developed all the policies and procedures and we follow their guidelines rigorously.”

      “And, Tim, is it?” Zachary asked, looking at the young man’s name badge. “Does that include only having two live cameras to keep track of a hundred kids and everyone around them? You have all kinds of cameras mounted out there, and only two that work?”

      Tim nodded reluctantly. “I know it looks like there are more than there are. Most of the cameras out there are just deterrents. Dummies. They’re just shells. They look like the real thing and even have a red light, but there’s no guts. They don’t record anything. They don’t feed anywhere.” He tapped his fingertips on the table. “Some of the ones that are supposed to work are down. We should have a view of the entire floor. We’ve put in service requests, but Corporate hasn’t fixed them yet.”

      “Even after you had a kid abducted?”

      He shrugged. “That’s at least got some movement on it. They’re supposed to be here Monday to fix them. That’s pretty good, considering some have been down for a year or more.”

      “How many people know that your security surveillance is so lax?”

      “Uh… I don’t know. It isn’t really that bad. We have live eyes out there on the floor, too. That’s far more important than a camera feed. People who can analyze human behavior and be right there to intervene if necessary.”

      Zachary agreed that was important. “But none of your live eyes knew what happened to Claire Bircher or when they had last seen her.”

      “Yeah. That was too bad. We get so many kids through here… you can’t expect them to be able to track the kids’ movements. It’s just not possible.”

      “Which is why it is important to have them on camera. You said that the whole floor is supposed to be visible on camera.”

      “Yeah. If all the cameras are working.”

      “What about inside the play equipment? All those forts and tunnels and ball pits.”

      “What about it?”

      “No cameras can see in there. What if you’ve got older kids bullying or molesting younger kids? Or employees who have an eye for the little ones? There are so many places that are out of sight.”

      Zachary looked at the screens the security guard was watching. The little “rooms” between the slides and hamster tunnels were not solidly covered; the walls were just tubes and netting so, if a person were standing close by, they would be able to see if there were a child inside them. But they were fairly well screened and, in some cases, two or three cells deep. It wouldn’t be hard to get a kid alone and take advantage of their vulnerability. Zachary tried to ignore the squirmy feeling in his stomach.

      “We have Play Assistants everywhere,” Tim explained. Standing up, he approached the security monitors and pointed a few times. “Here, here, here… they can go anywhere the kids can, and they help them to climb or to slide if they are afraid, help them find their friends, get back out to their moms, whatever. They keep an eye out for any bullying and are the only adults allowed there. It’s a safe place. Ask any of the moms out there.”

      “How about Claire Bircher’s mom? Is that what she said to you the day that Claire disappeared? Thank you for looking after her so well? For all these great security measures you have in place?”

      Tim’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “Of course not. She was pretty upset. But that’s the first time anything like that has ever happened.”

      “And have you figured out what did happen? How someone got in and took Claire out quietly without anyone noticing?”

      Tim sat back down across from Zachary. “Not yet.” He shook his head. “We’re still working on it. We’re supposed to have some sessions this weekend to brainstorm security holes and figure out what happened. I know it’s like closing the barn door after the horse is gone—that’s how the saying goes, isn’t it?—but we don’t want it to happen again.”

      “I’m glad you’re doing something.” Zachary sighed. “I would like to get a copy of the footage you gave the police. The more people we can get looking at it, the better the chances are that we’ll be able to find something.”

      Tim frowned, his brows furrowing. “I thought you were the police.” His eyes widened. “Are you FBI?”

      When asked directly, Zachary couldn’t lie about who or what he was. There were penalties for impersonating a cop or federal agent. “No, this is a private investigation.”

      “Private?”

      “We were hired by Mrs. Bircher to investigate what happened here. I hope I’ll have your full cooperation. We want to be able to tell Mrs. Bircher that there is no fault on behalf of All Played Out. I’m sure Corporate wouldn’t want to hear that she was filing civil charges for negligence that took place here…”

      Tim’s face went pinched and white. He shook his head. “There was no negligence. We have done everything we were supposed to.”

      “I’m sure you tried,” Zachary allowed, clearly implying that Tim and the other employees had fallen down on the job, and their negligence had resulted in Claire’s abduction. Zachary sighed and raised his hands, palms up. “And maybe the video will exonerate you.”

      “The police said that there wasn’t anything on it. No abduction. No one hanging around looking suspicious. They don’t know what happened.” He lowered his voice and shot a glance toward the guard’s back. “If it was me, I’d be looking at the mother.” He nodded and sat back, looking proud of himself. “She comes in here with a friend and pretends that she’s lost her daughter. And maybe the girl was never even here. Maybe the mother did something to her, and she came here to establish an alibi and make it look like there was an abduction. Throw the cops off the trail. How many times have you seen these moms making appeals on TV to help them find the person who stole their kid, just to find out that they killed ’em and buried ’em in the basement or drowned them in the lake?”

      It happened. Zachary knew that. He hadn’t gotten a bad vibe from Rose, but a person couldn’t always tell. That was why people got away with it. If Zachary and the cops could always tell who was lying, there would be no innocent people in prison, and those responsible would always be arrested and convicted.

      “You think Mrs. Bircher came in here without Claire?” he asked, keeping his voice as flat and neutral as possible.

      “I’m not saying that’s what happened, but you gotta consider it, don’t you? It could all be a cover-up.”

      “How hard would it be for her to do that? Don’t you ID and check everyone in? And no one gets in without a kid, right?”

      “Sure. But we don’t have any proof of what kids belong to what people. If I get a group at the gate, three moms and six kids, I don’t grill them on which kids belong to which women. I don’t demand everyone’s birth certificates and interview the kids to make sure they really are who they say they are. We don’t fingerprint or do mugshots or facial recognition or anything like that. We let in the three moms and their six kids, and the adults sign the logs with their names and the names of the kids. They sign their waivers, and they’re off to the races. The kids can play for as long as they like and, when the group leaves, one mom checks everyone off the log.”

      “So one of the moms checks off herself and her kids and leaves Claire and Mrs. Bircher on the log, even though Claire was never actually there.”

      He nodded and folded his arms, waiting for Zachary to acknowledge the cleverness of his scenario. He’d obviously had some time to think about it and construct a scenario where a parent could game the system and fool All Played Out and the police into believing that a child who had never actually been there had disappeared.

      “But that would require someone else to be complicit in the plot,” Zachary pointed out. “The other mother who puts Claire on the log and then doesn’t check her off, knowing she was never there in the first place.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Why would someone do that?”

      “I don’t know. Because they’re friends and she wants to protect her friend.”

      “Was Mrs. Bircher here with a group that day?”

      “I don’t know. She could have been.”

      “I’ll need a copy of your log sheet, too, along with the closed-circuit recordings.”

      Tim looked at him, trying to figure out how to tell him no. Then he finally shrugged. If Zachary could prove that Rose had just been faking her daughter’s presence, that was good for him and his company. It would prove that they had not done anything wrong.

      “Okay. I’ll get another copy for you.”

      “And which of the guards who were on when Claire disappeared are on today? I’d like to talk to them.”

      “There are only a couple. I’ll see if they are ready for a coffee break.”
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      Zachary took a leisurely drive around the neighborhood, getting a feel for the area Rose and Claire Bircher had lived in. It was one of the wealthier areas of town. Whatever research Rose did in the computer lab apparently paid well. It was a nice place for a single parent to live, especially considering the fact that she was not getting any financial support from Amir.

      He drove slowly past the elementary school Claire attended. Not slow enough that anyone would notice and think he was some stalker or pedophile. It was a couple of blocks away from Rose’s house. Not far, but probably too far for a five-year-old to walk by herself. But she hadn’t walked home from there. If Claire had a stalker, she hadn’t picked him up walking home from school. It would have been a good place for him to snatch her, except for all the other school kids who would have been walking at the same time. Predators tended to target kids who walked alone. Those in pairs or groups were more difficult targets. And criminals like to go with what is easy.

      From school, Claire had gone to her after-school care. Rose had advised him that Mrs. Moore, the woman who looked after the kids after school walked to the elementary school doors every day before school let out, and picked up her charges there. Then they walked back to her house together. Again, a difficult target for a predator. Trying to put himself into a stalker’s head, Zachary drove the route they would have walked from the school to the house and didn’t see any points that offered a particular tactical advantage for a snatch. It was all visible, all out in the open, walking where other school kids would be walking. Nice and safe.

      At the house, he got out of the car, locked up, and checked that the car alarm had armed. Even though he would be close by, he wanted to know if anyone tried to mess with his vehicle. Better safe than sorry. He clicked the door lock on his key fob one more time for good measure and eyeballed the locks to ensure that they had lowered into the locked position. He checked up and down the street twice, then walked up to the house. He watched the street while waiting for Mrs. Moore to open the door.

      Eventually, he heard her heavy footfalls within the house and turned back toward the door before she opened it.

      Mrs. Moore was a large woman, her hair pulled back into a French braid, face ruddy, puffing a bit as if she’d had to run for the door. But she was not unpleasant to look at. She seemed like a friendly, comfortable woman that the children would trust and like to be around. Sort of a stern grandmother with a cookie jar that was never empty.

      She studied Zachary briefly, wiping her brow with the back of her hand and pushing a few stray strands of hair back from her face. “You’re Mr. Goldman?”

      “Zachary. Yes.”

      She evaluated him for a minute before deciding to allow him in. She stepped back from the door and motioned him to enter. She offered him a seat in the living room and sat in her favorite easy chair.

      “It’s such a terrible thing that happened,” she said mournfully. “I just couldn’t believe it. One of my kids! I told my husband when I saw it on the TV, ‘That’s one of my kids!’ It seems so unreal.”

      “It was awful,” Zachary agreed. “I’m sure it must have been quite the shock for you.”

      “It was indeed,” she agreed. “And the other kids have been so sad since they heard about it, too. You would think that at that age they wouldn’t really think much about it. But they understand what happened, and they have all been affected, poor dears. Even the older kids. In fact it might be worse for them even though they were not as close to her. They understand more…”

      Zachary hoped that they didn’t understand too much about what happened to little girls who got kidnapped. The scenario of a barren mother longing for a baby and stealing a child because she wanted someone to love that played out on TV was not at all common. Predators wanted to hurt or kill. In some cases, they wanted money, either from ransom or trafficking. But there were few happy endings. Especially since it had been several days since Claire had been taken, and there had been no call to say that she was still alive and the kidnapper wanted a ransom paid. No one wanted to just hang on to the evidence for days on end. Especially when that evidence was in the form of a child who needed to be fed, clothed, and constantly supervised or bound.

      But he tried not to show any of these thoughts in his expression. He just kept a pleasant smile in place as if he weren’t thinking about what might have happened to Claire if she wasn’t with her father.

      Even if she was with her father…

      Zachary had spent the small hours of the morning reading or watching videos on the internet, educating himself about non-custodial parent kidnappings and other family kidnappings. The statistics were not encouraging. People thought that if a child were in the hands of her parent, she was safe, even if the court had not granted that person custodial rights. But the facts did not bear that out. Overwhelmingly, people who kidnapped were violent, whether they were related to the victim or not. The kidnappers had poor impulse control and did not think things through logically. They tended to be motivated by pride or revenge rather than love for the kidnapped child, and most did not have the skills needed to properly parent a child.

      The consequences were dire for the kidnapped child.

      “I know that Claire didn’t disappear from here or from school,” Zachary said, getting down to it, “so you might be wondering why I am here. But I wanted to look into the circumstances surrounding her disappearance. If she was taken from the play place, then she might have been specifically targeted. The person who targeted her might have been watching her for some time, looking for a good time and place to take her.”

      Mrs. Moore’s eyes were sharp. She nodded a couple of times. “And if he was watching her, maybe I saw him around here.”

      Zachary agreed. “Yes. Did you see anyone suspicious over the last few weeks? Or has anyone ever approached Claire while she has been with you or before you picked her up? Or she might have said something about a new friend or person in her life.”

      “We are always very careful. I pick up all the kids together, and they must stay together while we walk home. I keep a very close eye on them.”

      “I have no doubt. You can’t be too careful in today’s world. These parents have entrusted you with their children’s care.”

      “And they are so precious. I couldn’t let anything happen to them.”

      “Has there been anyone new in the neighborhood or at the school when you pick them up? Even if they haven’t given you any cause for concern. Has there been anyone around who wasn’t a parent or teacher that you knew?”

      “No. I can’t think of anyone. I talk to people. You know, be friendly, reach out to people who are new to the community, faces I don’t know. Ask them how they are. Ask them about their kids. Get to know who they are and why they are there. I think it is important.”

      “That’s a good policy to have. It’s good to build community and keep track of people in your sphere. A lot of preventing crime is being aware of what is going on around you and letting people know that they have been seen.”

      “People who walk down the street with their noses in their phones—involved in a conversation or messaging or whatever else they might be doing—make good targets for the criminal element. We need to be aware of what is going on in our environment.”

      “The best advice I could give you,” Zachary agreed. “And you haven’t seen anyone new lately. No one that you have struck up a conversation with because they were hanging around the school or your kids.”

      “No.” She grimaced, dissatisfied. “I wish I could think of someone, put you on the right track.”

      “Well, the police already have a suspect, so they may not even need our help. But sometimes the police are wrong. So you and I need to help Rose to find Claire. To find out who took her and get her home.”

      “That poor girl. I can’t imagine how frightened she might be.” Her expression went through various contortions as she tried to control her grief and fear.

      Zachary was too far from her to reach out and comfort her physically. He sat forward instead, leaning closer to her, bowing his head in acknowledgment of the difficult time she was going through. Mrs. Moore might not be one of Claire’s parents as far as the law was concerned, but she was obviously attached to “her kids.”
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      Mrs. Moore wiped at the corners of her eyes. “If she is even alive. I keep thinking about all the terrible things that might be happening to her. Do you think she’s alive?”

      “All indicators are that she is,” Zachary tried to make it sound positive. “There is a suspect and speculation that he took her out of the country. The police are not looking for a body. They think she is alive and well and being cared for.”

      “That’s good.” She sniffled. “I’m sorry for being such a mess over this. You probably think that I’m putting it on. I only saw her for an hour or two each day. But I liked her very much. I love all my kids, but some are just… more special.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      Claire wasn’t yet a real person in Zachary’s mind. She was the target, a possession to be recovered. Precious, of course, and he’d always had a tender place in his heart for little children. But he didn’t know Claire yet.

      “Oh…” Mrs. Moore sat back, folding her hands and gazing up at the ceiling. “She just started this year, so I’ve only had her for a few months. She is very smart and very kind. Her mother is a kind of a scientist, you know, and I think Claire must have inherited her intelligence. She is very curious about everything and eager to share what she knows. And she knows all kinds of things that you wouldn’t expect a little five-year-old girl to know. Her mother obviously talks to her about all kinds of things. Some parents are very good at encouraging curiosity in the world around them.”

      “I guess scientists have a lot of curiosity, so they encourage it in their children.”

      “Yes. She is clearly not a child who has just been plunked down in front of the TV when Mom gets home from work and needs some time to herself. But she’s not too bookish, either. She likes to be outside, play with the other children, and is always very concerned if someone is being bullied or gets hurt.”

      Zachary was beginning to wonder if Mrs. Moore might be looking at the little girl through rose-tinted glasses. Remembering all her best attributes.

      “Sometimes smart, curious kids get into trouble,” he suggested.

      Mrs. Moore gave him a tolerant smile. “Well… yes, of course. Curious kids cause messes. They break things. They step out of bounds and question every rule. A child without that curiosity will usually listen to what you tell them, accept that adults know more and that there are good reasons for all the rules.”

      “But a child like Claire, not so much?”

      “Always questioning everything. It could be frustrating. But I understood she was a good girl. The mistakes—when things got wrecked or broken or she put herself in danger—were annoying, but not malicious. She would be just as distressed as I was when things went wrong. Or even more so. She didn’t think she should make mistakes. Very hard on herself.”

      “Firstborn child.”

      “I suppose so, yes. They are often driven. Lots of expectations on them. They carry the world on their shoulders.” She cocked her head, looking at Zachary. “You were not a firstborn.”

      Heat blossomed in Zachary’s cheeks and ears. “You would be right about that.”

      “But you still carry too much on your shoulders. You have… a lot of responsibility and sadness.”

      He was embarrassed by her insight. She was way too intuitive. It was no wonder she connected so well with her kids. He’d known foster mothers like that. So finely attuned to the feelings of a new foster child, even one with little to say, they could instantly identify what a child needed to hear, which other child to pair him with, and what areas he needed the most help in.

      But even those exceptionally intuitive foster mothers would eventually break under the pressure of a child who couldn’t seem to behave no matter how hard he tried. The very sensitive could only deal with an unmanageable child for so long.

      “We’re not here to talk about me,” he said uncomfortably.

      Mrs. Moore gave a slight smile. “I’ll bet you were a handful as a kid.”

      “Oh, I was. Too much for anyone to handle,” he admitted. She might think he was joking, but it was the unfortunate truth that he’d never found a home for more than a few months at a time. Even the one foster parent he had stayed in contact with all these years later, Mr. Peterson, had only been able to give him a home for a few weeks. He hadn’t been the one to give up on Zachary, but he hadn’t been able to dissuade Mrs. Peterson when she decided Zachary had to go.

      Mrs. Moore shook her head. “Well, I only had Claire for an hour or two every school day, but she was a joy, despite any messes she might have made or trouble she might have gotten into.”

      “Did she ever say anything to you about a new friend? Or about her biological father?”

      “No, not that I recall. I don’t think her father had ever been part of her life. She never mentioned visiting him or anything about him. I assumed that Claire was raising her as a single mother. No husband or father in evidence.” Her eyes widened a little. “Is that what happened? Her father took her?”

      “We don’t know. It is a possibility. But not something that I am willing to bet on at the moment.”

      She nodded slowly, understanding. “The police must be looking into him.”

      “Of course. And if it was him, they will get it sorted out. But I want to stay open to all possibilities. Did she mention any new friends to you? Someone who gave her a treat, had a dog, or told her to keep a secret?”

      “No. If she’d said anything like that, I would have been concerned. You always have to be on the alert. Candy and puppies are well-known tools of child predators.”

      “Did you have any concerns about Mrs. Bircher? Rest assured that if you do, nothing is going to get back to her from me.”

      “I thought she was a good mom. Maybe she treated Claire like she was older than she was. That’s a common problem with a child as intelligent and verbal as Claire. You start treating them like a small adult instead of a child. But they were well-suited to each other. They were close and had a strong bond. You could tell that they loved each other and were good friends.”

      “But…” Zachary prompted, even though she hadn’t given him any reason to think there was a “but” coming.

      “Well…” Mrs. Moore frowned, brows drawing down. “She was sometimes late without giving me any warning. Sometimes an hour or more. I think that being the type of person she was, it was easy for her to get lost in her work and forget that she had other responsibilities. She lost track of the time.”

      “Sure, that makes sense.” Zachary knew what it was like to get so hyperfocused on a project that everything else around him ceased to exist. This was fine for a private investigator living and working by himself, but not so good when he was supposed to be spending time with Kenzie or if he’d had a child to look after.

      “I warned her more than once that she needed to get here on time. Asked her to set alarms on her phone. To call me if she found she was running late. And a couple of times, she did. But the rest of the time… I think she probably shut her alarms off without even looking at them, if she had set them in the first place. She would show up here, hair a mess, looking for Claire and not understanding why I was so upset.”

      “And how did Claire feel about that?”

      Mrs. Moore laughed. “She took her mother’s side. She wasn’t one of these kids who worried that Mommy was never coming to pick her up. She didn’t fuss when she was the last one left here. She would lecture me. ‘Mommy has very important work to do,’ or ‘She just doesn’t know what time it is.’ It was cute. I was glad she wasn’t the whiny, clingy type when Rose was running late. That makes it more stressful and difficult. Claire would just sit down with a book and wait.”

      And Rose, finding her child there calmly waiting for her, didn’t understand why Mrs. Moore would be upset at the lateness of the hour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Zachary looked at the time on his phone, weighing how long he had before Kenzie would get home from the medical examiner’s office. He probably had at least an hour before she rolled in. Maybe more if she had a heavy workload.

      Things had been better since Dr. Cook’s arrival. He was substituting for Dr. Wiltshire until his badly broken hand healed and was rehabbed well enough for him to do autopsies again. Dr. Cook split the workload with Kenzie so that she wasn’t doing everything. They had caught up on the backlog that had piled up while she had been the only doctor working there so she was working more reasonable hours again.

      But she was still often late. Kenzie enjoyed her work and sometimes took on too much, not realizing how late she was working. She had never been a nine-to-five worker. Not as long as he had known her.

      He sat down at his computer and checked his email inbox before giving Heather a call. She answered on the second ring.

      “Hey, Zachy.”

      “Hi. I was just wondering how things were going with getting some background on Amir. I know you haven’t had very long.”

      “Just preliminary stuff. Things are pretty normal up until a couple of years ago, when it looks like he pulled back socially. Then sudden silence on his social networks, a move to a different residence, and a new job. The company he is supposed to work for doesn’t appear to exist.”

      “Really.” Zachary considered. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time a guy had put a fictional employer on his online resume to make it look like he had a good job when he was really out of work. “What’s the new residence look like? Is it real or a box number?”

      “It’s real. If it’s his real residence, he’s moved up. But with the fake job, I wonder if the address is a fake too. That he didn’t actually live there, just used it as his address so people would think he was doing well. He could get all his bills and everything electronically, and not ever actually have anything directed to the physical address.”

      “Might do a land titles search to see if he owns the property. But he could be a tenant. We might have to do a physical check, talk to the neighbors. See if he actually lives there. And he stopped posting to socials?”

      “Yeah. That’s kind of weird, isn’t it? He was pretty active up until this big life change.”

      “I wonder whether the company is a front for something else. Criminal or law enforcement.”

      “Hmm.” Heather thought about this. “And they don’t want him to post anything on his social accounts about what he is doing.”

      “He might have opened new socials with a fake name to keep it completely separate from his real identity. Or he might just not be posting anymore if his employer prohibits it.”

      “Do you really think that’s what it is? Not that he’s unemployed or lying about where he really works because he’s embarrassed? You think he could really be involved in something criminal?”

      “Or doing something for law enforcement. It’s a possibility. He could be embarrassed about just working as a dishwasher at the Burger Barn, but two years is a long time to keep quiet about it. Especially if he was active before. And…”

      “Mm-hmm?” He could hear her typing as they talked. Maybe getting more creative with her searches.

      “He flew to Saudi Arabia. If he’s living in poverty, that would be out of the question. Unless someone else paid for it. Which again leads to the question of why would someone pay for him to go there? Because he’s on a job? Supervising an operation? He’s not washing dishes for Burger Barn Saudi Arabia.”

      Heather chuckled. “Probably not. I don’t think those guys get travel allowances or transfers to the other side of the world.”

      “No. So you said everything was normal before that. Tell me about that.”

      “Sure.” Heather was on firmer ground here, and her voice strengthened. “Amir was born to naturalized US citizens. They were Saudi born. Amir went to school here. Then on to college, where he was in computer sciences.”

      “And where he met Rose Bircher.”

      “Ah. That detail didn’t show up in my research. He was very intelligent, top of his class. I’m not sure exactly what he went into. Solving networking problems for big companies.”

      She listed a few contracts he had worked on, and Zachary recognized the company names.

      “Computer networks?” he asked.

      “I’ll send you the job titles and descriptions of the projects, but it is all Greek to me. Somebody throwing around multi-syllable words to impress the reader.”

      “Industrial espionage, do you think?”

      “I don’t know.” Heather pondered. “I guess he could be a spy or hacker. I’d say he has the skills, from the courses and certificates on his profile. If they’re true.”

      “And then he suddenly decides to take a trip to Saudi Arabia.”

      “With his family. His girlfriend and her daughter.”

      “Maybe,” Zachary allowed. “Or another child who is not his girlfriend’s daughter.”

      “Then what happened to her daughter?”

      “Maybe she didn’t have one. Or maybe she died. Maybe the girlfriend was mourning the loss and Amir knew where to get a replacement.”

      Heather hummed, thinking about it. Zachary enjoyed the brainstorming, pitching ideas back and forth to see what they could come up with. Maybe the idea of Amir replacing the girlfriend’s dead daughter was too far a reach.

      “The girlfriend has no internet presence,” Heather said eventually. “No social media. No mentions on any website or newspaper. Not mentioned in any obituaries. No college or alumni records that I can find.”

      “A ghost. Credit rating?”

      “I have possible matches, not having any birth date or social…”

      “Any listing at Amir’s address? Former or current?”

      “Oh, good idea… no. Nothing there. Is it possible this woman has never had a credit card?”

      “Not under that name. But maybe under something else. What is her name?”

      “Orna Temple.”

      “That doesn’t sound Saudi.”

      “No, I don’t think so. I could only find one picture of her, and she’s fair. Not that there aren’t white Saudis, of course. But she isn’t your stereotypical Saudi woman.”

      “Where did you get her name and picture? Amir?”

      “Yes, one picture and mention on his socials.”

      “How do you know it is his girlfriend? And if the mention is more than two years old, how do you know it is the same woman he is with right now?”

      “Well, it’s all surmise, but they look very cozy in the picture. Not just a casual friend. Amir, Orna, and a little girl, maybe three or four years old. The cutest little thing you ever saw.”

      Zachary’s mind flashed to Claire and the pictures that Rose had given to him. Two little girls of about the same age connected with Amir. Had he substituted one for the other?

      “Can you send me that picture?”

      “Sure. Of course. I’ve already downloaded it. You said that Amir might have used Orna’s passport for Claire.”

      “Yeah.”

      The police had undoubtedly turned up the same information. And they also might have had access to her passport, which Zachary didn’t. They knew who he had been traveling with and, in their opinion, he was a non-custodial parent taking his child out of the country.

      But as far as Zachary knew, they hadn’t been able to get in touch with him. Places like Saudi Arabia were notorious havens for absconding fathers. Getting Claire back, if Amir had taken her there, would be difficult if not impossible. Rose hadn’t heard anything back from the investigators, which probably meant they were still dealing with the red tape, trying to figure out how to advance the case. Or they had already given up.

      “Do you have Amir’s parent’s names? They live here?”

      “Yes. Are you going to go see them?”

      “I might. It might be the only way to get in contact with him.”
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      “I’ll get you everything tonight,” Heather promised. “I need to take a break for supper now. And so do you.”

      “I’ll eat when Kenzie gets home. Promise.”

      He was starting to feel vaguely hungry. After years of meds that suppressed his appetite or made him nauseated, he was surprised whenever he actually felt hungry. And most of the time, he ignored the uncomfortable feeling and it went away. But he was supposed to be keeping his weight up, which wasn’t easy if he didn’t eat.

      “One more thing,” Heather said as he was about to end the call.

      “Oh, sorry. What?”

      “About that other thing.” He was in the dark until she clarified. “The family dinner.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Don’t worry about that. I’ll do something else. Just see people separately.”

      “No, that isn’t what I was going to say. I think you’re right. I think it’s time we put our past aside and get together again. It’s been decades. Why are we letting them hold us back from reuniting?”

      Them might mean their mother and father. Or it might mean the various social workers they had dealt with who had kept them apart through their childhoods. But childhood was long over, and there wasn’t any reason they couldn’t get together if they wanted to. There were no longer any other adults to tell them what they were or weren’t allowed to do.

      “Yeah. I think we should,” Zachary said tentatively. “But it might be too soon. I can wait… let people heal… get to know each other separately before we all have to be in the same room together.”

      “No. I think you’re right. I think it’s time now. Don’t chicken out on me.”

      “I’m not afraid. I just don’t want to push. I don’t want it to be a negative experience. I don’t want people saying, ‘I’m never going to do that again.’ ”

      Heather laughed. “I think we should tell the others we’re doing it. We’re going to get everyone together for a pre-Christmas dinner. It’s not going to happen if we don’t take charge.”

      “Won’t everybody just get their backs up? Or Joss anyway. We want her to come, but if we tell her what she has to do or that she has to see us all together, she’ll just tell us to go to hell.”

      “Let me deal with Joss. I know she’ll push back, but she loves the family, no matter how she might act. It will still mean something to have everybody get together. It will be hard for her, just like it will be hard for you… and me. But that doesn’t mean we call it off. She’ll come if we work on her.”

      Zachary was buoyed up. Maybe it would be possible. Maybe it wouldn’t take them another thirty years to get up the courage to all get together.

      “If you think so. You want me to start to talk to people, then? Do you think we should set a date? Or poll for a date?”

      “Let’s just start by saying that we are planning to do it. I’ll talk to Joss. You can talk to Tyrrell. Tyrrell can talk to Vince and Mindy. Okay? But tell them we’re doing it. It’s going to happen.”

      “Okay.” Zachary nodded. He swallowed, straining at the lump in his throat. “Sounds good. Thanks, Feathers.”
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      Kenzie arrived home just as Zachary was ending his call with Heather. He put his phone in his pocket and smiled at her, though he was still feeling a little emotional from the call and Heather’s reassurance that they would get the siblings together for dinner.

      Kenzie looked at him, eyebrows raised. “You’re not ready?”

      Zachary looked into the kitchen. He should have started dinner for her. But she hadn’t told him she was on her way home or wanted anything particular.

      “Uh, I can put something on now. What did you want?”

      She gestured at him with an open palm. “I want you cleaned up and ready for family dinner.”

      His brain bounced from one possibility to another, confused. He had just been talking to Heather about the family dinner, but that wasn’t yet finalized. They didn’t have a date, let alone agreement from the others to be there. He wasn’t ready for dinner with Kenzie, but it wasn’t like they usually did anything formal.

      They sometimes had family dinner with the Petersons, but that was usually on a Sunday, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t Sunday. Kenzie tried not to work on Sunday. She would go in for a while Saturday morning and then take the rest of the weekend off, unless something really bad or political happened that needed her immediate attention. And now that Dr. Cook was there, he could handle any emergencies.

      Zachary slapped his forehead as his brain fastened on to the next possibility. Family dinner with Kenzie’s parents. They had asked for the chance to have more regular meals with Kenzie and Zachary. Actually, they had asked for equal time with the Petersons, but Kenzie said there was no way she would be able to pin both of her parents down for dinner more than once every few months. It wouldn’t be every second week like their visits to Lorne and Pat.

      “Is that today? I completely forgot.”

      And she had reminded him that morning at breakfast. He had promised to be dressed and ready to go when she got home. Zachary’s guts knotted.

      “I’m so sorry, Kenzie. I’ll do a quick change now. I’ll be ready in five minutes. I’m sorry, it was on the calendar and everything. You even reminded me this morning. I have been so wrapped up in this case…”

      Her face was carefully composed. Neutral, rather than showing her anger at Zachary’s falling down once more on his obligations after multiple promises had been made. “Well, you’ll have to catch us up on it. I’m sure that will make interesting dinner conversation,” she said lightly.

      Zachary swallowed and hurried toward the main bathroom to strip down, spray his pits, and run the electric razor over his stubble. That done, he dashed to the bedroom to throw on a button-up shirt and pants with a crease. Back to the bathroom to grab his phone, wallet, and keys out of the pockets of the clothes he had discarded there, and to the back door, where Kenzie stood absolutely still waiting for him.

      “If you want to go ahead, I’ll be right out,” he assured her, grabbing his winter coat and threading his arms through the sleeves.

      She pivoted and went back into the garage to wait in her car. Zachary blew out his breath, trying to calm his speeding heart and the feeling of dread and doom that he always got when he screwed up badly with Kenzie. He almost preferred the way that his ex-wife Bridget used to tear a strip off him when he stepped out of line and did something really stupid. At least then, it was out in the open, and he knew exactly how she felt and what she expected of him. Verbal abuse was familiar and expected. Kenzie’s tight-lipped, uninflected responses made him more sure that the worst was yet to come. One day, she would break up with him over something like this, and it would all be over.

      He hesitated between dress shoes and boots in the wintry weather and decided he’d better stick with dress shoes, choosing formality over practicality. Then, one more pause before he went into the garage. Should he take an anti-anxiety pill before he left? It would calm him down and help him be more relaxed during dinner.

      But it would also make him tired and distant, and he wanted to be fully engaged and to catch any nonverbal signals from Kenzie.

      He didn’t take anything before he left. He could always take something later in the evening. Excuse himself from the dinner and swallow one in the restroom. He always had them on him. He patted his pockets to be sure, then followed Kenzie out to her car.

      It was too cold for the little red convertible. Kenzie had commented several times that it was time to put it up for the winter and rely on his car instead, but she couldn’t seem to bring herself to. She loved her “baby” and didn’t want to spend the next few months just driving Zachary’s car or getting a short-term lease for herself.

      Zachary slid into the passenger seat and pulled his seatbelt across, clicking it into place. Kenzie’s was already on. Without a word of acknowledgment, she started the car, reversed out of the garage, and they were on their way.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to the restaurant was uncomfortable. Zachary tried not to be distracted by anything else, to give Kenzie his full attention, but she was driving and didn’t want him staring at her. He kept an eye on the time, and they reached the restaurant at the appointed time. Kenzie’s lips were pressed together. He knew that for her, being “on time” meant getting there early, preferably before her dinner companions were all assembled. That was the way it was done in the Kirsch family. Even though Zachary had always thought that being fashionably late was the thing for the rich and powerful.

      They had apparently arrived there just behind Walter and Lisa, who were still in the reception area of the richly appointed restaurant. Lisa’s dinner jacket had a faux fur collar, and Walter wore a tie that probably cost more than everything Zachary was wearing. Kenzie had not changed at the house, but Zachary saw as he helped her out of her coat that she was wearing a smart blouse, jacket, and pleated pants with too-high heels that made her several inches taller than Zachary. He couldn’t remember if she had been wearing the blouse and pants when she had left for work that morning. She certainly had not been wearing the heels. A great observer of human behavior he was. So much for being a private investigator who took note of every detail around him.

      “Mother,” Kenzie greeted, touching her mother’s shoulders and giving her air kisses. Walter wasn’t having any of that and gave her a tight hug before releasing her. Walter shook Zachary’s hand. Zachary always expected a crushing grip from him, the alpha male challenging the younger, smaller man’s claim on his daughter. But Walter spent all day shaking hands. A battle for who had the tighter grip would just leave him with bruised knuckles that would hinder the next day’s handshaking. So instead, his handshake was firm, brisk, and turned into a supportive two-handed shake when he clapped his other hand over Zachary’s arm.

      “Zachary, how are you doing?”

      “Fine, thank you, sir,” Zachary replied immediately, the words springing to his lips without any thought. He had been well-trained in social greetings by numerous foster moms, institutions, and Bridget. “And how are you?”

      “No need to ‘sir’ me, Zachary. I’ve told you that before. Would you like me to call you Mr. Goldman?”

      “No,” Zachary laughed, “please don’t!”

      Walter slapped him on the back, chuckling, and driving Zachary into Lisa, who insisted on an actual kiss on the cheek, not just an air kiss. Zachary restrained himself from wiping his cheek after, though he worried about lipstick. They all turned to the restaurant hostess, who greeted Walter and Lisa by name and offered to escort them to their table.

      Once seating arrangements were made, Zachary breathed out heavily a few times, trying to calm himself down. It was just Kenzie’s parents. He’d had a meal with them before and had enjoyed their expertly directed dinner conversation. They had not put him on the spot or made him feel awkward about his work or his mental health issues. They didn’t look down their noses and imply that they didn’t believe he was good enough for Kenzie. But they were rich and powerful, and that was enough to intimidate Zachary, no matter how courteous they were.

      Drinks were ordered. Still unsure whether he would need to take an anxiety pill before the night was up, Zachary stuck with Coke while Kenzie and Lisa had wine and Walter a Scotch.

      “So, tell me what you have been up to lately,” Walter invited as they pored over their menus.

      Zachary glanced aside at Kenzie, looking for any warning that she wasn’t comfortable with him answering or wanted to send the conversation in a different direction. She simply smiled at him and looked back down at her menu.

      “Well, I’ve just started on a new missing person case,” he answered hesitantly. “A missing child.”

      “Oh, dear,” it was Lisa who responded first. “How tragic. What happened?”

      “Today was my first day on the investigation, so I don’t have all the answers yet. But she was out at a mall play center with her mother and disappeared.”

      “Just vanished?”

      Zachary nodded. “They haven’t been able to find any security footage that shows her leaving. Don’t have any witnesses or a description of the person who left with her. She was just there, playing, supervised by her mother, protected by security gates and guards, and then she disappeared.”

      “That’s terrible,” Walter shook his head. “Her poor parents must be frantic. Do they think that she just wandered off? Or that she was taken? Was there a ransom demand? I guess if this just happened, you don’t have any of those answers yet.”

      “It happened a few days ago. There was no ransom demand. No contact from anyone.”

      “And no body,” Kenzie said, letting them know that the little girl hadn’t turned up on her table. “They think it was a parental abduction, don’t they?”

      “That’s the police theory at the moment. They think that the father took her and left the country with her.”

      “Oh, it’s one of those parental things,” Lisa nodded. “Always so heartbreaking. One parent stealing the child from the other. And you never know whose story to believe.”

      “Well, in this case, the father has never had anything to do with her since the day she was born. Didn’t even ask for visitation or send a birthday card. So the chances he showed up where they were and stole the child…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I think the truth may be something quite different. But I don’t know yet what.”

      “Can’t they just call the authorities in the country she was taken to?” Walter asked. “That would seem to be the obvious course of action. Speak with their embassy, maybe. Get people working on it from that end.”

      “That doesn’t always work,” Lisa disagreed. “Haven’t you heard any of the stories? It’s just dreadful. Sometimes, the children are overseas for years or never see their mothers again. Not all countries are open to dealing with these cases, or have any law under which the non-custodial parent could be charged. I hope it isn’t in the Middle East.”

      Zachary sighed. “It is.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Zachary looked at his menu like everyone else, he had no idea what he was going to order when the waitress came over. His ability to read with any comprehension was severely limited by his learning disabilities, the cursive writing, and the names of dishes written in French or another foreign language. He couldn’t even pick a dish by comparing the prices and choosing something that was mid-range. There were no prices on the menu at all. Zachary always felt at a distinct disadvantage in fancy restaurants.

      He tried to catch Kenzie’s eye, hoping she would give him a clue. “The chicken marsala is always wonderful here,” or “You must try the veal,” or something along those lines. But she looked at the menu and her parents and not at him. One trick he had learned from Bridget was to ask what the special was, and then after due consideration to nod and say he would take that. But the special was often one of the highest priced options on the menu, and he didn’t want Walter and Lisa to think he was greedy.

      Kenzie ordered something that sounded like fish, which wasn’t helpful since Zachary didn’t particularly enjoy anything fishy. Everyone looked at Zachary. He motioned to Lisa, “I’m still deciding. Why don’t you come back to me?”

      Lisa ordered a chicken dish, which sounded nice but was accompanied by a green salad. Zachary would eat salad if he had to, but preferred not to. Walter ordered a steak with potatoes, and that sounded like a winner. He nodded and handed his menu back to the waitress. “I’ll have that too, but maybe the six-ounce?” He didn’t have a big appetite even when he was hungry and didn’t want to embarrass himself by only having a few bites of a huge steak. The waitress nodded, asked him how he wanted his steak and potato prepared, and started moving away.

      “They have garlic bread,” Kenzie murmured.

      “Oh!” Zachary hadn’t even thought of that. “Yes, I’d love a side of garlic bread, too.”

      “Why don’t we order garlic bread for the table?” Kenzie suggested, “I’m sure everyone would enjoy it.”

      And that would give Zachary the chance to eat more than just one slice. His mouth watered just thinking about it, and he gave Kenzie a smile of appreciation.
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      Zachary thought that things had gone pretty well at the family dinner. Kenzie and her parents seemed relaxed, without the underlying tensions they had been experiencing recently. Maybe they were past the trouble over Rhys and his treatment and what Kenzie perceived as her parents interfering with his life behind her back. Zachary was alert for any undercurrents, ready to smooth things over or change the subject. But things went well without his having to say anything.

      Not that it was his place to mediate between Kenzie and her parents. She knew them better than he did and, if he had a different opinion on their behavior than she did, she was the one who was most likely to be right.

      The food was delicious, of course. He wouldn’t expect anything less at a restaurant the Kirsches had picked out. Despite their wealth and influence, Kenzie’s parents seemed to be down-to-earth people, and he didn’t need to worry about them picking out some weird vegetarian fusion new-agey restaurant.

      But when they walked back to the car in the heated underground parking, Kenzie was silent. Zachary reached for her arm to put his hand through and walk arm-in-arm with her as they often did when out on dates, but Kenzie jerked her arm away and did not allow him to walk close to her, much less touch her.

      Zachary’s stomach, pleasantly full, became uncomfortably heavy and tight. She was still angry. He had hoped it was still over forgetting about the dinner, and not something new he had done at the dinner. He had frequently embarrassed Bridget at fancy dinners by using the wrong fork or saying something she considered gauche or inappropriate. He hadn’t been allowed to talk about his work when he had gone places with her, severely limiting his conversational repertoire.

      But when Zachary got together with Kenzie and her parents, it was her work they couldn’t discuss. Not in any detail, anyway. Corpses and dissections were not appropriate discussions for the dinner table or in polite company.

      Even Zachary knew that.

      He decided it was best not to try to settle things with Kenzie before they got home. He didn’t want to distract her from her driving. She would tell him what was on her mind once they returned to the house.

      They drove in absolute silence. Zachary’s stomach roiled and he was afraid he would lose his supper when they got home. It wouldn’t be nearly as pleasant coming up as it had been going down.

      Kenzie didn’t say anything when she pulled into the garage and she got out of the car and went into the house. Zachary followed a few steps behind, giving her as much space as possible. He did not want to step on her heels or crowd her. She shot him a look when she stepped in the door, clearly communicating she was still angry at him and the pains he was taking to avoid aggravating her further were not having the desired effect.

      “I’m sorry,” he tried.

      She turned away from him, then changed her mind and turned back to face him. “I don’t know what else I can do. We talked about the dinner. It’s on your calendar. I reminded you at breakfast. You knew this was a big deal and I wanted you to be ready when I got home. But it’s obvious that it is totally unimportant to you.” She held up her hand to stop him from responding. “I know that you have disabilities. I know that being distracted from things you don’t care about is perfectly normal and not something you can control by willpower. But what am I supposed to do about something that is important to me? We show up there in a rush, almost late, with you all rumpled and half-shaven. Your mind is somewhere else for most of the dinner. This was important to me, Zachary, and you blew it.”

      He swallowed a few times, trying to stay in control of his emotions. He tried to think of what he could have done differently. How he could have kept the dinner date in mind even when he was working on something else.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I know I screwed up. I’ll try…” he trailed off, still trying to come up with a solution. But he’d never found a solution to his ADHD forgetfulness and distraction.

      “Maybe on a day like today, when you know there is something important going on, you could take your meds,” Kenzie suggested. “Or you could set more alarms and reminders. Put a big sign on the fridge or a sticky on your computer screen. I don’t know. You could at least try.”

      Zachary nodded, unable to find the words. He only took his ADHD meds when he had a particular task he needed to focus on. It hadn’t occurred to him that remembering he was going out to dinner with Kenzie and her parents was something he needed to focus on for the whole day. He rubbed his forehead. Maybe the next time Kenzie had an important event, he would take his ADHD prescription in the morning when she reminded him about it. Then he would be able to remember to prepare for it before Kenzie got home.

      Except that if he took the prescription in the morning, it would start to wear off right around the time when he needed to remember and get ready for the dinner. He would be rebounding, his symptoms twice as bad as usual. Rather than staying focused on the task at hand, his mind would jump from one thing to another like a rabid squirrel, and his emotions would be very close to the surface.

      He remembered the meltdowns he had experienced when he had first started on meds as a child. The prescription he had now was better—extended release with a more gentle taper off—but he could still feel the letdown and rebound as his symptoms rushed back twice as strong as usual. What time did he need to take the prescription for it to last throughout the afternoon and evening, but still taper off by the time Kenzie wanted to go to bed? Noon?

      He drilled a knuckle into his forehead, trying to release the tension headache that was gathering there. The combination of the headache, his anxiety, and the rich meal was too much. After quickly toeing off his shoes, he murmured another apology to Kenzie and hurried to the bathroom, where his discarded daytime clothes were still strewn across the floor.
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      Zachary took the time to wash up and change back into his comfortable clothes after being sick. He looked at the poor shaving job he had done before the dinner and considered tidying it up, but decided that might just be adding insult to injury with Kenzie and disgustedly left it as it was.

      He took one of the anti-anxiety pills. It was not shaping up to be a relaxing night. If he wanted to get any sleep at all, he needed to unwind the knot in his gut. After a few deep breaths, he exited the bathroom and looked for Kenzie.

      She was in the bedroom, having changed into her warm, comfy jammies. She was rubbing cream on her feet.

      “Sorry, I guess something didn’t agree with me,” he apologized.

      “Oh, now the food was bad too? I don’t think so, Zachary.”

      He had been trying to keep from admitting that it was the anxiety and stress of their argument that had made him sick, but he’d made it worse instead. That was par for the course. He sat on the edge of the bed.

      “I wish there was something I could do or say that would help,” he told her miserably.

      “Well, there’s not.”

      At least there wasn’t some response she was expecting from him that would wipe it all off the slate. She admitted that there wasn’t anything he could do.

      “I could have called you this afternoon to remind you,” Kenzie said. “And called you before I left work to make sure that you were ready. But I shouldn’t have to do that. It shouldn’t be my responsibility to make sure that you remember.”

      “No. I’ll try to do some of the things you suggested. More alarms and reminders. But you know that sometimes…”

      “You’re hyperfocused on something else and don’t know the rest of the world exists. I know. What were you working on today? The kidnapping case?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, that’s good. I’m glad you’re working on it. I hate to think of a little girl out there with someone she doesn’t know, even if it is her father. She needs as many people on her side as possible. But hopefully… if it’s her father, he’ll take good care of her, right?”

      Of course Kenzie knew that not all parents were loving and good providers. She’d heard Zachary’s stories, reports in the news, and seen children on her table at the morgue who had died from abuse. She knew the terrible things that happened in the world, but if the hope that it was only a parental abduction made her feel better, he didn’t need to try to disabuse her of the notion.

      He nodded and made an encouraging sound, not actually saying that she was right.

      “I’m just going to stretch out with a book,” Kenzie said. “I need time to relax and unwind, and I’m not very good company right now. If you want to watch TV or do whatever to entertain yourself…”

      “Okay.” He reached out to touch her knee but hesitated, his hand an inch away from it, not sure how she would react.

      Kenzie took his hand in hers and gave it a squeeze, then rested their joined hands on her leg briefly. “We’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Sometimes couples fight.”

      He nodded, appreciating the reassurance. He was sure she knew, with the time they had been together and the many couple’s therapy sessions, that his mind would immediately fasten onto the idea of the catastrophic failure of their relationship. Whenever she got upset about something, he thought he was halfway out the door. Being moved out of foster homes after big blow-ups and the devastating end to his marriage with Bridget had conditioned him to think the worst. Not to mention the decision of his mother to dissolve the family after the fire that fateful Christmas Eve years before. As far as Zachary was concerned, any relationship could go up in flames at any moment.

      Kenzie released his hand. “All right, shoo. Give me some space.”

      Zachary stood up. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Left to his own devices rather than spending the rest of the evening with Kenzie like he normally did, Zachary went back to work. As Kenzie had said, there was a little girl out there somewhere with a stranger and he needed to find out who and where and work on getting her home. He couldn’t just relax in front of the TV and surf channels while Claire was missing.

      He hadn’t yet had a chance to review the information provided by the manager at All Played Out, so he dug the USB stick out from his bag and plugged it into the computer.

      It took a while to go through the various video feeds, watching the time indicator at the bottom during the time Rose had said they were at the play place.

      He looked at each of the children, who he could separate from the crowd at any point in time. Kids arrived, running into the climbing structures like feral animals released back into the wild. Others left the playground to talk to parents, begging for treats or game tokens, taking bathroom breaks, and responding to calls that it was time to go.

      There was no audio track on the recording, but he could remember the noise level. Anyone who wanted to be heard had to shout over the background play and music. When children didn’t want to leave yet and had to be dragged out by parents or staff members, Zachary could only imagine the volume of their shrieks and screams. The noise level had been consistently high when he had been there. How could anyone have heard one little girl being grabbed and taken away?

      Of course, she could just as easily have been lured out with a toy or treat. Or by a story that her mother was hurt. There were a lot of ways to get a child away from where she was playing, even if she was intelligent and had been well-trained about stranger danger.

      Zachary studied the people in the crowd. Was there anyone there without a kid? Someone hanging around paying too much attention to a kid not his own? He looked for the flash of Claire’s white-blond hair or for Rose’s thin figure, brown hair, and glasses. Eventually, he was rewarded with the sight of Rose walking Claire into the play area and releasing her to play. Like the other children he had watched, Claire excitedly raced to the play equipment. She stopped for an instant to look around at the many different play areas, then picked a rock wall and started to climb. It was just a short wall, not one that required a harness and belaying rope, and in a few seconds, she had scaled it and dived into the cube above it.

      There was a maze of passageways, twisting tubes, and slides, and it wasn’t long before, despite his best efforts, Zachary had lost track of her. He rewound and tried to follow her progress. But even with the ability to slow down the video, freeze frame, and rewind as necessary, she was out of his sight most of the time.

      What had Rose said about it? “Your kid just gets swallowed up by this place.” That had certainly been true. He had pictured something far tamer in his mind. The types of playgrounds he had played on as a child or where he had watched Tyrrell’s children, Alisha and Mason, play. Sitting on a bench at the edge of the playground, he had been able to see them most of the time and, if they were out of his sight, it was only for a few seconds. All Played Out was a paradise for kids looking for adventure, but a nightmare for parents trying to watch their kids.

      He scrubbed the video, looking for the point at which Rose realized that her daughter was missing. Rose was very intent on her phone, looking up rarely and gazing toward the play equipment, then she dropped her head and continued with her reading, or social media, or whatever research she was doing.

      Zachary had thought that she was probably at the play place for an hour or so. He knew it had been several hours before the police had been called, but it must have taken a long time for them to be sure Claire wasn’t there, hiding in a ball pit or other hidey-hole.

      But it was several hours before he saw Rose leave her table and walk around looking for Claire. It would take a long time for Zachary to go through all that footage at a slow speed, looking for any glimpse of Claire or the man who had supposedly taken her.

      He watched Rose’s movements getting more frantic as she moved from one play structure to another, looking for the little girl. There was a lump in his throat as he watched, knowing she wouldn’t find Claire and would go home alone, devastated and baffled as to what had happened to her child.

      Staff members collected around Rose and then spread out to look for the child. After some time looking for Claire, an announcement was made, and children streamed to their parents as they shut down the play so they could make a concerted search for the missing girl. Much easier with all kids matched up with the adults who brought them there.

      More employees assembled in the play area, taking instructions on what part of the equipment to check. It was all done very efficiently. It did not take as long as Zachary had imagined for them to thoroughly search the tunnels and ball pits for the girl.

      And then the police had been called and began their investigation.

      Zachary rubbed his dry, gritty eyes and put the videos aside for a few minutes while he looked at the check-in/check-out log that parents had been required to fill in as they arrived and departed. Rose’s handwriting differed from the other names on the page. If she had come in with a friend, they had not signed each other in. And Zachary hadn’t seen her enter with anyone else on the tape. They at least had proof that Claire had, in fact, been at the play place and that Rose had not just been attending there in an elaborate attempt to cover up the fact that something bad had already happened to Claire.

      He looked at the log carefully, looking for any patterns or anything that seemed unusual. No unaccompanied adults were allowed in, so there was no adult name without at least one child’s name beside it. There were no names that were obviously fictitious. No Mickey Mouse or John Smith. And no Amir Osman. What had his girlfriend’s name been? Zachary checked his notes and looked for Orna Temple or any similar name on the login sheet.

      Tim, the helpful manager at All Played Out, had also provided Zachary with a printout of all the card swipes on the various security doors and gates the afternoon that Claire had gone missing. Long lines of data in tiny type indicated the gate, what time it was accessed, and which prox card had been swiped. Zachary had another printout of which employees had been assigned which cards, and the duty roster for the day showing which employees should—or should not—have been present.

      He started going through each list, looking for patterns, painstakingly cross-referencing between them. Matching the card a gate was accessed with to the employee name, and the employee name to the duty roster for every single entry.

      The greatest activity was on the entrance and exit card readers. Which of course made sense. That was the only way for the parents and children to get in and out of the play place. They couldn’t leave without being checked through any more than they could arrive without being swiped in. Everything seemed perfectly logical and carefully thought out.

      But employees had ways of circumventing even the most carefully-thought-out security procedures. Zachary stopped and re-examined one of the door logs. For most of the day, there had been swipes at regular intervals. And then there were several hours in the afternoon when no swipes had been recorded.

      Why not?

      It had, in fact, been around the time that Claire had disappeared.

      Zachary glanced at the window, confirming to himself that it was the dark of night. There would be no one at All Played Out to answer his questions now. And although he had Tim’s cell phone number, he didn’t think calling in the middle of the night would be taken too well. Especially when he might need the records at All Played Out in order to answer Zachary’s questions.

      He stared at the identifying numbers and letters of the card sensors, trying to discern what he could from the serial number itself. They didn’t appear to be random.
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      Kenzie came out of the bedroom and into the kitchen where Zachary was working. He rubbed his eyes and looked at her. He had thought that she was already in bed asleep. Maybe she’d had a nightmare or had unwound enough that she wanted him near her now. Maybe needed to cuddle with him to get back to sleep. He opened his mouth to greet her, but she beat him to it.

      “Did you ever come to bed?”

      Zachary sat there with his mouth open for a second, mind racing. “Uh, I was going to in a few…” His eyes slid over to the system clock on his computer to see just how late it was. He hadn’t meant to let so much time pass, but he’d been immersed in the video and logs analysis. As she’d already acknowledged, when he got hyperfocused on a thing, the rest of the world ceased to exist. Kenzie included.

      He cleared his throat, playing for time, as he blinked and tried to focus on the status bar.

      “Oh…”

      “You’ve been up all night?” Kenzie demanded.

      “Uh… I guess I have. I didn’t realize it was that late.”

      “You know you need to sleep. You’ll get… sick if you don’t sleep.”

      “Yeah.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Everything was aching. He should have been paying attention to his body signals and realized he’d worked right through the night. “I was so focused on this…” He motioned lamely to the computer screen.

      Kenzie shook her head slowly. “Why don’t you put the coffee on while I shower? Though I don’t think you’d better have any if you are going to try to get in a couple of hours of sleep. You can tell me about it at breakfast, and then I’ll go to work and you can hit the sack for a while.”

      She knew that there were many nights he didn’t get more than two or three hours of sleep anyway. He could go to bed now and still be up again by the time most office workers were settling into their day jobs.

      She was doing a remarkable job of staying calm and dealing with this new wrinkle after his mistake the day before. Maybe he should take both incidents as a warning that he was getting too deep into the case.

      But that was when he solved the puzzles. It wasn’t until he lost himself in a project like this that he would find the things the police had missed. Those tiny details that had escaped everyone else’s notice, until Zachary brought his hyperfocus to bear.

      “I’ll put the coffee on,” Zachary agreed, standing up and heading for the kitchen so that he wouldn’t look back down at his work and lose himself again by the time she got out of the shower.

      Kenzie nodded, ran her fingers through her tousled curls, and retreated to the en suite bathroom to shower.

      Zachary went directly to the coffee machine, loaded the grounds, and started it brewing. He waited, watching it until it was finished dripping. One cup to help keep his thoughts clear, and then he started getting breakfast on the table.

      It wasn’t anything complex. Toast and marmalade or jam for Kenzie. A yogurt or granola bar for himself. But it was easy to miss a step if he allowed himself to be distracted by something else. He tried to focus only on his movements and getting everything done efficiently, pushing the kidnapping case out of his mind for the moment. Kenzie had said he could tell her about it while they had breakfast, and he was eager to let her know what he had figured out. It wasn’t a huge leap, but at least he was moving things forward a little.

      He unwrapped the granola bar while Kenzie was still getting ready so that she didn’t have to see the involuntary grimace he made at the crinkling of the wrapper, which also made his toes curl and the hairs on his neck stand up like when he heard the sound of fingernails on the blackboard. Misophonia was one negative effect of his current medication cocktail. Annoying, but not enough of an issue for him to allow them to make any changes to a protocol that was working well otherwise.

      Kenzie finished her ablutions and returned to the kitchen, looking relaxed, refreshed, and professional. Sometimes, he wondered how he had managed to land someone like Kenzie, so beautiful, polished, and smart. He felt like such a wreck so much of the time that he didn’t have a clue why she let him hang around.

      She must see something in him.

      Kenzie’s eyes went to the table, and she nodded, letting Zachary know that he could relax and hadn’t forgotten anything obvious. She eyed his coffee cup when he sat down.

      “I thought you weren’t going to have any coffee.”

      That had been her suggestion, not his, so he just shrugged. “You know it doesn’t keep me awake. It helps to keep me focused.”

      “I don’t know if focused is what you need right now. It looks like you’ve had enough hyperfocus for a while.”

      He hadn’t checked the mirror to see how bloodshot his eyes were after staring at the computer half the night. They were probably as red as tomatoes. He should have put drops in his eyes before breakfast.

      “I’ll put a cold compress on for a few minutes once you’ve gone to work. Before I fall asleep.”

      “That would probably be a good idea.”

      He always felt better when she said something like that than “Make sure that you do,” which always made him feel rebellious and resentful. He didn’t need anyone telling him what to do. It was an attitude he had probably adopted as a teenager. Being a grown man with years of experience, he should realize by now that he could use all the help he could get and that in the time they had been together, Kenzie had been right more often than she had been wrong.

      He loved her and tried to respect her wishes and listen to her suggestions; he just couldn’t help that little twinge of rebellion when she told him what to do instead of encouraging him to make good choices for himself.

      “So…” Kenzie took a bite of her toast and chewed it for a moment. “You made progress, then? You said you were going to tell me what you found.”

      Zachary nodded. He put his phone on the table, screen on and oriented toward her so she could read it—a long list of serial numbers.

      “My first breakthrough was sorting these out so that they made sense.”

      Kenzie looked down the list of numbers and shook her head. “You put these in some kind of order?”

      “Do they look random?”

      Kenzie frowned, examining them. “Not random, no. There are repeated sections.”

      Zachary nodded. He used his finger to scroll down to the same set of numbers organized in a way that made sense to him. Kenzie nodded, looking them over again.

      “Okay. I can see the combinations better now. What do these numbers identify?”

      “Security doors or gates. Ones that you need a swipe card to get through.”

      “Oh, I see. First digit is always I or E. Then you have N, S, E, or W—compass points?”

      Zachary nodded, impressed that she had gotten it so quickly.

      “And then the remainder look like they were just assigned in sequence. Like apartment doors when you go down a hallway.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So what are I and E? They must mean something.”

      He grinned. “They do.”

      She pushed the phone back toward him, motioning him to get on with it. “So tell me. What are they?”

      “Interior and Exterior.”

      “Ahh. That makes sense! So how does this help you solve your case?”

      “Because someone took that little girl out of there without having to sign the log-in/log-out sheet and without being noticed by anyone.”

      “And the numbering of the doors is significant?”

      “Mostly because this one…” he dug the slip of paper out of his pocket and put it on the table in front of her, “is an E door.”

      “Exterior. And you think she was taken out of this door. Because…? You suspect the person whose swipe card was used? Or there was something on the video?”

      “Because no one used a swipe card.”

      “I’m going to need more coffee.” Kenzie took another swallow. She looked at him challengingly. “No one used a swipe card? How do you know that, and what does it mean?”

      “This door was seeing plenty of activity, at least once every twenty to thirty minutes, all day long. Almost. There were no cards logged between two and five, the window for the abduction.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, I took a little field trip over there to have a look and test my theory.”

      “You went over there when?”

      “Uh… last night,” Zachary admitted, with dawning awareness that maybe he should have saved this discussion for dinner so that she would think he had gone over there during the day. In the daylight, when sane people ventured out to investigate crime scenes.

      But he was a PI. He had done plenty of nighttime surveillance. Driving to the mall and looking around with his flashlight was much more pleasant than sitting in front of some target’s house for hours, hoping to catch a glimpse of them doing something wrong.

      “You went to this place in the middle of the night, while I was sleeping, to test a theory.”

      “I armed the burglar alarm,” Zachary assured her, “and I wasn’t gone for more than an hour.”

      He didn’t want her to think he had abandoned her or didn’t have her safety in mind. It hadn’t seemed like he was taking a significant risk. Not that he was the best judge of risky behavior. He always jumped first and thought second. Impulsivity would be his undoing. Luckily, not this time.

      “Is this place even open at night?” Kenzie shook her head at the ridiculousness. Of course, a child’s play place wasn’t open in the middle of the night. Maybe if they wanted to turn it into an adult playground at night, with some neon lighting or black light, maybe adults in camo gear playing first-person shooter games live…

      “No. But I didn’t need it to be open to test my theory. I just wanted to verify that E meant exterior door and see if there were any signs that this door on the south side of the building—” he tapped the scrap of paper on the table— “was left open for some time during the day.”

      “How could you tell if it had been left open for some time during the day?” Kenzie asked skeptically. “Did you interview the door lock?”

      Zachary grinned. He took a bite of his granola bar, which he had forgotten up until that point, and chewed it slowly, savoring the anticipation on Kenzie’s face. She hadn’t even looked at the clock to see if she was on time for work.

      “Because I found upside-down buckets, a pile of cigarette butts, and a broken cinder block outside that door.”

      “Showing that someone propped the door open with a cinder block and sat out there smoking during their shift.”

      Zachary approved. “Exactly. And not just once in a while, and not just one person. There were a lot of cigarette butts. Different brands. People are regularly propping that door open in the afternoon for an unauthorized smoke break because they don’t want to get caught by management swiping their cards there when they are supposed to be doing something else.”

      “And they are leaving it open for hours, not just sneaking out for ten minutes and then shutting it again?”

      “Yes. Because you have to swipe to open it. So even if you are only going out for thirty seconds, you are still logged as leaving the building. One person opens it, and then leaves it propped for everyone else, so none of them get logged swiping out. Then, at the end of the day, they let it shut again.”

      “So for that three-hour period, there are no swipes.”

      “Exactly. And since everyone is taking advantage of it, just leaving the door open, there isn’t always someone there to see if, say, someone walks out of there with a kid one day. Or if they did, the employee would have to explain what he was doing outside and why he wasn’t logged out.”

      “So do you think it is an inside job? Someone who works there or has worked there?”

      “I don’t know. It could be. No telling for sure. If I was trying to find a way to get into and out of a building like that without detection, the first thing I would do is walk around the building and look for weak points. Open or unlocked windows, doors, weak locks, and a pile of cigarettes to signal that the door is frequently open for workers to take their smoke breaks. And then I would sit out there, watching, and see what the pattern was. Probably for a few days or a week.”

      “That would mean that it was random. A stranger kidnapping.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. It sounds like Rose took Claire there fairly often. Did she mention it to people? Was she seen there? Followed? Was it someone who hung around and decided they liked the looks of Claire?”

      “So it could be either. Random or targeted.”

      “Unfortunately. We can’t eliminate anyone unless they have an alibi that absolutely places them somewhere else during the kidnapping.”

      “Well, I still think it is progress. Any time you get closer to the truth, you’re closer to solving the case.”

      “That’s right.” Zachary had been telling himself something similar every time he reminded himself that he was nowhere near cracking the case. It was progress. Not a solution, not yet. But he was getting closer. He was starting to gather details that were important. Finding out how the kidnapping took place helped him put himself into the criminal’s mind, and putting himself into the criminal’s mind meant he had a chance of figuring out who it was and why they had done it.

      “Do you think it was the father?” Kenzie asked, putting the last piece of toast into her mouth.

      Zachary shook his head slowly. “It’s too early to tell. That’s what the police think. It is a pretty big coincidence that right after she is abducted, he leaves the country with a little girl.”

      “Yeah. That’s pretty damning. If I was the police, I would want to question him.”

      “But unfortunately, they can’t. He’s in a country that is not known for cooperating in child custody matters.”

      “Does the mother think that he took her?”

      “If she did, she probably wouldn’t have hired me. She would just be involved with trying to contact him through one means or another. Maybe she would get on a plane and go out there herself.”

      “If she has the money for something like that.”

      “She seems to be fairly well off. If not, she could borrow. Take it out of her mortgage, get a loan from the bank, from her parents. Crowdfund. There are a lot of people who would be eager to help rescue a poor little girl from a misogynistic country.”

      “So she doesn’t think it was the father.”

      “The thought never even entered her mind until the police brought it up. He’d never shown any interest in even seeing Claire since she was born. Never asked for visitation. But he did ask for a picture of her.”

      “And did the mother give it to him?”

      Zachary had another sip of coffee. “Yeah. She gave it to him.”
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      Amir Osman might have gone underground a couple of years ago, but it had not been hard to find his parents’ names and address. Zachary knew a little about them from Heather’s background research on Amir. They had immigrated to the US from Saudi Arabia before Amir’s birth. They were comfortably well-off and lived in a nice neighborhood. They had a couple of daughters who were younger than Amir. They were Muslim, as was most of the population of Saudi Arabia, and appeared to be active in their mosque. There was not a very big Arab population in Vermont, so Zachary wasn’t sure why they had decided to settle there. Or what kind of prejudice they might face by being the only Middle Eastern faces in their neighborhood and schools. That being the case, they might be wary of a stranger showing up on their doorstep.

      But he had to assume that if they were targeted by hate groups, their attackers would want to remain anonymous and would only commit their vandalism under cover of darkness, and any threats would be sent through the mail or over the internet, not face-to-face on their front step.

      The house was bigger than Kenzie’s, an attractive bungalow surrounded by a large yard. Covered with snow now, but probably a rich green lawn in the summertime, landscaped with flowering trees, bushes, and pretty gardens. It was located in a nice neighborhood and reminded him a little of Lorne’s and Pat’s house, always well-maintained and flourishing under Pat’s green thumb.

      Zachary locked his car, armed the alarm, and double-checked them twice more before taking the sidewalk up to the house and ringing the doorbell. It was a few minutes before the door opened, and he faced a Middle Eastern woman of about sixty. He had been prepared for traditional dress, with robes and a headscarf and possibly a veil, but she was dressed like any other woman of her age in the neighborhood. Slacks and a pretty print blouse, makeup, jewelry, and sensible shoes. She raised her plucked eyebrows questioningly.

      “Mrs. Osman? I wonder if I can talk to you and your husband about a private matter. Is he at home?”

      He knew that her husband was retired, but didn’t know if he spent his days at home or had a consulting business, volunteer work, or a hobby like fishing that took him out of the home for significant amounts of time.

      “What private matter?” she asked. She still had an accent, pronounced even in those few words.

      “It has to do with your son, Amir.”

      She considered this for a moment, and then opened the door wider to admit him. “Come in.”

      Zachary entered. He didn’t see many cultural items in the living room he walked into. Furniture, bookcase, family pictures on the wall. Like any other living room in the neighborhood. There was an adjoining dining room with a large, heavy table, and a doorway beyond that led into the kitchen. It was clean and neat and smelled faintly of incense.

      He sat in the chair he was directed to. Mrs. Osman called for her husband. “Hassan? We have company.”

      Mr. Osman joined them. He wore a white collared shirt and pants with an elastic waist. Typical retirement dress. He didn’t wear the red headdress that Zachary often saw in pictures of Saudi men. His hair was neatly trimmed, and he was clean-shaven.

      Zachary stood back up to shake hands with him, and then they sat down, husband and wife exchanging glances.

      “My name is Zachary Goldman,” Zachary introduced himself. “I’m a private investigator. I’m looking into the disappearance of Amir’s daughter.”

      Mrs. Osman looked alarmed. “Maeve? What happened? We haven’t heard anything about this!”

      “No, not Maeve. Claire.”

      “Claire?” They looked at each other, both looking confused. “Who is Claire? You must have the wrong person.”

      “Claire is Amir’s daughter with Rose Bircher.”

      “Rose? I remember Rose from when they went to school. She was here once or twice. But Amir didn’t have a daughter with her.”

      “Actually, he did. I know she wasn’t part of his life, so it isn’t surprising that you didn’t know anything about her. But she is now missing, and… I’m surprised the authorities didn’t reach out to you. They are trying to reach Amir in Saudi Arabia.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would they want to reach him there? He obviously can’t have anything to do with a girl disappearing here in Vermont, no matter who she is.”

      “She disappeared the same day that he left for Saudi Arabia. Which is a little suspicious, you must admit.”

      Mrs. Osman shook her head. “Suspicious how? He couldn’t have had anything to do with her disappearance. He has his own family to look after.”

      “Maeve?” Zachary asked. She had to be Orna Temple’s daughter.

      “Yes, Maeve and Orna. He went to Saudi with them.”

      “Why?”

      Hassan Osman leaned forward in his seat. “What business is that of yours? We have no idea who you are, Mr. Goldman. Why would we give you any information? We don’t owe you any explanation.”

      “I can show you my identification if you like.”

      Hassan scoffed. “What good would that do? We still don’t know you from Adam, and identification can be forged. We’ve never seen you before. You aren’t a friend of Amir’s. You could be Orna’s ex-husband, for all we know. Why would we give you any information?”

      “What do you know about Orna’s ex?”

      Hassan looked Zachary over and glanced aside at his wife. “He doesn’t look like Orna described. He was… a bigger man.”

      She nodded, agreeing. “But he could send someone else in his place to ask questions and try to confuse things. This story of a missing girl doesn’t make any sense.”

      Zachary considered how to best approach it. “I’m sorry to just spring this on you. I can understand how confusing it must be. You knew Rose when she and Amir were going to school.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Rose became pregnant with Claire, but she and Amir didn’t stay together and he wasn’t part of Claire’s life. He didn’t pay child support or have visitation or anything like that. They saw each other occasionally at events, but not romantically. They never got back together or talked about being a family or sharing custody of Claire.”

      “How do you know she is Amir’s?”

      “I don’t have any proof. I’m just going by what Rose told me. And you know her, so you can judge from what you know of her whether she is telling the truth or not.”

      “She was always very straightforward,” Hassan admitted. “I don’t think she ever lied or tried to mislead us.”

      “If you want to, you can call her and check my story with her. She didn’t send me here specifically, but she hired me to investigate Claire’s disappearance.”

      “How could this little girl disappear? What happened to her?”

      “She was in a play place at the mall, and someone took her away from there. It was the same day that Amir went to Saudi Arabia. With a girl Claire’s age.”

      “Maeve. They took Maeve to Saudi,” Mrs. Osman insisted. “We don’t know anything about this Claire.”

      “She is five years old, with blond hair.”

      “Maeve is five. But she has dark hair. It is a coincidence. She isn’t even Amir’s biological child. He didn’t know Orna when he was going to school.”

      “Maeve is Orna’s daughter with her ex? What’s his name?”

      “Michael.”

      “Michael Temple? Or is that Orna’s maiden name?”

      “Michael Temple,” Hassan confirmed.

      A bigger man, they had said. To Zachary’s ears, it sounded more significant than just someone taller than he was, which was true of most men. Someone who used his bigger size and strength as a weapon.

      The police believed that Amir had left the country with Claire and gone to Saudi Arabia because they wouldn’t extradite him and return Claire to her mother. But what if he had gone to Saudi Arabia for another reason?

      “Was Michael abusive? Is that why they went to Saudi?”

      “They didn’t do anything wrong. Orna has custody of Maeve. She is allowed to take her wherever she likes,” Mrs. Osman insisted.

      “Her ex doesn’t have any rights? Visitation? Shared custody? Did Michael give her permission to take Maeve there?”

      He already knew the answer, of course. A controlling ex would not have permitted Orna to take his daughter around the world, where they would both be out of his reach.

      “I don’t know anything about the details,” she admitted. “But Maeve is her daughter. She has the right to take her wherever she wants to. And it has nothing to do with this other girl disappearing.”

      Zachary couldn’t reconcile it in his mind. Was it just a coincidence? It seemed highly unlikely that Amir would take his girlfriend’s daughter to Saudi Arabia the same day that his biological daughter was kidnapped. But sometimes, the inexplicable did happen.

      “Why don’t you tell me about Michael?” he suggested.

      More exchanged glances. These were private people who were not accustomed to sharing their daughter-in-law’s private troubles with a stranger. But they also didn’t want their son to be mixed up in the kidnapping of another little girl or for Zachary to believe that there had been something wrong or illegal with his taking Orna and Maeve to Saudi Arabia. If Zachary understood the circumstances, they were sure he would believe Amir had done the right thing.

      “He is a terrible person,” Mrs. Osman said eventually. “He hurt Orna. He even hurt Maeve. She had to get away from him. But it didn’t matter what she did, he kept coming back. Finding them, stalking them.”

      Zachary thought about what Heather had found, or had not been able to find. Withdrawal from social networks. A fake employer. Fake address. Orna’s lack of an internet presence or anything that would show up in an online search. Maybe Amir was not doing something illegal or questionable, but simply trying to avoid a stalker.

      “Did they go to the police?”

      “Over and over again. She had a restraining order against him. But that isn’t any protection. Even if the police catch him violating it, he goes to jail for a day or two and then he is back again. There aren’t any real consequences unless he kills her. And then they would still have to prove it. You see these guys in the news, on TV movies, how they kill their wives and hide her body, and no one can prove that they did anything. They walk around free for years afterward.”

      “What did he want from her? Did he want her back?”

      “I don’t think these people have any logical plan in mind,” Hassan said gravely. “They just follow an impulse, a compulsion. They can’t stop themselves. And it just keeps escalating and escalating until something terrible happens.”

      Zachary shifted uncomfortably. He knew what it was like to want someone so much. To be unable to resist the compulsions to check on her, to follow her, even just to drive by the house to see if the lights were on. It took a lot of work, medication, and therapy to break him out of that track. A person had to really want it and be willing to put a lot of work into overcoming such a strong compulsion.

      “Did he harm her?”

      “I told you he hurt both of them.”

      “Before she left. Yes. But what about afterward? When she was gone out of the house and he followed her. Stalked her. Did he hurt her then, too?”

      “I don’t know.” Both of them shook their heads. Mrs. Osman was the one who answered. “They did not tell us all the details. It was horrible, and they did not want to discuss it in front of Maeve. Can you imagine everything that little girl had been through? She was such a serious, solemn child. You knew just looking at her that she had seen things that no grown-up should have to see.”

      Zachary made a noise to encourage her to go on.

      “Orna didn’t like to talk about it and Amir didn’t want to disrespect her. I don’t know all of what happened. They didn’t really say much about it until they decided to go to Saudi. Then they came to talk to us, to find out how they could emigrate.”

      “So you helped them with the paperwork?”

      “No,” Hassan waved his hand back and forth to negate this. “We gave them the names of people to get in touch with. Contacts who could help them. That is all. They did all the paperwork and other arrangements on their own.”

      Because they had wanted to? Or because Mr. and Mrs. Osman had refused to help with the kidnapping of the little girl?

      “You didn’t see the passports?”

      Mrs. Osman blinked. “Why would we see the passports?”

      “I can’t see why you would. But I am curious.”

      “No. We didn’t see any of the work that they did. They handled that themselves. They just told us they had all the approvals they needed and would be going soon.”

      “This was planned for months,” Hassan told Zachary. “They didn’t just pick up and go on the spur of the moment because they had stolen someone else’s daughter! That does not make any sense.”

      Zachary couldn’t work it out, either. If it had all been a big show for Amir to get his daughter out of the country, then what had happened to Maeve? Was she being babysat by a friend until Orna could come back and retrieve her? And then what? How would she get Maeve to Saudi Arabia when, as far as the officials were concerned, she was already there? Or would they even check that? Was it possible to take both girls out of the country on the same passport without anyone questioning how she had gotten back to the US in between? And wouldn’t they know that the officials would put a flag on their passports after the kidnapping?

      Zachary scratched the back of his neck, thinking about it.

      “And Amir never said anything to you about Claire. Never told you that he might have had a child or that Rose had a baby.”

      “No. He never said anything,” Mrs. Osman insisted. “If he had, we would have wanted to see her. We would have told him that he had to take care of his own. Children are a gift from God. If he brought a child into the world, he should take care of her. Have a place in her life.” The woman grimaced and shook her head. “My heart is broken at the thought that Amir has another daughter and something has happened to her. It is unthinkable.”
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      Zachary sat in front of his computer, chewing on a pen, thinking about what he had learned from Amir’s parents. Of course they had told him that Amir was a good boy and not at fault for what he had chosen to do. He had expected them to say that he had nothing to do with any kidnapping. But he had not anticipated the information about Orna and Maeve being stalked and harassed by her ex, which explained many of the holes in their profiles of Amir and Orna. It explained why he had gone quiet a couple of years earlier and why they had chosen to emigrate to Saudi Arabia, something Zachary had never seen anyone do before.

      He wasn’t sure yet what it meant to his investigation.

      Had anything changed? Amir had a legitimate reason to be in Saudi Arabia and, as far as his parents knew, it had been Maeve he had taken with him. He had a reason to take her with him, but he didn’t have a reason to take Claire. Not unless he thought that Rose wasn’t taking good care of her.

      If he was so concerned about Maeve and about her being able to stay with her mother where she belonged, and he had never been involved in Claire’s life, then what reason would he have to take her away from Rose unless he thought she was being abused or neglected? He had a daughter. He didn’t need a second one to complete his family. He hadn’t thought her enough of a part of his family to introduce her to his parents or even tell them of her existence. The only things that pointed to him being the possible kidnapper were the timing of his departure and the fact that he was the girl’s biological father.

      Zachary tapped his pen on the desk. Was there any possibility that Rose was a negligent or abusive mother? The fact that she had hired Zachary to investigate her daughter’s disappearance did not negate the possibility. She could still be upset about the loss of her daughter and want to know who had done it and to get her back, even if she were abusive. Zachary had known plenty of abusive parents who seemed to love and be very attached to their children despite their propensity for violence. They would wail and weep over their children being apprehended, roar and rage over the injustice of it, swear that they would change and that it had only happened once.

      He would have to see if he could find out from someone whether she had ever been investigated by DCF. Maybe stop by to visit a few neighbors to see what they thought of her. Sometimes, neighbors saw or heard things, even if they didn’t feel confident enough about abuse to make a report.

      Zachary’s phone rang. He looked at the screen before answering it and was surprised to see Department of State splashed across the caller ID. A wrong number?

      “Goldman Investigations,” he greeted.

      “Is this Mr. Zachary Goldman?” a careful, refined voice inquired, diction precise.

      “Yes, this is Zachary.”

      Apparently not a wrong number.

      “I am told that you are making inquiries into the abduction of Claire Bircher.”

      Even more surprising. Since when did the Department of State know anything about his investigations? And even if they did, why would they be calling to inquire so politely, rather than having a low-level lackey call him up to tell him to stay out of the way and not get involved in their case?

      “Well, my client list and cases are confidential,” he said slowly. “But I would certainly be interested in how you heard that.”

      “Let us say we have a mutual friend.”

      Rose? Surely, she would have told Zachary if she’d had contact with someone at the Department of State who was willing to talk to him. He had the impression that she had been locked out of the investigation. No bureaucrat wanted to deal with a hysterical parent. Matters of state proceeded slowly. They could take years to be resolved, and parents thought that they should have their kids back in a few days. The cases that Zachary had read about—the real-life cases, not TV dramas—had all taken years to be resolved, with a lot of pushing from the parents and others who had an interest in the child.

      “And this mutual friend told you to call me?”

      “He suggested that it might be beneficial for us to speak.”

      He. Not Rose, then.

      “Well, I would be happy to discuss it… if our friend thinks that it would help me out.”

      He wasn’t interested if the Department of State representative just wanted to pump him for the details that his investigation had turned up. He was looking for someone who could give him some information on the international end of things.

      “We both want the same thing, don’t we?”

      “I don’t know yet. Are you interested in finding Claire?” Zachary asked bluntly.

      “Of course. It is a tragedy to see a child taken away from a loving parent. We are all for getting her back and reuniting her with her mother.”

      Zachary had too many questions to even know where to start.

      “We should get together, then. Do you want to meet somewhere?”

      “Well,” there was a muffled laugh from his caller. “Since I am in Washington and you are in Vermont, I’m not sure there will be a convenient place for both of us. How about a videoconference?”

      “Sure, I could do that. Or we can just do this over the phone if you like. I thought that you would want to meet in person.”

      “In the age of technology, we find it much more efficient to deal with phone and video hookups than to travel across the country or make other people come to us.”

      Zachary nodded. “Let me just get my thoughts in order… how sure are you that Amir Osman is the kidnapper?”

      “His sudden departure for Saudi Arabia is quite telling.”

      “But did you know that he took his girlfriend and her daughter there to escape a stalker?”

      There were several long seconds of silence from the Department of State.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Zachary told him.

      “Oh, that was rude of me. Of course. My name is Derek Schultz. With The Office of Children’s Issues, of course.”

      “Mr. Schultz. So you weren’t aware that Amir’s girlfriend has a restraining order against her ex, but that has not prevented him from stalking her, confronting her, and abusing her and the girl?”

      “That was not mentioned to us, no.”

      “You only looked into Amir?”

      “The police looked into him. The biological father is always the suspect in a case like this. They were estranged. He left the country suddenly, with a girl matching her description, fleeing to a non-Hague Convention country. So, yes… he looked suspicious. The police should have done the background work on other reasons that he might have had to leave the country.”

      “I talked to his parents today. Apparently, Amir and Orna have been working on the paperwork for this trip for months. They did want to get away from a parent. But from Michael Temple, not from Rose Bircher.”

      “That is an interesting development.”

      “So… what have you been able to do on your end? Have you been able to contact Amir?”

      “No. We don’t have a phone number or address for him. We have been doing what we can with the US Embassy in Saudi, but it is not an easy matter. Since they are not signatories to the Hague Convention, it is much more difficult to get a child back from Saudi Arabia than from many other countries, where there is a set authority and procedure in place. The Saudis are… less likely to help an American citizen whose child has been taken there. Especially by the father, who has more rights in that country than the mother.”

      “So you haven’t been able to talk to him? To get his side of the story or find out if he even has her?”

      “No. As I said…”

      “I hear you. These things take time. But we don’t know how much time this little girl has. If she was not taken by Amir, then she could still be here in Vermont or being trafficked to another state or country, and her life could be in imminent danger. It could be some violent psychopath.”

      Zachary gave an involuntary shudder. He was intentionally trying to use triggering words to prod the snail’s pace Department of State forward. But he hadn’t meant to trigger himself. His mind went back to his own dark place, held in a cabin away from civilization by a violent psychopath who had candidly told Zachary all the cruel and depraved things that he planned to do to Zachary both before and after he killed him. Zachary had been under the control of a drug cocktail that had kept him awake and alert, but unable to defend himself beyond a few grunts of protest, which had entertained his torturer.

      “Mr. Goldman.”

      Zachary cleared his throat, wishing the nightmares were as easy to clear away. “Zachary,” he corrected hoarsely.

      “Zachary. I thought we had lost the connection for a moment.”

      “Yeah, the phone was acting up. I couldn’t hear you either. I think… we really need to know whether Amir has Claire. If he only has Maeve, that’s a different matter. If he doesn’t have Claire, then someone else does.”

      “Of course he is going to say that it is Maeve.”

      “Yeah, you’ll need to get someone from the Embassy over there to see her face-to-face and confirm that it is the right girl. I don’t have a current picture of Maeve. The only one I have is a couple of years old, and children change a lot during that length of time.”

      “I will see if I can get something more recent. The photo on her passport…”

      “Might be her, and might be Claire. Amir asked for a picture of Claire. I don’t know… I worry that it might have been to falsify the passport. He might have wanted to muddy the waters even if he didn’t take Claire. To make it so that if Michael Temple tried to use facial recognition technology to track her, he would hit a dead end.”

      “We can get another photo of her,” Schultz agreed immediately. “There will be other sources. School photos, grandparents, classmates, social media.”

      “You won’t find anything on social media. I’m not sure of the other sources. They have been trying to live under the radar to avoid Michael Temple for a couple of years. Orna might not have allowed her to be photographed during that time, for fear that it would help Michael to find them.”

      “I see. Do you have a suggestion, then?”

      “Not a good one. Age progress the two-year-old photograph, but it will still only be a guess. Find out from the grandparents if she has any identifying features—moles, birthmarks, some other unusual physical characteristic.”

      There was a pause, and Zachary pictured Schultz writing these ideas down on a notepad.

      “Good. Would you send me the photograph you have?”

      “Sure.”

      He gave Zachary his email address.

      “And could you send me the picture from the passport?” Zachary suggested. “I can show it to Rose and see whether it is the picture that she gave Amir or whether it really is Maeve.”

      “Good idea,” Schultz agreed.

      “And you’ll pressure the Embassy to track Amir down? The police are not looking for Claire here because they think she is in Saudi Arabia. If she isn’t… there may be something they can do, other leads they can follow.”

      “Yes. I will follow up with our people there.”

      “Get back to me… and to the police.”
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