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The manor is now a keenly disturbing scene. Kathleen is gone. Patty is hysterical. The staff is seriously injured. Jesse is in critical condition. I can hear the sirens in the distance. Even though Patty desperately needs her partner, Sands can’t leave Peaty until she has answers. She’s torn between the panic-stricken cries coming from the nursery and finding out what happened.

“The best way to help Patty is to get the baby back,” Danny soothed. “Don’t worry, Sands. Do what you have to do. I’ll go upstairs to help Patty. James will stay here to help you.” Then, Danny went upstairs to offer consolation and support to her sister. In only a few moments, the sobs quieted some but didn’t stop. 

“What happened, Peaty?” Sands asked, trying to stay calm.

“The doorbell rang and I went to answer it,” Peaty began when she could finally speak. “There was a young woman with her head turned away from the peephole. She was alone, so I opened the door to see what she wanted. When I did, she turned to face me. She was wearing a doll mask... I think it was a Barbie doll. It surprised me. She immediately pushed a black box into my chest,” Peaty s choked out the story.

“Did you recognize her?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think she was familiar even without the mask,” Peaty sobbed.

“What happened next?” Sands asked.

“At first, I screamed, but then I couldn’t make a sound. The pain was so terrible that I couldn’t move either, but she didn’t stop. She held it there until I was on the floor. Before I passed out, someone else stepped over me. Judging by the shoes, it was a man.”

“A man?” Sands interrupted. “She wasn’t alone?”

“No, she wasn’t alone. I know it was a man that stepped over me. I made a lot of noise when she first attacked me. Amanda must’ve heard the commotion and come to check because there she lies nearby. Is Jesse all right? Oh God, where’s Kathleen? Did they take the baby? Is Kathleen gone? I’m so sorry. I’m so very sorry.” Peaty bawled into her hands.”
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“Oh God... Gone!” Sands repeated as she acknowledged the situation. “Kathleen is gone!”

“We’ll figure out what happened and get her back, Sands,” I promised.

“My knees are weak, James. I know I have to hold it together, but I can barely stand. I won’t be any good to anyone, especially Patty and Kathleen, if I can’t keep a clear head and a steady hand. But, my child is gone! Someone took her!” Sandra Ann Dawson said. She looked around the home where she’d grown up. “This is surreal, James. My parents’ warned about this very thing when I was only a child. Abductions. Kidnappings. Ransom demands. They told me that bad people do terrible things to those who have money... I didn’t listen. Nothing ever happened and I became lax and careless. I didn’t even bother to train the staff to be vigilant and wary. Now, this has happened. My baby is gone—this is my fault!”

“No, no, no. It’s not your fault, Sands. You can’t blame yourself for the actions of others. Someone took Kathleen. They did this. We need to figure out who did it and get her back,” I calmed her the best I could.

“This was a planned attack, James... she came prepared with a mask and a Taser. Whoever did this knew what she was doing,” Sands tried to work it out, but before she could the ambulance arrived. 

“A Taser can do a lot of damage to the elderly, Miss Dawson,” the EMT informed Sands as Jesse was loaded in the ambulance. “She’s still unconscious, but her vitals are strong. Regardless, the doctor will want to keep her overnight for observation. We’ll call when she’s released. Uh, Miss Dawson, was this a break-in? Do you want us to call the police?”

“No!” Sands quickly asserted. “We have everything under control.” As soon as the emergency crew left with Jesse, she turned back to question me. “How did you know this James? Did you get a phone call or ransom demand?”

“No,” I replied. “I had a gut-wrenching feeling and knew something was wrong. I can’t explain it, but the only thing that could cause that much pain is harm to my family. I instinctively knew it had to be here at the manor because all of you were there at the shop with me.”

“Thank God you listened to it. This tragedy occurred only a short while ago. Come with me,” Sands ordered,

She motioned for me to follow as she led the way to an office located at the foot of the stairway. Once there, she opened hidden cabinet doors. Sands rolled the security equipment forward where she could control the video feed. Then, she rewound it to the scene where Peaty answered the door. It was just as Peaty had described. A woman stood in front of the door with her face turned away and there was also a man flattened against the wall. He was invisible from the peephole. The cameras showed the courtyards, but nothing beyond and Sands heatedly complained that the view was useless.

We continued to watch... As soon as Peaty opened the door, the woman came inside. First, she applied the Taser to Peaty and then to Amanda. Next, she motioned for the accomplice to continue checking the downstairs area. We watched in horror as she stopped at the bassinet and picked up the sleeping baby. Danny and Patty joined us just in time to see the woman take Kathleen. 

“Oh my God! Oh my God! She took my baby,” Patty despairingly wailed when she witnessed Kathleen’s abduction.

“We’ll get her back, Patty,” Sands vowed. She paused the video feed to hug Patty, trying to console her. “We’ll do whatever it takes to get Kathleen back. You have my word.” 

The cold reality hit me - if we don’t find Kathleen, our family will never survive this.

“We know you will, Sands,” Danny articulated on behalf of her sister. “You and James will figure it out. I have faith in you. I’ll take Patty to the breakfast room and make coffee.”

Sands returned to the watch the security footage. Now, the man proceeded through the house and found Jesse in the kitchen. She was turned away from the door slicing vegetables on the cutting block. When he put the Taser in the middle of her back, she went down instantly and never knew what hit her. I cringed as her head very nearly hit the countertop. Next, the woman slipped out the front entrance with Kathleen in her arms. She waited there for the man to join her. Neither removed their masks. Finally, they left together and were soon out of view.

“Dammit!” Sands angrily railed. She was frustrated when the couple slipped out of sight. “Dammit, dammit! I can’t even see the driveway or what kind of car they were in! This equipment is outdated and useless!”

“Sands, I know who took Kathleen,” I calmly alleged. “She might hide her face, but look at the hairstyle and color. Look at her shape and size.” 

Sands rewound the footage and paused it with the woman in view. She carefully studied the woman on the monitor for some time. It was difficult to deny that the person responsible for kidnapping Kathleen had the same hair color and cut as Missy Jones, the nanny from the orphanage. 

“Why would she do such a thing?” Sands was now astonished. “Why would the orphanage nanny take Kathleen from the one place that made certain she was nourished and loved?”

I considered that it only made sense if Missy had plans for Kathleen.

“It has to be Missy on the video. She has some type of vested interest in the baby. When we know what that is, we’ll find her. If only we could make out the accomplice,” I replied.

“Who is it?” Danny asked when she came back inside the small office.

“It’s the nanny from the orphanage,” I stated with confidence.

“Do we call the police?” she worried.

“No,” Sands was quick to reply, “if it’s Missy, we’ll catch her ourselves, right James?”

“Missy has to know she can’t get away with it unless...,” my voice trailed off as the realization struck. Missy would only do this horrible deed if her plans were to disappear after the act was done. From the look on Sands’ face, she came to the same conclusion.

“Ransom money?” Danny asked.

“It’s too soon to tell, but somehow I think she has another agenda,” I replied.

“We have to find her, but where do we start?” Sands said. Her voice was filled with apprehension and worry. 

“Aren’t you going to call the police?” Danny asked again.

“No, darling,” I softly reassured. “We have a better chance of finding her on our own. I’m sure Sands wants to keep this quiet.” 

“The worst thing we can do is let other would-be kidnappers know we’re vulnerable,” Sands explained. “Besides, we can’t trust the Las Cruces Police Department. As evidenced by Justin Ferris and Nate Potter, it’s too corrupt.” 

Throughout the discussion, Amanda and Peaty sat with Patty. Although she remained silent, she rocked back and forth with arms wrapped around her stomach. It was an attempt to hold herself together. When Kathleen was taken, part of her was ripped away. Now, she tried to protect that empty space. Everyone was concerned for her, but the focus was rescuing the baby. If Kathleen was returned, the hole inside Patty would heal. The entire family did the only thing we knew to do—we moved forward in our efforts to find the baby and her abductors.
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“We need to pay the orphanage a visit, Sands,” I suggested. “We’ll find out more there. Someone has to know what Missy’s been up to recently. Maybe they know the accomplice too. Let’s go, Sands.”

She called Kathy Webber, the secretary, demanding that she meet us at the orphanage. Danny and Patty were to stay by the phone in case a ransom demand came. I kissed Danny lightly and then looked at her sister. Patty was white with shock and continued to rock back and forth. She made a hushed, barely audible keening sound indicating that she suffered unspeakable pain. 

From the looks of things, it was easy to surmise that Patty was too frail and fragile. I knew that if Kathleen was truly lost, she would never recover from this tragedy. None of us will.

“We have to stay strong, Patty. We have to keep believing that we’ll get her back,” Sands calmly, reassured her partner. It was an act, but she couldn’t break down. That would only cause Patty more pain. Next, Sands pulled Amanda aside, “Please, go to the hospital as soon as you’ve recovered. Check on Jesse.”

“I’m fine, Miss Sands; I can go now,” Amanda replied.

“Good; stay with her until she’s discharged and then bring her home.” Sands absent-mindedly patted Amanda on the arm.

When we arrived at the orphanage, she used a key and headed toward the office where the records were kept. I stayed close on her heels. By the time Kathy arrived, Sands had already pulled Missy’s personnel records and anything at all with Kathleen’s name on it. We questioned Kathy with such intensity that she became frightened; however, she quickly answered every question and volunteered additional information when needed. We discovered that both Missy Jones and a male instructor, Stephen Miller, had called in sick that day. 

“Were Missy and Stephen close?” I asked.

“Yes, they were dating for some time now,” Kathy nervously replied. “I’m sorry, Miss Dawson. I know it’s against regulations, but Missy was so lonely and they hit it off right away... he was lonely too. We turned a blind eye to their romance because they were so happy after finding each other.”

“Pull his personnel file, quickly,” I instructed. I thumbed through the paperwork while Sands continued to question Kathy.

“Which one of the prospective adoptive parents was most interested in Kathleen?” she asked. Kathy quickly provided the top three names. “Was Missy in contact with anyone in particular?”

“Yes, Miss Dawson. She kept in touch with a couple from Florida, Mr. and Mrs. Buckingham. The man, Mr. Buckingham, called Missy every day. He wouldn’t talk to anyone else,” Kathy replied. “The Buckingham’s are from Miami... having been on the list for several years, they desperately wanted a baby. Missy complained that you were holding up the adoption... she was very upset about it.” 

“You were sent a certified letter stating that all matters concerning Kathleen were handled by her court-appointed guardian ad litem, Stanley Smith. Didn’t you understand that to deal with prospective adoptive parents without his supervision was a waste of time and illegal?” Sands accused.

“No,” Kathy protested, leaning away from the fury of her employer. “We didn’t get any such letter... At least, I didn’t.”

“Give me Buckingham’s file,” Sands demanded. The receptionist complied. 

When Sands and I had all the files, we went into a back office to look over the paperwork. The certified letter from Stanley was inside Buckingham’s folder. It proved that Missy knew she couldn’t allow Kathleen’s adoption, but she’d proceeded anyway. A more complete picture formed as we read the files. When Missy and Stephen had filled out their applications and other employment forms, neither had any intention of kidnapping a baby and fleeing with their soulmate. They’d given accurate information about everything, including nearest relatives.

“He’s from New Orleans, Sands. That’s about halfway from here to Miami. Maybe, they’re meeting Buckingham there. Think they plan to hand over the baby for a large fee and then disappear in The Big Easy?” I mused as I tried to figure out their plan.

“Sounds like it, James. She’s from Lake Charles, which is very near New Orleans.” Sands was thoughtful as she tapped the folder with an index finger.

“It’s safe to assume they’re headed in that direction. We have to find out which car they took, his or hers, and try to find it.”

“Yes, I get that. If we know what they’re driving, we’ll hire a helicopter to fly over Interstate 10 East and look for it. Hell, we’ll hire an entire fleet of helicopters if we have to.” Sands anxiously wrung her hands. I reached out to console her, but she continued to blame herself. “I should’ve known Missy was up to something... she called asking when Kathleen would return to the orphanage. That should’ve warned me.”

“There’s no way you could’ve known this. Stop blaming yourself and hold Missy accountable. She’s responsible, not you.”

“No, James. It’s my fault. If I’d told the orphanage that I have custody of Kathleen, Missy would’ve known she couldn’t finalize an adoption without my approval. She would’ve known this was pointless,” Sands gasped as she tried to hold back the panic and tears. I patted her hands and then her shoulder.

“You had no way of knowing any of this, Sands.” I opened Buckingham’s folder and pulled out Stanley’s letter, “But Missy knew... she knew it was pointless and she did it anyway. Look, you have to keep it together for Patty’s benefit. We’ll find Kathleen, and we’ll return her to the manor where she’s well-loved, but you have to keep the faith. That’s what’ll get you through this, and that’s what I need from you. I need you focused and totally with me. Can I count on you, Sands?”

“I trust you, James, but I don’t know how this can end well. I don’t want the police involved... we can’t take the chance of a high-speed chase where Kathleen might get injured. Oh God, I don’t know what to do!” Sands, overwhelmed with the helplessness of the situation, cried out, “Fuck me! What am I supposed to do? My parents warned about this happening, but they never told me what to do if it happened.”

“I get it. You’re stressed to the limit, but you have to pull it together,” I sternly warned as I placed both hands firmly on her shoulders. “I need you focused the same way you were when you built the dojo and got the manor ready.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Sands apologized as tears streamed down her face. “That outburst isn’t like me at all.”

“You needed the release. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Sometimes strong, vulgar language is as good as tears. Nevertheless, think about this... If you don’t want the police involved, I don’t think you really want helicopters chasing them down the interstate either. There’s always a chance of injury there too.”

“Then, what the hell am I supposed to do? I’m unprepared for this,” she lamented.

The window’s pane revealed everything I needed to know about the situation and the solution. Missy had done this for payment, but not ransom money. She was desperate for cash even before she took Kathleen. She’d had plenty of time to plan the abduction too. Buckingham paid the nanny a hundred thousand dollar deposit for the promise to deliver the baby, and she’d already spent every penny on her mother, Melissa Jones. Melissa was very sick and needed surgery. To rescue Kathleen safely, we had to get to Lake Charles Memorial Hospital... but that was as far as I got before I was interrupted.

“What am I supposed to do, James?” Sands asked again as she pulled my attention away from the vision.

“Why don’t we just call them and offer double whatever Buckingham paid?” I asked. Sands was dumbfounded for several moments, and I remained silent to allow the simple solution to settle in.

“Occam’s razor again?” she muttered as the tears finally stopped streaming down her cheeks. 

“Look, we have their phone numbers, vehicle information, and home addresses. Everything we need is right here in the files. We’ll check both places. The car that’s missing is the one they’ve taken.” I carefully studied her to make sure she was on the same page. She nodded thoughtfully, so I continued, “The more we know, the bigger the ambush—it’ll scare the hell out of them. They won’t keep at this crazy undertaking when we hit them with everything we have. You’ll help her understand that she’s made a bad choice. You’ll reassure her... if she does the right thing, there’s a way out of this.”

“Where do we start?” Sands asked.

“I have a few more questions for Kathy, and then we figure out which car they’re in. I’ll go to Stephen’s apartment and you’ll go to Missy’s. Take all the files with you. If you have to call Buckingham to put a stop to this, then we plan on that option also. He needs to know that he can’t adopt Kathleen even if she’s delivered to him.” I continued to study Sands. She was holding on by a thread but somehow managed to keep it together.

“Yes,” she finally replied with determination and resolve, “he needs to know that what he’s doing is pointless and illegal.” I breathed easier after that response. The plan had given her hope.

“Was there any recent bizarre or unsettling news in Missy’s life?” I asked the receptionist.

“Yes, now that you ask... Missy’s mother is very sick. She still lives in Lake Charles. She needs surgery, but her insurance won’t pay for it. Missy was frantic because her mother could die without the operation,” Kathy tensely replied.

“Now, we have a motive. Thank you, Kathy.” I returned my attention to Sands, “Let’s get going,” I encouraged as I placed a hand under Sands’ elbow to steer her towards the door. 

When we left the orphanage, Sands headed to Missy’s apartment while I went to Stephen Miller’s complex. I entered the address in the GPS navigation system and followed the directions. Stephen drove a late model white Jeep Cherokee. When I got there, I found the apartment number and searched the numbered parking spaces for the vehicle. The Jeep wasn’t in the assigned space, but I drove the entire complex making sure it wasn’t parked somewhere else. Next, I called Sands to give an update. She’d just found Missy’s apartment with the Honda parked in front of it. From there, we headed back to the manor.

I already knew everything we’d discovered, but I had to lead the others to it. Unwilling to share what was shown in the window’s pane; I had to nudge the others in the correct direction. That’s what I set out to do.
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We gave Danny and Patty updates about Missy Jones and Stephen Miller. Danny thumbed through the files as she listened and became hopeful. However, Patty didn’t improve even after hearing the news. 

It was evident to me that Patty couldn’t didn’t see any light at the end of the tunnel. She only saw darkness.

“Wait, you two,” Danny interrupted. “I know how important this is... I know you’ve made a lot of progress, but I think we have to take a break from this long enough to get Patty to the emergency room. I’m very worried about her, Sands... she’s a complete wreck. She’s thrown-up twice. She needs medical attention or, at the very least, a sedative.” 

“No!” Patty screamed. “I won’t leave. I won’t! I’ll wait until Kathleen is home.”

“Then, let me give you something that will help, Patty,” I said. I evaluated Danny to see how she was holding up under the stress. She was steadfast, even though she was terribly upset. I hugged her close before going to our bedroom to retrieve the bottle of salt tablets. Salt is a natural sedative. 

“Let this melt on your tongue,” I instructed as I gave Patty one of the tablets. She automatically did as she was told and in only a few minutes was calmer. 

“Jesse and Amanda are on their way home,” Peaty announced. “Jesse refused to stay overnight once she’d recovered from the shock about Kathleen. They should be here soon.” 

My mental clock warned that it had been five hours since Kathleen was taken. 

No one had eaten, and Danny was getting weak and nauseous. I asked Peaty to find something for her to eat. Peaty brought out sandwich fixings and made several sliced Italian bread concoctions that were stuffed with cheese and meat for Danny and anyone else who wanted one. I took half a sandwich and returned to where Sands nervously flipped through the files. I ate the sandwich in three bites.

“Hey,” I said to get her attention. “It’s time to call Missy. They’ve been on the road for over five hours, and before they get any further, they need to know the errand is pointless.”

Sands nodded, but she didn’t offer to make the call. In all reality, she was too distraught to do it. Patty wasn’t in any shape to make a call of that magnitude either. Everyone looked to me, including Danny. I realized that I’d have to do it. I was the only one who still had a cool head and felt confident we’d get Kathleen home where she belonged. 

“She might answer the phone automatically since it’s a work number,” Sands said as she handed over her cell phone. 

It was a long shot. Nevertheless, I took the phone, put it on speaker, and placed the call. It rang six times and went to voicemail. I redialed and continued to redial the number determined to get through to the young nanny. On the fifth attempt, Missy finally answered.

“Hello?” 

We held our breaths. We could hear Kathleen screaming in the background and for her to wail so loudly was unusual and heartbreaking, to say the least. She was normally a quiet, happy baby who gurgled and cooed. She noisily protested the abrupt change in her circumstances. Patty put a hand over her mouth and fled to the kitchen where she threw-up in the sink. Then, she collapsed on the floor in tears. Peaty tried to comfort her, but it was no use. Hearing Kathleen in so much agony was simply too much for Patty. That’s where Jesse found her when she returned home. 

In the meantime, we had to continue without her. I couldn’t press ‘pause’ on the conversation as Sands had done with the video footage. Sands and Danny encouraged me to keep going with hand gestures.

“Hello?” Missy repeated.

“Missy, this is James Lewis. We met at the orphanage when Kathleen was only a week old. Thanks for answering the phone. Listen, we know that you and Stephen Miller kidnapped Kathleen this afternoon from your employer’s private residence. We also know that you’re in Stephen’s Jeep Cherokee right now headed towards Louisiana to meet Mr. Buckingham. We have both of you on security cameras assaulting three employees and taking Kathleen from her bassinet,” I advised.

I paused briefly to let that sink in with the kidnappers. I felt a strange connection to them and it was disorientating. It was as if I was in the car with Stephen, Missy, and Kathleen while still at the manor with the family. My instincts were so finely attuned to the situation that I ‘saw’ everything as it happened during the conversation. Missy remained eerily quiet and Kathleen continued to scream in the background, expressing dire unhappiness. When I had told her everything we already knew, Missy’s face paled. Stephen, also scared, wanted to know what was wrong.

“They know,” Missy hoarsely whispered to her accomplice, but it was doubtful he could hear over Kathleen’s terrible cries. 

“You have two options,” I unhurriedly continued. “You and Stephen can stay on this foolish path or the two of you can return Kathleen. I think it’s only prudent that you hear everything else I have to say before you decide. Will you hear me out?” I paused again waiting for her to acknowledge what I’d said.

“What’s going on? Who is it?” Stephen questioned again.

“They know,” Missy hissed. “They know we took her.”

“Hang up!” Stephen urged, but Missy hesitated.

“Missy, if you hang up, you won’t find a way out of this. If you hang up, you’ll force Miss Dawson to call the FBI and State Police. You’ll back yourself and Stephen into a corner with no way out except prison,” I assured. “You’ll be arrested and miss your mother’s surgery. Are you going to hang up, Missy?” 

“No, I’m listening,” she whispered. Kathleen began to snuffle and hiccup in the background and, after she’d caught her breath, the deafening wails began again.

“What you don’t realize is that Miss Dawson was given full custody of Kathleen,” I continued. “The orphanage no longer has the authority to proceed with an adoption. You no longer have the authority to proceed. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Missy choked back a sob.

“The errand you’re on will only cause trouble for everyone, including Mr. Buckingham. He doesn’t have this information either, but we’re about to let him know. We have his file, too, and it contains all his information. It’s a foolish errand, Missy, but it’s also dangerous. We really don’t want to get the FBI or police involved. They might take your flight as an opportunity to use deadly force to stop you. We don’t want any harm to come to Kathleen or you and Stephen. This could get seriously out of hand very quickly,” I used a gentle voice while giving Missy the harshest of news. 

“I don’t know what to do,” Missy cried out.

“Yes, you do. There’s a way back from this if you’ll do the right thing. You know that, don’t you Missy?” She didn’t have a response. “Missy, we know you did this to help your mother. We understand the motive, but you can still turn this around and make things right. We only want Kathleen returned unharmed.” She remained quiet for a while as she absorbed everything I had said.
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