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        The Missing Slipper

        Book #1

        Amber McNeil Mystery series

      

      

      Amber McNeil has a psychic gift, and a secret...

      

      When Amber McNeil accepts a job as psychic consultant in the new cold case unit of the Montreal Police Service, she is immediately drawn to the Cinderella case. The similarities between a five-year-old girl’s abduction and her own experience twenty years ago unnerves her.

      Amber’s parents were killed while preventing her abduction, and she’ll never stop blaming herself for their deaths. As she secretly investigates their murders along with the Cinderella case, she notices eerie parallels with a fairy-tale inference. Is it her imagination, or are the cases connected?

      Survivor’s guilt, coupled with empathic sensitivities, overwhelm Amber as she delves further into both cold cases. The amethyst crystal tucked in her pocket calms her, though she wishes she didn’t have to rely on it.

      But her greatest challenge yet is her partner. The handsome detective sergeant has no idea of her traumatic past. As a criminal profiler, he also views Amber’s special ability as a non-starter when it comes to digging up solid evidence.

      Ultimately, Amber must decide if she will risk her life to snag the killer and prove her value. To accomplish that, she needs her partner’s help. How can she persuade him to trust her insights when only she can perceive them?

      

      Reviews:

      — “A thrilling and unique story. Nikolai is a master at bringing amateur sleuths into heart-pounding, dangerous situations.”

      — “A dark twist on everyone’s fairy tales!”

      — “The Missing Slipper blends crime, the paranormal, and emotional trauma into a compelling cold-case mystery.”
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      The Cinderella cold case, as police investigators had dubbed it, lay within the stack of files assigned to me. Logic couldn’t begin to explain why I'd chosen this one instead of any other. My choice was based on a gut feeling. These cases about missing people were like living, breathing things to me, and the Cinderella file screamed out for my help.

      My gift as an empath was the main reason that Ted Tremblay, chief inspector of the Montreal Police Service, had encouraged me to accept the job as consultant in the newly established cold case unit. Better known to me as Uncle Ted, he was counting on my psychic abilities to help solve some of the hundreds of cases that spanned decades.

      “Amber, it’s time you use your God-given talents,” Uncle Ted had said to me when he and Aunt Elaine invited me over for dinner last weekend. “The investigative unit needs a fresh pair of eyes to ensure that justice is served, and you’re the perfect candidate. All you have to do is carefully consider the evidence in each file. I’m sure you’ll make me proud.”

      Talk about pressure to perform.

      Sure, the consultant position was a chance to replace my part-time jobs with a full-time one, but I didn’t feel as confident about my abilities as Uncle Ted sounded. After almost twenty-five years of living with my gift, I learned that being an empath had its pros and cons. Anyone might think that sensing the energy of a person, place, or object was cool. It wasn’t. Working all day in a busy store or office where many people circulated was out of the question. Tapping into someone else’s unstable emotions threw mine out of whack and triggered a panic attack. Instead, I chose online jobs, like proofreading web content and grading student tests.

      Solving cold cases using my gift was completely new to me. Getting psychic impressions from the evidence in case files and interpreting them properly was serious business. The police reports were all about crimes, victims, and suspects. Accurate though gruesome stuff. What if it became too much for me to bear emotionally? What if I couldn’t live up to my uncle’s expectations? The last thing I wanted was to disappoint him. In the end, though, his confidence in me was so strong that I accepted the job.

      Detective Lieutenant Albert Payton, my boss in the Montreal Police North Division, had welcomed me to the station earlier on this rainy June morning. His short, grizzled beard and hair stood out against his police uniform, his appearance suggesting nothing less than seasoned authority. As we walked through the open office area, I noticed that most of the staff were dressed in casual wear. I had opted for a conventional look for my first day on the job: a white shirt and dark blue jacket, my hair pulled back in a ponytail. I felt immediately out of place.

      The lieutenant escorted me across the floor and along a pathway barely wide enough to walk through. Filing cabinets topped with stacks of dusty files formed a wall on either side of us. “All the city’s cold case files are stored here,” he said, gesturing broadly.

      The air smelled of dust, mildew, and defeat. An immense sadness swept over me, even though the sole remaining traces of the victims were typewritten files. The pathway opened up to a makeshift office. A large whiteboard was mounted on the only visible wall at the back.

      “This is where you’ll be working,” the lieutenant said. “You’ll be sharing the space with one of our officers.” He indicated two desks facing each other, then motioned to the man sitting behind one of them to come join us.

      My pulse raced.

      Tall with dark eyes and a five-o’clock shadow, the thirtyish detective in a smart suit and tie could have easily posed for the cover of a men’s magazine. I caught myself staring at him as he approached us, his toned physique evoking an image of a sleek panther, the scent of his cologne suggesting the fresh outdoors. My cheeks grew warm, and I abruptly swung my gaze to the filing cabinets.

      The lieutenant introduced me. “This is Amber McNeil, the unit’s new member. Amber has a Bachelor of Arts degree and a good eye for detail.”

      The detective nodded, as if he were waiting for more, but the lieutenant moved on and introduced him to me.

      That I had to work out of a cramped storage space was an unforeseen drawback. That I had to share it with Detective Sergeant Ryan Baxter, my so-called partner on the cold case files, was another. Uncle Ted hadn’t mentioned either.

      The lieutenant’s face beamed with pride when he shifted the conversation to Ryan’s investigative experience in homicides and his studies in forensic psychology. “Ryan is heading up the new criminal profiling department that I plan to expand within the unit. Budget permitting, of course.”

      A criminal profiler?

      Discouragement washed over me. My experience was so inadequate compared with Ryan’s. How could I possibly measure up to his specialized background?

      “Nice to meet you, Sergeant,” I said.

      Ryan managed a polite smile, then turned to the lieutenant. “I wasn’t expecting to share an office with my admin assistant.”

      He didn’t fool me. I immediately sensed his resentment about working with someone as unqualified as me. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if I could defend my position. While I detested the admin assistant reference, I was unqualified.

      The lieutenant cleared his throat. “The posting recently opened up. Amber is a psychic consultant who came highly recommended because of her unique...um...observation skills. What’s important is that you both work on solving some of the eight hundred cold cases stored here.”

      “Eight hundred cases?” My stomach knotted.

      Ryan added, “We’re talking decades’ worth of cases. With all due respect, Lieutenant, I’ll need someone other than a psychic to make a dent in those cases.”

      The lieutenant shook his head. “We won’t get additional resources until you show progress. If you’re successful, we can ask for extra funds to add offices and staff to the unit. No results, no cold case unit.”

      Ryan’s cheeks flushed, but he nodded in acknowledgment.

      It suddenly hit me that the lieutenant had said I was “highly recommended” yet hadn’t referred to me as the chief inspector’s niece. Had Uncle Ted arranged for me to get the job without mentioning our relationship? If so, I intended to keep it that way. No one needed to know I was his niece. Especially not Ryan, who would resent me even more.

      The two men chatted briefly about a homicide case they had worked on months ago, then Ryan excused himself. He had to meet with someone in his former unit “to wrap up loose ends.”

      The lieutenant led me back into the quiet buzz of the outer office. He introduced me to a handful of employees, including an information officer and a computer technician, remarking again that Ryan and I had limited staff to assist us due to budget restrictions. When the tour ended, he said, “You’ll have to excuse me, Amber. I’ve got an important meeting this morning.” He retreated to his office behind closed doors.

      Back in my quasi office, I examined the evidence board on the wall. It mapped out child abductions that had occurred in the northern part of the city. The names of six victims were scrawled above the map, an arrow from each one pointing to a different area of the city. The date beside each victim signified that these police investigations had come to a sudden stop two decades ago.

      Ready to dig into my first case, I looked at the dusty bankers boxes stacked next to my desk. The typewritten label affixed to each one marked the case name and number. A larger sticker in an almost illegible scrawl on one of them caught my attention. It read “Cinderella.” Intrigued, I lifted the box and set it on my desk.

      I removed the lid, retrieved the evidence file, and read the first investigative report. The victim’s name was Vicky Johnson. She was five years old when she was kidnapped from her home one night. As I studied the photo of the little girl with long dark curls and a toothy smile, a pang shot through my heart. Who would harm such an innocent child? I checked her birth date. If Vicky had survived the abduction and was still alive, she’d be twenty-five years old today. About my age.

      The report stated that Eric and Christine Johnson lived in a middle-class suburban neighborhood. Vicky was the couple’s only child. Eric worked for an insurance company, and Christine was a nurse. They didn’t hear a thing the night their daughter vanished. Their angst about her safety was intensified by the fact that Vicky was asthmatic.

      Next was a Polaroid photo taken by forensics, its white borders yellowed with age. The crime scene evidence revealed a pink slipper trimmed with white faux fur and dotted with tiny crystals. The kidnapper had dropped it on the Johnsons’ front lawn when he escaped with his precious cargo through the second-floor bedroom window.

      Now I understood why investigators had tagged this case by the well-known fairy tale.

      I read on. Forensics had examined Vicky’s bedroom and the pink slipper for fingerprints. Tests revealed no match in Canada’s AFIS—Automated Fingerprint Identification System—operated by the RCMP. Police investigators assumed that the abductor had worn gloves.

      Forensics found no obvious blood spatter or trace of evidence in Vicky’s bedroom other than bits of earth on the floor. Although not officially stated, it was implied that Vicky’s parents and the first law enforcement officers to enter the home had contaminated the crime scene by walking through it. Any evidence samples that had been collected were considered unreliable.

      I flipped to the next report. An Amber alert was sent nationwide, and law enforcement teams organized searches, but no concrete leads surfaced. Police interviewed several suspects, but again, nothing. Since Vicky’s parents received no demand for a ransom, investigators determined that money wasn’t the motive behind their daughter’s abduction.

      The years passed and Vicky was never found. With ongoing budget cuts and recent criminal cases piling up, investigators abandoned her file.

      Until now.

      I dug into the evidence box and picked up a bag that contained a white plush bunny with floppy pink ears. It was soiled, had a button eye missing, and had yellowed with age. Why this toy had found its way into the box wasn’t documented.

      As I held the bunny, I sensed a warm and comforting space, yet I couldn’t explain the context. The passage of time helped to clarify the meaning behind my feelings, so I’d learned to be patient. An explanation usually arrived hours or even days later.

      I returned the bunny to the box, then reached for another evidence bag. It held Vicky’s pink slipper. I braced myself for what would come next.

      While I held the bag, a handful of sand slipped through my fingers. I placed the bag on my desk and stood up, prepared to clean the mess. But there was no sand. Anywhere.

      I picked up the bag. A closer inspection of the slipper revealed grains of sand lodged within the crevices of the sole.

      Without warning, terror shot through me, the same terror Vicky must have felt when a creepy stranger swooped her out of her warm bed that night and away from her loving parents. Although I couldn’t see the abductor’s face, the sense of dread that came through was astounding. He was strong and evil and very much alive. His obsession with Vicky was overwhelming, but it didn’t stop there. His fixation extended to other victims.

      I gasped.

      My heart thumped wildly.

      Black spots distorted my vision.

      I dropped the slipper on my desk, then tried to catch my breath. I couldn’t.

      My panic grew. What if Ryan suddenly returned and found me like this? He’d think I was crazy and definitely not cut out to be part of an investigative team. He might even refuse to work with me.

      My powerful gift as an empath came with equally powerful emotions, something no doubt frowned upon in police investigations, where hard facts matter, and feelings can cloud judgment. I had to at least act the part and play by the rules if I was going to last in this place.

      I reached into my jacket pocket, my fingers desperately clasping the amethyst crystal. Relief enveloped me as I removed it from my pocket. Like other semiprecious stones I owned, it was a gift from Aunt Elaine. She’d assured me that the jagged cluster would provide positive energy to calm me whenever I felt threatened by overpowering emotions. Since my aunt came from a lineage of empaths like me, I trusted her advice.

      “Remember,” my aunt had said. “The more you believe in your gift, the stronger it will become. You’ll sense the feelings and emotions of others, but as a maturing clairsentient, you’ll learn to manage them and use your psychic perceptions as knowledge. One day, you might not need to rely on the crystal for calm.”

      I held the cluster up to the light and twirled it slightly. The sharp fragments reflected miniature beams of light that glittered with each movement. After my breathing returned to normal, I put the crystal back in my pocket.

      I placed the slipper in the evidence box and moved on to the last item: a video CD. It contained an old surveillance clip from a CCTV, or closed-circuit television system, that captured images from public places. I popped it into the CD player on a nearby cabinet where outdated equipment was stored for reviewing cold case evidence.

      Oh, no. The film was fuzzy. Techniques to enhance old film were available, but picking a random consultant out of the phone book wasn’t the established police protocol. I’d have to go through the proper channels to find out who to contact, which meant I’d have to ask Ryan.

      Doubts surfaced again. It was my first day on the job, and I already needed his help. While I was eager to prove my worth, his input mattered to me. After all, he was the expert here.

      What if he thought I didn’t merit the job? He’d already mistaken me for his admin assistant.

      What if he didn’t take my role seriously and dismissed my reactions to the evidence?

      What if working here turned out to be a huge mistake?

      No, I had to stop imagining the worst. I shouldn’t care what Ryan thought. Uncle Ted’s confidence in me was the only thing that mattered.

      Above all, my uncle had opened a special door that would otherwise have been closed to me forever: I had access to the file that held information about my parents the night they were murdered twenty years ago. They’d sacrificed their lives to prevent an intruder from kidnapping me.

      After a quick search, I located the file labeled McNeil, Robert and Heather in a stuffed cabinet drawer. I pulled it out, releasing the smell of old files that had remained unopened for too long. Based on my personal connection, my uncle would have advised me against reviewing my parents’ file, but I couldn’t stop myself. If there was one cold case I was determined to solve, it was this one.

      I took a deep breath and prepared myself for what was to come.

      I opened the file.

      On the very top of the papers were crime scene photos of my deceased parents, pools of blood around their bodies. I felt sick to my stomach and turned the photos over. I didn’t want to remember them that way. I quickly moved on.

      I picked up a photo of my parents, Aunt Elaine, and me in happier times, taken when I was five years old. My light brown hair, which I dyed to a darker shade these days, was tied in a ponytail. A jeweled paper tiara sat on my head. Aunt Elaine and my parents wore cheery smiles as they stood over me and my glowing birthday cake. Uncle Ted had probably taken the photo. A pair of blue butterfly barrettes peeked out from under the tiara, accentuating my blue eyes. I often wondered what had happened to those hair clips.

      An investigative report described how loud gunshots at two in the morning had awakened a neighbor who called the police. Although our silent alarm system had been triggered, the killer had escaped. Investigators gathered no leads after interviewing relatives, neighbors, and my parents’ work associates. Fingerprints found at the scene didn’t match any belonging to criminals in the national RCMP database.

      The file also contained the photo of a bowl of apples on the kitchen island counter, a blood-red apple impaled by a knife blade, the wooden handle standing upright. That knife, part of my parents’ butcher-block set, was the last thing I saw after a police officer wrapped me in a blanket and carried me out of the house.

      I dwelled on the bowl of red apples. Strangely enough, it raised images from another familiar fairy tale: “Snow White.” Was it a coincidence? Or was there another reason these tales kept surfacing in my mind?

      As my adoptive parents, Aunt Elaine and Uncle Ted had supplied me with ample reading material in multiple genres throughout the years, starting with a childhood collection of fairy-tale books to rival any other. The pages had suffered the wear and tear of bedtime reading, but it didn’t matter. I could recite the stories by heart.

      Now I was faced with evidence in two cold cases linked to fairy tales in a twisted and baffling manner. Was the fairy-tale element in both cases actually there, or was it my imagination?

      That the Johnson family had lived in the same suburban community as my family was another peculiar similarity. I was an only child, as was Vicky. Was I trying to connect the dots between Vicky’s successful abduction and my failed one?

      There was one important difference: My parents were murdered.

      I swallowed hard as tears welled in my eyes. My parents had been the center of my universe, and I hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye to them. They didn’t see me grow up, and I didn’t see them grow old.

      “You okay, Amber?”

      I shut the folder and looked up, straight into Ryan’s intense brown eyes. His tall, muscular frame loomed over me.

      At a loss for words, I blinked back the tears. If he hadn’t already considered me as totally inadequate and unfit for the job, he surely did now.
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      I rose to my feet. “What can I do for you, Sergeant?”

      “It’s just us, Amber. You can call me Ryan.” He glanced at the bankers box on my desk. “I see you’re working on the Cinderella case. Want to discuss it?”

      “Sure.” Unnerved, I sat back down. Had he come to terms with me and my gift, or had the lieutenant told him that my presence was nonnegotiable?

      While he unbuttoned his jacket and pulled up a chair across from me, I swiftly slid my parents’ file under the lid from the Cinderella bankers box I’d removed earlier.

      “Why did you choose to review the Vicky Johnson case?” He dug the file out of the box.

      “I was curious about the Cinderella label.”

      “A former investigator heard the media use it and thought the tag fit.” He leafed through the reports. “It was a botched investigation from the start. Like those other cases I mapped out on the crazy wall.” He gestured toward the evidence board.

      “Oh. You put up those details? That was helpful.”

      “Not really.” Ryan closed the file and returned it to the box. “It’s my job to try to find common ground among cold cases that occurred within the same geographical area. The predators usually live within or close to the same zone as their victims. They tend to kill in the places they’re most familiar with.”

      I shuddered involuntarily. “In the Cinderella case, he probably used a vehicle to transport Vicky and make a quick escape. What if he doesn’t live in the same area?”

      “It’s possible. Some perps got wise to our profiling methods and stalked victims outside their familiar zones. Even so, it’s rare that they operate beyond their comfort zone.”

      I moved on. “There’s one piece of evidence that needs our attention.”

      “Which one?”

      I held up the CD. “This one. The CCTV film is hazy. It needs to be enhanced.”

      Ryan shrugged. “Can’t do it. It would take extra funds. The lieutenant wants to keep costs low.”

      “We could ask for an estimate and⁠—”

      “Not a good idea. What else have you got?”

      His rapid reply was enough to give me whiplash, but I stayed on track. “There were grains of sand under Vicky’s slipper. They might be connected to a sandbox.”

      “Like in a playground?”

      “I doubt her parents would have taken their daughter to a playground in slippers. They might have had a sandbox in their backyard.”

      Ryan nodded. “Anything else?”

      This was the moment I dreaded. I tried to sound upbeat. “When I touched the evidence, I got a few impressions.”

      “Impressions,” he echoed, his tone lacking credibility. “You mean you had a vision?”

      “Not exactly. It’s a perception, like an image or thought that pops into my mind. An insight about a situation. It’s hard to put into words.” I shared what I’d experienced from handling the objects in the evidence box.

      “That’s not much to go on. Fantasy has its limits. Then you cross the line.”

      “Fantasy? You think I’m making this stuff up?”

      He sat back and folded his arms. “Solving a case without a body as evidence is the hardest thing to do. That’s why it’s vital we use proper police procedures and provide solid evidence in court to back up our findings.”

      I didn’t have to be psychic to grasp that he didn’t approve of my technique. His body language confirmed it. At least he didn’t dismiss my insights completely. In my defense, I said, “I appreciate the advantage of having solid evidence, but I’m here to offer information about evidence that the police don’t have.”

      Ryan’s eyes flickered with surprise. “So that’s what the lieutenant meant when he said you had a unique way of interpreting evidence.” He grew serious. “It’s a given we don’t often use psychics in our line of work. When we do, it’s as a last option, and we don’t admit it to the public. It would destroy their confidence in our investigative work.”

      The message couldn’t be clearer. I was already a burden to him. “Are you saying you’ll consider my input only if it suits your purposes?”

      “No, not at all, Amber. What I meant was, we welcome all the help we can get, but we tend to view psychics with...um...a fair dose of skepticism. We have to, as I’m sure you can understand.”

      It was no use arguing with someone whose thinking process was based solely on logic. Besides, it was my first day on the job. There would be plenty of occasions to prove myself.

      I changed the subject and focused on the task at hand. “About the three suspects in Vicky’s case... We have Tony Bruneau, a child molester who served time in jail. George Simon, who was flagged by an eyewitness. Lorne Tugg, a suspect who has since vanished. They would all be in their fifties or sixties today. What specifically makes them potential abductors?”

      Ryan’s expression became energized as the conversation shifted to a topic familiar to his field of work. “Abductors are usually white males, thirty to forty years old. Like the age of those three suspects back then. They have a strong desire to control and may or may not have a criminal history. Sex isn’t always a factor. In fact, if the abductor is a loner, he might have a poor self-image, which would account for a deficiency in his relationships, especially with women. He could also be reserved and seen by others as weird.”

      “How does any of that relate to child abductions?”

      “We’re talking about two types of criminals here: pedophiles and child molesters. A pedophile has a sexual attraction to children but doesn’t act on it. A child molester does.”

      I glanced at the cabinets stuffed with files and cringed inwardly. “With so many unsolved cases, it seems as if abductors can easily outsmart investigators.”

      “Luckily, we have more high-tech help today,” Ryan said. “Police investigators have coordinated support from a national RCMP computerized system called ViCLAS—the Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System. It makes it easier to track the criminal patterns of violent offenders as they move across the country and internationally. A perp’s compulsion to kill can lead to stupid mistakes.”

      “How?”

      “They don’t want to get caught, but their desire to fulfill a fantasy or experience the excitement they get from riskier crimes can overpower them at times. They get careless. For example, if they need money to carry out their crimes, they rob or commit other offenses. Sometimes they get caught.”

      “So even minor crimes committed by serial killers can raise a red flag in the system?”

      “Exactly. That’s why we need to search for similar elements, or a pattern, in Vicky’s file and other files to detect a common MO, or modus operandi. Abduction is about feeling power over conquering others. It’s absolute selfish, narcissistic behavior. It explains why these guys can usually claim more than one target.”

      “As for a common MO, shouldn’t I be reviewing the rest of these cases too?” I pointed to the evidence boxes piled by my desk.

      “I’ll save you the trouble,” Ryan said. “Except for the fact those crimes occurred within the same area, there’s no solid evidence to link any of them to the Cinderella case.”

      I persisted. “I wouldn’t mind taking a look at them.”

      “It can take months or years to solve a cold case. We don’t have the luxury of time to spread ourselves thin. We have to be thorough and concentrate our efforts on one case at a time.”

      I was disappointed, but his argument made sense. “Do you have any more tips?”

      “In most cases regarding victims of abduction, you can study their habits, their relatives and friends, and the places they frequented to get to know them better. Some people reported missing occasionally turn out to be runaways.”

      “We’re talking about a child. And Vicky didn’t run away. She was kidnapped from her bedroom.”

      “Right. I was speaking in general terms.” He took a moment to reflect. “One possible theory in the Cinderella case is that the Johnson home might have been known to the perp. He was neat and organized because he left no evidence behind. The parents might or might not have known him. On the other hand, there could be a connection that we haven’t discovered yet.”

      “When will we be interviewing the suspects and witnesses in the case?”

      “Well...” Ryan hesitated. “Since time isn’t on our side, we have our work cut out for us. We need to interview everyone in person. Body language says a lot about them.”

      That much I already knew from my innate sensor. Why was he stalling? “So, when do we start?”

      He stiffened. “It’s in the works. Look, Amber, you can tag along when I interview people. Just let me do the questioning. Okay?”

      I understood completely. After all, it was his job, not mine. “Sure.”

      The lieutenant rushed in, his thick-soled shoes thumping on the wood floor. “Are you two briefed on the Cinderella case?”

      Wide-eyed, Ryan said, “We’re reviewing it right now. Why?”

      Lines crinkled the lieutenant’s forehead. “The other pink slipper popped up at the Johnson family’s doorstep this morning. We dispatched forensics to gather the evidence and test for DNA. I want both of you to get over there immediately to interview the parents.”

      Twenty years later, a second pink slipper.

      This case was anything but cold.
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      Dark clouds hinted at the gloom about to seep into our interview with parents whose child had been kidnapped twenty years earlier. The irony that Vicky Johnson had lived blocks away from my old home hadn’t escaped me. I felt a twinge of guilt. I could have easily been the abductor’s victim instead of her.

      Ryan parked our unmarked police car in front of the Johnson’s two-story brick home on a street lined with tall maple trees. The house was one of those cookie-cutter models from the late 1990s with a brick exterior and a double garage at the end of the driveway. Two brick planters, each containing a wilting rosebush, bordered the front door. Was it a sign of neglect, and maybe, long-lost hope? In the driveway, two forensic ID technicians in white hazmat suits were getting into a van.

      “Perfect timing.” Ryan cut the engine. “They’re packing it up.”

      We waited until the van had driven off, then walked up the stone path leading to the front steps.

      Ryan scanned the perimeter of the entrance, then whispered, “No home security system. If I had a kid, it would be the first thing I would have done. So much for nabbing whoever left the slipper on their doorstep.” He rang the doorbell. “The next part is always the toughest.”

      Anxiety swelled inside me, and my hands turned ice-cold. I’d be visiting a crime scene. At least there was no dead body.

      Eric and Christine Johnson were expecting us. After initial introductions were made, they guided us into their living room but didn’t invite us to sit down.

      “You’re telling me that police investigators haven’t revisited Vicky’s case all these years?” Mr. Johnson’s face reddened in anger. “Why did it take a slipper to land on our doorstep to get you people to investigate our little girl’s disappearance again?”

      Ryan held up his hand. “We’re constantly reviewing cold cases. Since this is the first development in years, we’re here to get your input.”

      “We’re extremely upset that the case hasn’t been solved,” Mrs. Johnson said, sadness in her pale blue eyes. “We’ve suffered so much, not knowing what happened to Vicky.”

      “My partner and I are new to the case,” Ryan said. “We promise we’ll review it thoroughly.”

      “That’s all good, but you’re a little late.” Mr. Johnson spat out the words. “We have other people helping us now. An investigative reporter named Michael Elliott. He and his partner, Megan Scott, are following up on the case.”

      Stunned by his disclosure, I checked Ryan’s reaction.

      He ignored the snub. He took out his phone instead and tapped a note. “About the new evidence... Can either of you tell us exactly how you discovered Vicky’s slipper today?”

      Mr. Johnson replied, “I woke up this morning and went out the front door to water the flowers as usual. Not that it helped any.” He grimaced. “Anyway, I saw the slipper on the porch. At first, I thought it belonged to a kid on the street. When I showed it to Christine, she recognized it right away.”

      “You’re certain it was Vicky’s?” Ryan asked.

      “Absolutely!” Mrs. Johnson said. “It had the same white fur and crystal accents. I remember it like it was yesterday. We called the police right away.”

      “We’re glad you did. I assure you that we’ll investigate every aspect of the case in depth. While we’re here, we’d like to see Vicky’s bedroom. Would that be okay?”

      Mrs. Johnson fixed her husband with an eager expression.

      “Fine,” Mr. Johnson said.

      As the Johnsons led us out of the living room and toward the stairway, I glimpsed out the patio doors that opened onto the backyard. A child’s sandbox by the high wood fence explained my earlier reading when I’d held Vicky’s other slipper. Ryan noticed it as well and gave me a knowing nod.

      Upstairs, Mrs. Johnson cast a wistful gaze around her daughter’s bedroom. “We left everything exactly the way it was. It became painful to change anything later on.”

      The bedroom clearly belonged to a little girl. Posters of Disney movies covered pale pink walls. A jewelry box in a ballerina theme topped a white dresser. A Millennium Wedding Barbie doll, an assortment of Beanie Babies, and a pile of storybooks shared the space on a small square table. I felt as if I’d entered a time warp.

      Mrs. Johnson smiled at me. “Vicky was our only child. She would have been about your age today.”

      A lump formed in my throat, but I returned a brief smile. Her agony was penetrating, as was the despair hanging in the air.

      Ryan cut into the tense moment. “We understand the kidnapper gained access through the window in this room.”

      “That’s right,” Mr. Johnson said. “It was a cool night. Vicky suffered from asthma. We shut the window as usual to keep out the pollen. Vicky must have opened it. We didn’t look in on her that night and...” His voice trailed off.

      “And we’ll regret it till the day we die,” his wife said quietly.

      Mr. Johnson’s jaw tightened. “It takes some nerve to drop off Vicky’s missing slipper twenty years to the day she was taken from us. Only a lunatic would do that!”

      A lunatic? Or a taunting psychopath? A shiver ran up my spine.

      “It doesn’t change anything.” Mrs. Johnson’s voice remained soft, as if she were trying to calm down her husband. “Our lives haven’t been the same since that day. A year later, we held a memorial service for Vicky. Of course, there was no casket.”

      The anguish behind their anger and regret was weighing me down. I fingered the crystal in my pocket, willing that I could draw tranquillity from it. I needed a distraction. In the next moment, I found it.

      As Ryan’s attention wandered about the room, absorbing the details, I approached Vicky’s bed. A beige teddy bear sat among a pile of frilly pillows. I touched the bear’s head, delighting in its velvety texture. “Vicky must have been a happy child.”

      “Yes, she was,” Mrs. Johnson said. “She liked to play with her little friends in the neighborhood, yet she was just as content to play alone with her toys. She especially enjoyed helping me bake cookies.” She let out a short laugh.

      I waited for Ryan to take up his line of questioning, but he didn’t. Recalling his warning about interviewing witnesses, I carefully phrased my next comment to Mrs. Johnson. “Forensic investigators removed a white plush bunny from the scene. I assumed it was one of Vicky’s favorite toys.”

      “Yes, it was.” She smiled wistfully at the memory. “She took it with her wherever she went, even when she played in the sandbox out back. I had a hard time taking it away from her to wash it.” Her smile faded. “The night Vicky was kidnapped, she had tucked the bunny in bed next to her like she did every night. It was left behind when...” She stopped. “Maybe forensic investigators thought the kidnapper had touched it, so they seized it as evidence.”

      Ryan jumped back into the conversation. “We’d like to set up a page for Vicky on the police website. We’ll add details about her physical appearance and the circumstances surrounding her abduction. We’ll include links to the police Info-Crime line and relevant social media sites.”

      Mr. Johnson eyed him with suspicion. “Why did it take another slipper for you to do what should have been done years ago? What do you expect to achieve?”

      “If the kidnapper posted a photo of Vicky as a child in a social media venue and claimed she was his daughter, someone might have noticed her. We can upload progression photos of Vicky at different ages in case someone might be able to identify her through the years. Do we have your permission to go forward with our plan?”

      Mrs. Johnson’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea.” She touched her husband’s arm. “Don’t you think so, Eric?”

      A moment of reluctance passed before he mumbled, “Fine.”

      “One last question,” Ryan said. “Did you have a security system installed in this house at the time of Vicky’s abduction?”

      “No,” Mr. Johnson said. “If we had, you wouldn’t be chasing a damn ghost out there, now would you?”
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      Despite Eric Johnson’s reluctance to accept our help, Ryan didn’t give up easily. He set out to interview neighbors in case they’d spotted someone on the Johnson property late last night or early this morning.

      We spoke with a dozen residents in bordering homes. No one had seen or heard anything unusual. When we reached our last stop and knocked at an elderly neighbor’s home across the street, our luck changed. He had a home security system.

      As we stood chatting inside Mr. Caron’s foyer, he admitted he’d viewed the previous evening’s video and noticed something peculiar. “It was a little after midnight when a man walked up to the house across the street. It was kind of late for a visit, seeing as the Johnsons usually turn off their lights by eleven. After so many years living on the same street, we get to know one another’s habits.” He chuckled shyly, as if he’d revealed a secret. “Anyway, instead of knocking at the door, the man turned around and left. Maybe he had the wrong address. It happens sometimes.”

      I sensed Ryan’s eagerness to move things along.

      “Can we see the video?” he asked.

      “Come sit down. We’ll watch it on TV.” Mr. Caron led the way into his living room.

      The video began with a clip that spanned from his front doorstep to the houses across the street. The timestamp on the video read 12:15 a.m. A man emerged from the shadows on the left and moved briskly along the sidewalk to the right. He was slim and of average height and wore a dark hoodie, which hid his face from view. He turned onto the path leading up to the Johnson home, dashed up the steps, and leaned toward the front door. He hurried back down the path, turned left, and disappeared into the shadows.

      Aside from a hunched stance, his movements were agile. I determined he was a younger man. I couldn’t make out what he’d left on the Johnson’s doorstep. It had to be Vicky’s missing slipper.

      “Let’s watch for a while longer,” Ryan said. “Maybe someone picked him up.”

      But no vehicle went by.

      “Maybe he took the shortcut,” Mr. Caron said.

      “What shortcut?” Ryan asked.

      “The path bordered by thick shrubs. Right there.” Mr. Caron pointed to a spot in the video where the man had vanished.

      “Does it lead to the next street over?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you be willing to give us a copy of this video?”

      Footsteps sounded on the staircase, and a young woman popped her head around the corner. “Everything okay, Grandpa?”

      Mr. Caron introduced his teenage granddaughter to us. “Melanie is visiting with me today. She’s studying to be a computer systems analyst.” He turned to her. “The police want a copy of a video from my surveillance system. Can you help?”

      “Of course, Grandpa.” Minutes later, she handed us a memory stick containing the file.

      “Thanks.” Ryan tucked it in his jacket.

      Mr. Caron’s forehead creased. “Does your visit here have anything to do with the commotion at the Johnson house today? The people in hazmat suits?”

      “We’re not at liberty to discuss the matter,” Ryan said. “Thank you for your time.”
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        * * *

      

      We veered around the corner to the next street and parked. Interviews with residents revealed no surveillance cameras and no additional leads.

      “Mr. Caron’s video was a lucky break,” I said to Ryan as we drove away.

      “Only if we can identify the guy,” he said. “Otherwise, it’s useless. We’ll ask forensics to work their magic on the video. Maybe they can enhance it without having to incur extra costs.”

      “The man in the video was much younger than any of our suspects. He probably wasn’t even born when Vicky was kidnapped.”

      “He could be a messenger or a friend of the perp.”

      A trusted friend of someone so heinous? How terrifying was that!

      Something about our visit with Vicky Johnson’s parents nagged at me. I backtracked and voiced my views. “Mr. Johnson sounded so bitter. If anything, our arrival on the case should have given him renewed hope.”

      “According to his wife, we accomplished that.” Ryan steered the car around a corner. “Keeping hope alive is vital for them. In turn, it motivates us to keep searching for answers.”

      “Vicky’s missing slipper is a good place to start.”

      “We have to prove it’s hers to begin with.”

      “Her parents think it is.”

      “We need hard evidence,” he said, echoing his usual catchphrase. “If the guy in the video wasn’t a friend of the perp, he could have been a joker who planted an identical one at their doorstep. Forensics will run tests to check the slipper’s authenticity.”

      I held my ground. “Okay, but for now, indulge me. Let’s say the slipper is Vicky’s. Why would the kidnapper hang onto it for twenty years, then torment her parents by dropping it off at their home?”

      “Based on what I know about abductor profiling, the perp kept the slipper as a token to revive the same feelings of power he experienced when he successfully kidnapped her. It kept his fantasy alive every time he looked at it or handled it. As for the last part of your question, Vicky’s parents believe her abductor wants to torment them, but I doubt it.”

      “Why?”

      “I think the return of the missing slipper was a celebration of sorts.”

      “A celebration?” Then it hit me. “Oh. Twenty years to the day.”

      Ryan nodded. “Exactly. The perp wanted to share his success.”

      I stared at him. “His success? What a sicko!”

      “I know. I can’t imagine the pain of losing a child to a kidnapper.”

      Or losing your parents as a child, I held back from saying. Above all, I didn’t want him to pity me. “The Johnsons have accepted that they’ll never see Vicky alive again. The least we can do is try to give them closure.”

      “It’s in the works.”

      “How about getting in touch with investigative reporter Michael Elliott and his partner, Megan Scott? Mr. Johnson seemed to have confidence in them.”

      “I took note of it. Our schedule is tight these days, but I’ll try to set up a meeting with them soon.”
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      Back at the station, Ryan and I crafted a page for Vicky Johnson on the police website. We wrote up her description and the history of her abduction and listed pertinent evidence we had on file.

      Nadia Paquin, a university graduate who was recently hired as information officer at the station, ensured the details were accurate and complete before posting them on the site. She added photos of Vicky as a child and a link to the Montreal Info-Crime phone number for public access. She would add new photos, links, and data to the page as they arrived and use her IT knowledge in assisting investigators to trace information on leads.

      Ryan commissioned an artist to produce age-progression sketches of Vicky. It would take days or longer before they would be finalized. In the meantime, excitement mounted as the site began to materialize.

      I felt a particular attachment to Vicky’s case and wanted to take a more active role, like handling incoming phone calls. I could also monitor the website daily for comments as soon as Vicky’s page launched. Since it was a twenty-four-seven operation, Ryan and I would have to share the task with other staff. But which staff? The lieutenant had already indicated how short on resources we were.

      Even so, would I be able to handle the emotions of troubled callers?

      Would they disturb me so much that I would have to abandon the task?

      Would my colleagues then see me as a failure?

      Ryan was tapping on his keyboard, the top of his brown hair visible behind the computer screen. I didn’t want to interrupt him. It was all for the better. I needed more time to weigh the repercussions of taking on extra responsibilities before I committed myself.

      The lieutenant interrupted my contemplation when he strolled in. “I want to discuss the Info-Crime line with both of you as it pertains to the Cinderella case.” He pulled up a chair at my desk and sat down.

      Ryan joined us. “What about it, Lieutenant?” He eased himself onto a corner of my desk while keeping a foot on the floor.

      “Have you decided who will be handling the incoming calls?”

      “Yes,” Ryan said. “We can have rotating shifts with Nadia and two other officers in communications. That’s the total number of personnel you allocated to this case.”

      “By we, I assume you mean Amber and not me.” Mischief danced in the lieutenant’s eyes.

      Ryan gave me a dubious look. “Think you can handle calls on the Info-Crime line?”

      His skepticism proved to be the deciding factor. “Yes, of course I can,” I said firmly. “Why not?”

      “Wouldn’t you feel...overwhelmed?”

      I fought the urge to object. Was he truly concerned about my reaction to callers, or did he doubt my competency?

      Ryan focused on the papers on my desk. Was he trying to come up with another reason why I shouldn’t field the calls?

      Before he tried to discourage me again, I gathered up my most confident voice and said, “Sometimes I get impressions from voices. You never know. The kidnapper might call.”

      He grinned. “Aren’t you pushing your luck a little?”

      I played to his logic. “We both know that staff resources are limited. If we don’t use all available personnel for the Info-Crime line, how else will we manage the calls?”

      “That’s a fact.” The lieutenant rose. “Good. Then it’s settled.” He gave us a thumbs-up, then left.

      Ryan waited until the lieutenant was out of earshot. “Okay, Amber. Here’s how we’re going to work it. Make sure that any information you get from callers—no matter how trivial you might think it is—makes its way to me. Don’t hold anything back.” He returned to his desk and his typing.

      I slumped in my chair and scowled at my computer screen. He didn’t trust my judgment.

      I took it as a wake-up call. Ryan’s doubts convinced me all the more that I could be an asset to the cold case unit if he gave me half a chance.

      Now all I had to do was prove it.
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      Ryan attended a conference on criminal profiling in the afternoon. All the better. I needed alone time. We’d worked shoulder to shoulder on the Cinderella case earlier, almost instinctively reading each other’s next move in the process, yet I couldn’t relax.

      It was all about the evidence. If we tackled every case using our own separate methods of analysis, would we be able to get the results we wanted? Or would I have to struggle constantly to have Ryan accept the value of my input?

      My cell phone rang, and I answered.

      “Hello, dear,” Aunt Elaine’s soothing voice reached me. “I called to see how you were doing.”

      “Oh...hi, Auntie,” I muttered. “I’m doing fine.”

      “You sound tired. They’re not putting undue pressure on you, are they?”

      “Not at all. I actually worked on my first case today.”

      A sigh at the other end of the line. “I’m sorry, dear. I can’t help worrying that you’re too sensitive to deal with investigations into such sordid crimes. Your uncle believes this job will help you break out of your shell. On my part, I know how badly you can react to unpleasant situations.”

      My aunt’s reference to incidents in my youth was getting stale. Sure, I’d tapped into the pain and negative emotions of people around me and understood their misery, but I’d tried to prevent their feelings from affecting me physically by recognizing that they weren’t my feelings. I was still working on it.

      As for breaking out of my shell? My volunteer work included reading to sick kids and ailing seniors. It enabled me to reach out to people who were less fortunate than me. I hoped I could do the same by bringing closure to families of kidnapped victims.

      Yet I understood her concern. “You don’t have to worry about me, Auntie.”

      “Do you have the amethyst cluster with you?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      She paused. “Well then, I’ll let you get back to work.”

      We’d barely had time to say our goodbyes when my cell phone rang again. It was Nicole Latour, a friend who lived in the same apartment building as me.

      “Is this a bad time to talk, Amber?”

      Her slight French accent was charming, but at this moment, it was uplifting. “Not at all, Nicole. What’s up?”

      “I was calling to see how you were doing on your first day on the job.”

      For privacy reasons, I hadn’t disclosed the exact nature of my work to her. I’d told her that I was working in data collection at the police station, which wasn’t exactly a lie. “It’s been...hectic.”

      “I hope it’s not stressful for you.” For some obscure reason, Nicole interpreted my avoidance of crowds and busy places as an anxiety disorder. From my aversion to horror movies, she assumed that I couldn’t stomach dreadful or gory details. In her mind, a combination of these would devastate me.

      “Getting used to a new routine is a challenge,” I said. “You know how it is.” Nicole was about my age and taught first-grade students at Blessed Mary Elementary School.

      “Yes, I remember how scared I was on my first teaching day.” She laughed. “How about catching up this Sunday afternoon? We can relax and watch a movie.”

      In keeping with her theories about my various ailments, Nicole suggested quiet pursuits whenever we got together. It usually involved a low-key activity either at her place or mine. Though I trusted her, I’d held back from revealing my empathic gift to her. Aunt Elaine had repeatedly warned me about the pitfalls of sharing such private information with just anyone. Some people might think that I was weird and keep their distance, she pointed out, while others might want to take advantage of me and pester me with questions.

      “A movie sounds good,” I said. “It’s my turn, so come over to my place this time.”

      Silence at the other end of the line.

      “Nicole, what’s wrong?”

      “Remember how I told you about a strange man who stood by the schoolyard fence weeks ago?”

      My spine tingled. “Yes.”

      “Well, he came back this week.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      “Not really. A hoodie covered part of his face. When I started to walk toward him, he ran off. Anyway, I told the principal. She advised the other teachers to watch for any strange men who try to talk to the children.” The school bell rang in the background. “My break is over. I have to run. See you Sunday afternoon.”

      Nicole’s call amplified my interest in Vicky’s case. While I waited for the report from forensics regarding the newfound pink slipper, I searched online for a style similar to Vicky’s. If I could prove that the slipper recently dropped off at her parents’ home was nothing more than a sick prank, the case would take a whole new direction.

      My search proved fruitless. Major retail outlets displayed similar styles decorated with princesses and animal caricatures, but none matched Vicky’s. The slipper left at her parents’ doorstep had to be authentic. It was the logical and credible conclusion that Ryan would expect.

      I didn’t have to wait much longer. Forensics delivered their report before the end of the day. It confirmed that the slipper left at the Johnson family’s front door was Vicky’s. It had the same trace evidence as the other slipper, specifically, grains of sand in the sole and Vicky’s DNA. However, no fingerprints were found, and other DNA didn’t match any criminal records on file, not twenty years ago and not now. The official task of confirming the slipper’s authenticity to Vicky’s parents was Ryan’s.

      I dug out the slipper from the forensic pouch that the lab had returned with the report. If the killer had handled it, I might get a reading of him.

      I closed my eyes. I instantly sensed that I was in a dark, solid structure. The air was frigid.

      How peculiar.

      I tried again but got the same sensation of a cold, rigid, and restrictive enclosure. A pine box? A casket?

      My sense of an enclosed place couldn’t relate to the memorial service the Johnsons held for Vicky years ago because there had been no casket. Was this murky enclosure Vicky’s burial place?

      I dismissed the idea for now and put the slipper back in the pouch. I vowed not to get ahead of the evidence. Though my interpretation might suggest a future development in the case, I had to keep it in line with the solid facts we had on hand.

      Above all, I wouldn’t mention my perceptions to Ryan until I could prove them. They could turn out to be wrong, and he’d have one more reason to flag my incompetence.

      My thoughts turned to the abductor and the reason for his reappearance after all these years. He would have had numerous opportunities to deliver Vicky’s missing slipper on any of the past anniversaries. So why now?

      Had he grown more self-assured and therefore more daring than before? He was clearly taunting the police, leaving a bona fide clue as if he wanted to be found.

      I was determined to do just that.
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      The following morning brought new momentum to the Vicky Johnson investigation. Ryan and I were meeting with one of three suspects the police had interviewed decades ago. Enthusiasm rippled through me. It would be my first hands-on opportunity to try to “read” a suspect.

      Although I’d helped Ryan to create Vicky’s website and offered to field calls on the Info-Crime line, I welcomed the chance to take part in a more active search for her abductor. If I could accomplish that, I was confident I could find my parents’ killer.

      Yet guilty feelings surged inside me. I’d broken my own rules yesterday. I’d followed Ryan’s advice regarding the second slipper instead of voicing my perceptions about it. I’d neglected to use my gift, which was the sole reason Uncle Ted had recommended me for the job.

      Insecurity abruptly washed over me.

      What if I shared my insights with Ryan and he determined my input was useless to the investigation? Or worse, that I was a complete fake?

      What if I couldn’t live up to Uncle Ted’s expectations?

      What if...? What if...? What if...?

      No. I had to stay true to myself. It was one thing to react to impressions and quite another to be clever in interpreting them. I had to deliver reliable leads to prove that I was worthy of the job. I knew I could do it. I just had to stay strong.

      Ryan cut into my thoughts as we drove to our destination in Montreal North. “Let’s recap what we know about our suspect so far.”

      I had reviewed the file and was ready for this. “Tony Bruneau is forty-five years old and a convicted child molester. His name is in the National Sex Offender Registry, so authorities are able to monitor him. Nadia confirmed that the home address we have on file for him is current.”

      “Tony is out on a one-year parole after having served two years in jail for attempting to molest a young child.”

      “He used to read stories to kids at summer camps. That’s how he gained their trust.”

      Ryan went on. “He’s been convicted three times for molesting children and considered highly likely to reoffend. He has to adhere to the conditions set up by the Parole Board under supervision of the officer from the CSC—Correctional Service of Canada.”

      “Because of that, he’s not allowed to have contact with children or work in jobs where children are present.” I gestured toward a school ahead. “Like a school janitor, for example.”

      “Exactly. Booze and drugs are off-limits to him, as are dealings with shady characters. The least sign that he’s involved in any type of criminal activity is bad news for him.”

      “What about access to social media? He can reach kids that way.”

      “Not a chance. Tony is forbidden to have access to the internet or cell phones without supervision. He’s also forbidden to contact previous victims.”

      I quivered. “Who would want to hurt a child? Or snatch them away from their parents?”

      “Pedophiles don’t see it that way. They’d be horrified if someone thought their actions were harmful to children. When they kidnap a child, it’s because they have no choice.”

      I stared at him. “No choice?”

      Ryan nodded so-so. “It’s not that pedophiles prefer children. They choose children because they lack the social skills to have relationships with women. It’s theorized that it’s part of their desire to be loved and accepted.”

      “That’s sick.”

      “It gets worse. There are no housing restrictions on perps like Tony Bruneau.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re allowed to choose where they want to live. In Tony’s case, where he lives doesn’t change his habits. His last psychiatric assessment confirmed that he remains fixated on sexually abusing young girls. Guys like him are prone to offend again.”

      Annoyance rose inside me. “If he’s such a risk, why did they let him out of jail?”

      Ryan shrugged. “He served his time. No one can hold him longer than his jail term. That’s how the system works.”

      “I know, but it’s frustrating. What do you expect to learn from questioning him?”

      “He told investigators he had an alibi the night Vicky was kidnapped. The file doesn’t indicate whether or not it was confirmed. I did a check, and the name of the witness Tony gave them popped up in a recent obituary.”

      Uh-oh. In my hurry to read the file, I’d missed following up on that detail. I’d have to be more thorough from now on.
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        * * *

      

      The apartment block was located in a low-income area of the city. Several broken windows were patched up with wooden boards, leaving the inhabitants to fend off the wet weather, unless or until the building owner arranged for repairs.

      After Ryan parked the car out front, two young boys playing ball in the street stopped to gawk at us. One boy gave the other a nudge.

      “This area has one of the highest reports of assault in the city,” Ryan said before we stepped out. “No one parks in this part of town unless they live here, or they’re cops.” He shot a subtle side-glance toward the boys. “Those kids know the make and model of cop cars. Even the younger ones have it all figured out.”

      A cracked stone path led to glass double doors with two tiny holes in them, probably caused by pellet shots. Inside the lobby, the wind whistled through the glass like twin teakettles at boiling point. Bordering the graffiti-plastered cracked walls, discolored laminate flooring curled from water damage. The air was filled with an odor of something long past its “best before” date.

      As the elevator screeched its way up to the fifth floor, I struggled with the fact that I’d soon come face to face with Tony Bruneau, a man who had abused innocent children. How would I feel in his presence? What could I possibly say to him?

      Too soon, the elevator doors parted.

      “Remember, don’t ask any questions,” Ryan warned as we made our way down the corridor to Tony’s apartment, solving one of my issues. “Just follow my lead.”

      He knocked on the door to Tony’s apartment.

      A man with disheveled hair and droopy eyes opened the door but kept the safety chain on. He snapped, “Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want any.”

      Ryan slapped a hand against the door to prevent it from closing. “Tony Bruneau?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      Ryan flashed his police badge at him and introduced us.

      “You should have said so in the first place.” Tony let us in, then stood aside and made an effort to button his shirt.

      The scent of marijuana stung my nostrils. As I walked by Tony into the narrow hallway, I caught the smell of liquor on his breath.

      Ryan sniffed the air. “You been smoking something?”

      Tony flapped a hand in front of his bony face, then shut the door. “Nah. A friend came by and smoked a joint.”

      “He had a couple of drinks for you too?”

      Tony said nothing. He scurried to the kitchen table and made a pretense of cleaning up. He set aside a deck of cards and a cell phone, closed a laptop, and emptied an ashtray in a wastebasket under the sink.

      Ryan motioned to the phone and laptop. “Isn’t your online access restricted?”

      “They’re from social services,” Tony said, avoiding a direct answer. “I ain’t doin’ nothin’ illegal. I’m a responsible person. I got to be. I have a puppy now.” He pointed to a young golden retriever chewing on a toy bone in a corner of the kitchen. “A neighbor’s dog had pups and he gave me one.”

      Ryan moved on to the purpose of our visit. “I want to talk to you about a cold case file. Vicky Johnson.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play games with me, Tony. The girl was kidnapped twenty years ago this week. The Cinderella case.”

      A spark flickered in Tony’s eyes. “Oh...yeah. So that’s what this is about.” He smirked. “I already told the cops I had an alibi that night.”

      “Do you know anyone who can attest to that?”

      “I was at a bar with a friend. Enzo Malta. Don’t you damn cops take notes?” Tony glowered at him.

      “Where can we find him?” Ryan asked, even though we already knew the answer.

      “In the cemetery. He died two months ago.”

      “How?”

      “He was sick and...” Tony hesitated. “He OD’d.”

      Ryan dug out his phone and tapped a few keys. “You been hanging around any schools or playgrounds lately?”

      “What? You think I’m an idiot?”

      “Don’t mess with me.” Ryan angrily aimed his phone at him. “You know what happens when you lie about stuff like that.”

      Tony clenched his teeth. “No damn way you’re puttin’ me behind bars again.”

      “I’ll ask you one more time. Did you visit any schools or playgrounds recently?”

      “No, I didn’t.” Tony folded his arms.

      His defensive stance was a sign he was lying. I flinched. This grown man might have harmed another child.

      Ryan’s phone rang. “I have to take this call.” He retraced his steps back to the hallway.

      Tony pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and sat down, then grinned at me. “Oops! I forgot my manners. Have a seat.” He waved toward two other chairs across from him, one of which had a jacket hanging from the back of it.

      As I moved toward the empty chair, my hand brushed against the jacket. Severe pain shot through me, and I fought to contain my emotions. If my perception had a connection to Tony, why hadn’t I picked it up from him earlier? Why from his jacket? It wouldn’t be twenty years old, so it couldn’t have a connection to Vicky Johnson. Maybe my insight represented another event in Tony’s past or future. I sat down, slid a hand into my pocket, and fingered the amethyst cluster to gain composure.

      Tony’s expression was pinched. “I’m done with jail. No goin’ back there for me. You don’t know how dangerous it is in that place. Inmates get beaten up all the time. That’s how I got this.” He raked a hand through his messy hair and pulled it back to reveal a two-inch scar on his forehead. “They’ll kill me the next time.”

      That Tony had suffered a beating in jail could explain my experience moments earlier. Or was it a presentiment that he would soon be incarcerated again and suffer another beating?

      He ranted on. “My life is different now. Since I got out, I made new friends in a therapy group. I go to sessions twice a month. It counts for somethin’, you know.” He stuck his chin out, as if he’d accomplished a good deed.

      I made a mental note to ask Ryan about the parole officer and Tony’s participation in the therapy group.

      Tony reached for the deck of cards on the table and spread it out on the table. “Been playin’ this game I learned in jail. They call it Tarot or somethin’ like that. I pulled up the death card this week.” He showed me a card with a skeleton wielding a sickle. “People think it means death. They’re wrong. It means change. Change is a positive thing. Like that pup over there.” He motioned toward the puppy and grinned.

      My readings of Tony conflicted. Could this man with a soft spot for a puppy be the pitiless kidnapper who had mocked police with Vicky’s missing slipper?

      His phone call over, Ryan rushed up to us. “Amber, we’re leaving now.” To Tony, he said, “We’ll be in touch.”

      I was surprised at our sudden departure but waited until we were inside the elevator to voice my thoughts. “You hardly questioned Tony. What’s up?”

      “All I wanted was a recent photo of him.” He showed me the picture he’d secretly taken with his phone. “It was perfect timing. The front desk received a request for officers to visit an elementary school about a block from here. They reported a strange man hanging around the schoolyard.”

      My breath caught in my throat. Was it where my friend Nicole taught? “Which school?”

      “St. Paul Elementary.”

      I was somewhat relieved to learn that it wasn’t Nicole’s school. Not that the sighting of a strange man at another elementary school was exactly welcome news.
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      Mrs. Maher, the principal of St. Paul Elementary School, reminded me of a history teacher I’d once had. Short black hair, no makeup to conceal the telltale signs of a middle-aged face, and a stiff, formal manner that discouraged foolishness.

      After Ryan and I introduced ourselves to her in the school lobby, she went straight to the issue at hand. “Thank you for coming here today. We’ve experienced our share of concerns over the years, but this recent incident is quite troubling, to say the least. Please follow me.”

      We trailed her along a corridor. Nostalgia hit me as the scent of damp lockers and the aroma of chicken soup and hot dogs from the cafeteria wafted our way. Glass encasements on the walls held student photos and award plaques for achievements in various subjects, along with photos of the principal and her staff. To my relief, classes were in session, so I didn’t have to worry about being bombarded by the diverse emotions of children rushing about.

      Mrs. Maher ushered us inside her office. “Please have a seat.” She indicated two vinyl chairs facing her desk, then closed the door.

      After she settled in a high-back chair across from us, she joined her hands and said, “As you know, we take the welfare of our students very seriously. Our teachers reinforce safety guidelines daily, especially when it comes to the younger children. We warn them about talking to strangers.”

      “You reported that a man had been visiting the schoolyard,” Ryan prompted her.

      “Yes. In fact, there were two.”

      “Two? Can you describe them?”

      “Personally, I can’t. I didn’t see them. However, I can ask the teacher who did.” She walked to another door that led to an adjoining office, whispered instructions to the woman sitting at a desk, then returned. “Miss Foley will join us soon.” She chatted on about the weather and how the school was preparing for an outdoor graduation day ceremony that families would attend.

      Mrs. Maher hid her nervousness behind a calm bearing. Based on her earlier comment, she’d weathered a number of problems at the school, yet I sensed this latest incident had affected her more deeply.

      There was a knock at the office door. A young woman peeked inside, her blonde hair falling in curls to her shoulders. “You asked to see me, Mrs. Maher?”

      “Yes. Please come in and close the door behind you.” The principal made the introductions. “Miss Foley, these officers would like to ask you a few questions regarding the strange men you recently saw by the schoolyard fence. Please have a seat.”

      Miss Foley smiled nervously at us, then sat down in the vacant chair next to Ryan.

      Ryan tried to put her at ease by guiding the conversation. “Miss Foley, can you start by telling us about the men you saw?”

      “I saw two different men on separate occasions. Each man stood outside the schoolyard fence and spoke to some of the younger students.”

      “Can you describe the men?”

      She tugged on the edges of her pink cotton shirt. “I-I’m not sure. I was on supervisory duty at recess and happened to notice the first man standing there. He was thin and had dark hair. Wore casual clothing. The other man could have been heavier and older. I can’t say for sure.”

      Ryan dug out his phone and showed her the photo of Tony Bruneau he’d taken earlier. “Does this man look familiar to you?”

      Miss Foley stared at the picture. “Yes, he’s one of the men I saw. I’ve seen him standing by the fence more than once. He was taking photos of the children with his phone.”

      “Recently?”

      “A couple of days ago.”

      “And before that?”

      “Uh...a week ago. Sorry, I can’t remember exactly.” She bit her lip.

      “That’s okay.” Ryan slipped the phone into his pocket. “And the other man? Had you seen him by the schoolyard more than once?”

      “Not really.” She shrugged. “Sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

      “You did great,” Ryan said. “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Maher dismissed the teacher, then addressed us. “After these latest episodes, I’ve instructed my teachers to be extra vigilant and to caution the children repeatedly about talking to strangers who linger by the schoolyard fence. I can assure you that the children’s safety is our priority.” Her gaze lingered on us as if to emphasize her pledge. “Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

      “No, thanks,” Ryan said. “We appreciate your time.”
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      On our way back to the car, I said to Ryan, “A positive identification. This means Tony could be in deep trouble, right?”

      “Eyewitness accounts aren’t always accurate. But if it is Tony, he lied to us about not visiting school premises. I have to report him to the parole officer. We need eyes on this one.”

      I shared my disturbing experience at Tony’s apartment earlier. “He told me he was afraid to go back to jail because he’d suffered beatings from inmates. I don’t know if what I sensed was an event that already happened or will happen. Even so, why would Tony risk going back to jail if his life was in danger there?”

      Ryan raised an eyebrow. “He might not have a choice at this point.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Things are adding up for Tony and not in a helpful way. If he violated his conditions, his parole officer might decide to send him back.”

      After we got in the car and buckled up, I mentioned Tony’s therapy group. “He sounded happy to be part of that group. Like it was a positive thing in his life.”

      Ryan pressed his lips together. “Here’s the thing. If his parole officer decides that Tony has to go back to jail, his participation in a therapy group won’t make any difference.” He paused. “Unless his supervisor puts in a good word for him. And even then...”

      “I can’t wrap my head around it. Why would Tony give up his freedom by hanging around a school in full view of the staff? What was he thinking?”

      “He can’t help it. Stalking kids is a tough habit to break.” He steered the car down the street.

      “Are you making excuses for him?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “It’s the nature of the beast. Perps like him are prone to offend again. Miss Foley’s testimony was proof that he’s kept his old habits.”

      “How about talking to his therapy group manager? He might tell us more about Tony.”

      “Exactly. We might latch onto other leads there. I’ll set it up as soon as I can.”

      That Ryan had accepted my suggestion encouraged me to ask, “What’s next?”

      “We’ll visit another suspect in the Vicky Johnson case tomorrow morning. George Simon. Right now, I have to go to a meeting. I’ll drive you back to the station first.”
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        * * *

      

      After Ryan dropped me off, I didn’t enter the police station. I got in my car and drove home instead. I’d already cleared my schedule with the lieutenant, and he’d given me his okay to work at my volunteer jobs this afternoon.

      I could have told Ryan, but I wasn’t comfortable sharing my outside activities with him. It was a safeguard I set up for new people who entered my life, and it suited me fine. Until I trusted someone wholeheartedly, which was rare in itself, I kept aspects of my private life out of the conversation.

      Likewise for inviting people over to my place. It wasn’t because my sparsely furnished, single-bedroom apartment looked as if I were moving out instead of in. The truth was that I enjoyed my quiet space after a day’s work. Best of all, everything in it belonged to me. Other than a new bedroom set I purchased when I moved in several years ago, my aunt and uncle gave me a new royal-blue couch as a housewarming gift. I’d originally bought second-hand pillows for the couch, but I kept sensing the former owner’s weird vibes from them. I gave them away and ordered new ones.

      The apartment was merely a stepping stone to my next goal, which was to move back into my parents’ old house. No one in their right mind would consider living in a place where two murders had occurred. Then again, I wasn’t just anyone.

      As my legal guardian, Aunt Elaine had put my parents’ house up for sale. She left the original furnishings and window dressings in most of the rooms “to increase sales appeal.” But it hadn’t sold. The main reason? By provincial law, the real estate agent had to disclose the murderous event that had occurred there to prospective clients. Since potential buyers were shocked at the reference to a “murder house,” the prospect of selling it swiftly faded. My aunt leased out the house instead. When I turned eighteen and was barely out of high school, I couldn’t imagine the financial responsibility of taking legal possession of it. So, I agreed that we keep leasing it.

      When I recently voiced my desire to inhabit the old house after the lease with the current tenants expired, Aunt Elaine tried to discourage me. “The energy from the trauma is embedded there,” she said. “It’ll impact you negatively. Do you really want to live in a ‘stigmatized property’ or ‘murder house,’ as real estate agents call it? Besides, the income from the lessees paid for your education and so much more all these years. You can keep leasing it out, or sell it and use the money to do whatever you want.”

      I dismissed her excuses. I hadn’t set foot inside the house since the tragic event that claimed my parents’ lives, but I wasn’t afraid to do so. The ambiances there would be familiar and welcoming to me.

      To reinforce my goal, I often flipped through family photos to keep the happy memories alive and to visualize myself in the old house. With the salary from my new job as police consultant and no mortgage on the house, I was confident that I could make it work.

      Although I could legally acquire the old house when the current lease expired, I didn’t want to create ill feelings between my aunt and me. After I explained how attached I was to the house and how the move would fill a huge void in my life, she agreed. She promised to have it professionally cleaned before I moved in and handed me the keys.

      All to say that I was that much closer to getting my wish.

      I changed my clothes before heading out half an hour earlier than usual to my first volunteer job: reading to seniors at a local retirement home. I enjoyed seeing their faces light up on my arrival, especially Mrs. Brody on the third floor who called me a different name every time I visited her. Other dementia residents didn’t acknowledge my presence or stared vacantly at the wall. It didn’t matter. I sensed that they heard my words and appreciated my visits.

      I’d almost reached Mrs. Brody’s room when a man in jeans and a sports jacket caught my attention. He was moving rapidly toward the opposite end of the corridor and disappeared through the exit door. I didn’t see his face, but I was almost certain it was Ryan. Was he following me?

      No, it couldn’t have been Ryan. Why would he be here? Besides, he’d told me he was going to a meeting. My mind was playing tricks on me.

      Mrs. Brody greeted me with her usual sunny smile. She stood by the window, her hand on the back of the armchair. “Hello, Kathleen.”

      I didn’t bother to correct her. Instead, I smiled. Suffering from dementia, the elderly woman with the sweet personality had already dubbed me as Jackie, Rona, Susan, and other names. The names didn’t matter. What mattered was that she felt at ease with me.

      We took our usual seats in the armchairs. On the small table between us was a framed photo of her with her husband who’d passed away years ago, and another photo of the couple in earlier days with their son, Dash, when he was three years old. I’d once asked Mrs. Brody if Dash was a nickname for Dashiell. She’d replied no. Her son inherited the name because he kept running into trouble before he even learned how to walk.

      “What would you like me to read for you today, Mrs. Brody?” I asked.

      She reached for the first book from a pile on the table. “I don’t think you’ve read this one.” She handed it to me.

      “Ah! Jane Eyre.” I’d read the story to her many times before, but she didn’t remember. I didn’t object to reading pages from it again. It was worth seeing the enjoyment on her face.

      Before I could finish my reading session, Mrs. Brody fell asleep. I placed a blanket over her lap and tiptoed out.

      I drove to my next volunteer job. The patients in my young audience at General Hospital differed from week to week, so I didn’t know who would be there to greet me.

      Today I made extra time for the children who were on an extended stay at the hospital. Despite Danny’s battle with cancer, Abby’s recovery from a broken leg, and Karl’s recent eye surgery, these five-year-old patients sat quietly while I read their favorite fairy tales out loud. Their expressive faces and spontaneous laughter filled me with happiness. It was the least I could do to try to bring joy into their lives.

      On the drive back home, the memory of the children’s smiling faces had me wishing I could grant each of them a fairy-tale outcome. No child deserved to suffer. Each child deserved a happy, healthy life.

      While some people might view my wishes as unrealistic, though admirable, I had it within my grasp to do something tangible to ensure the safety of children. I could try to protect them from predators lurking in the shadows.

      Predators like Tony Bruneau.
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      The weather was cooler than normal on my drive to the station the next morning. The leaves on neighboring trees fluttered in the wind, their surfaces glistening from an earlier rainfall.

      My thoughts fluctuated just as wildly as I recalled our visit with Tony Bruneau yesterday. The police hadn’t been able to prove he was behind Vicky Johnson’s kidnapping decades earlier. From Tony’s viewpoint, he had an alibi, but it was impossible to prove it. His friend, Enzo Malta, was dead, eliminating that likelihood.

      Tony had spent time in jail for molesting children since then. If he’d retained his old habits, as Ryan claimed, had he committed other similar offenses that had gone undetected in the interim?

      Innocent until proven guilty, I supposed.

      I arrived by eight and found a note on my desk from Nadia who’d worked the night shift till seven this morning. She’d received the illustrator’s age-progression sketches of Vicky and posted them on the girl’s website, then launched the site to the public. Otherwise, she noted, it had been an uneventful night on the Info-Crime line.

      I checked if anyone had left comments on Vicky’s website. There were several spam remarks, which I promptly deleted.

      There was one surprise, though: an anonymous call recorded on the Info-Crime line minutes before I arrived. Although the caller had used software to camouflage his or her voice, the message was clear. It suggested that we take a closer look at George Simon as a probable pedophile. The caller even provided George’s home address.

      My heart pounded. Another likely predator had been flagged, one who was already known to police. The message included a tip that put George Simon and a white van in the area of the Johnson home the night of Vicky’s disappearance.

      The voice was disguised, yet I sensed that the caller wasn’t merely a Good Samaritan identifying a criminal. The distress in the voice signaled legitimate fear, a sign that he or she might have a close connection to George Simon.

      Ryan made his way through the outer office and came up to me, disrupting my analysis. “Ready to go to our next interview?”

      I told him about the anonymous call. “I could tell that the caller was afraid but left a message anyway.”

      He picked up the phone and listened to the recording. “Interesting. They’re responding to information we released on Vicky’s website.”

      “It’s quite the coincidence.”

      “What is?”

      “That we’re about to go visit George Simon, the next suspect in Vicky Johnson’s case.”

      “We’ll find out more soon enough. Let’s go.” Ryan’s tone was abrupt.

      Something was sure bothering him.

      I followed him out to the parking lot behind the low-rise police station. I had reviewed George Simon’s file and was prepared to start off the conversation this time, but an unforeseen development stopped me in my tracks. Several reporters were waiting outside the police station.

      A female reporter held a microphone inches from Ryan’s face. “Sergeant, we learned from the police website that you’re revisiting Vicky Johnson’s cold case. Do you have anything new to report?”

      “Any leads on who kidnapped the little girl?” a male reporter asked.

      As we brushed past them, Ryan barked, “This is an ongoing investigation. I have nothing more to say.”

      We hurried to the car and buckled up.

      “That’s all we need,” Ryan said between clenched teeth. “Reporters breathing down our necks.” He swerved out of the parking lot and into the traffic.

      I didn’t understand his anger. “They’re only doing their job.”

      “Well, their timing sucks.” His grasp tightened on the steering wheel. “Let’s go over George Simon’s file.”

      Grateful for the change of topic, I began. “Here’s what we know so far. George Simon is in his fifties. He’s lived in the same apartment building for decades. It’s located three blocks from the school that Vicky Johnson attended.”

      “As for George’s profile,” Ryan said, calmer now, “he lacks social skills. He has difficulty befriending women and is somewhat of a loner. He used to work in delivery. A sample of his DNA and a follow-up interview back then affirmed that investigators couldn’t prove a connection to the Cinderella case, though notes about his alibi are vague. This latest anonymous tip about a white van is our best lead so far.”

      “One more thing. If you give me a chance, you’ll find that I’m quite capable of asking the right questions during a witness interview.”

      He mulled it over. “Okay, give it a go but tread lightly. We might be dealing with a killer who would do anything to cover his tracks, including knock off a police officer or consultant if he considered them a threat.”
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      We parked in front of a ten-story apartment block that dwarfed the 1950s semidetached bungalows surrounding it. Like other rental buildings in this low-income area, its lobby had deteriorated over time. The linoleum had holes in it the size of golf balls, and the walls suffered from an overload of graffiti.

      We rode the creaky elevator up to the sixth floor. Once again, my pulse increased at the thought of our impending interview. We might be standing in the same room as Vicky’s kidnapper, a man who might have also attempted to kidnap me when I was five years old.

      Was I exaggerating? I hadn’t ever met the man, so how could I judge him? Anxiety mounting, I slipped a hand into my pocket and clasped the crystal to calm my nerves.

      Ryan knocked at the apartment door and whispered to me, “Let’s hope he didn’t make a run for it after my phone call.”

      A chunky, broad-shouldered man in a stained white apron opened the door. George Simon’s eyes skimmed over me and settled on Ryan.

      Ryan held up his badge and introduced us. “We spoke earlier.”

      “You’re here about the missing Vicky girl, right?”

      “You got it.”

      A smile lit up George’s round face, outdoing the shine on his bald head. “Come in.”

      I sensed he was a friendly type, a little on the shy side. Nothing disturbing like Ryan’s depiction of a potential killer. On the other hand, I couldn’t form a valid assessment at this early stage. Some people were experts at hiding the ugly aspects of their personality.

      The odor of chicken soup wafted our way as George led us down the hallway and into a space that comprised the kitchen and the living room. The layout of apartments in this area were similar in the way they offered a large open area, as if eliminating an extra wall made all the difference in construction costs.

      “Have a seat.” George motioned toward four chairs around a round oak table. “Excuse me for a moment. I have to add veggies to the soup.” He took a few steps to the stove.

      While we waited, I caught a subtle movement by the living room window. Was that a cat resting on the back of an armchair? A second glimpse confirmed it was a gray-haired woman sitting with her back to us. Only the top of her head was visible until she stretched her arms out to adjust a black shawl around her shoulders.

      I gave Ryan a nod in her direction.

      “Hey, George,” he said. “I didn’t know you had a visitor.”

      George followed his gaze to the petite woman and acted as if he’d noticed her for the first time. “Oh, that’s my mother. She lives with me.”

      “Since when?”

      “It’s going on twenty years now.”

      “Twenty years?” Ryan eyed him with suspicion. “You told police investigators that you lived alone when they questioned you about Vicky Johnson’s disappearance.”

      George hesitated, as if he were trying to find a plausible excuse. “I was embarrassed,” he grumbled, giving Ryan a quick glance over his shoulder. “A grown man living with his mother. A mother who had to support him financially. What would they think?”

      “She could have provided you with an alibi,” Ryan said.

      “I doubt it.” George strolled over to the table and whispered, “She was in the hospital recovering from surgery at the time.” He set his heavy frame down with a thud in a chair opposite me but looked at Ryan. “Now she’s in the early stages of dementia and has no memory whatsoever about lots of stuff.”

      “So you’re taking care of her,” I said.

      “I have no choice.” George heaved his broad shoulders upward in a shrug but kept his eyes on Ryan. “I quit my job because Mom needs full-time care. I can’t afford to put her in a retirement home. Her income and mine barely cover the rent, groceries...my meds. I suffer from high blood pressure.” He sighed. “Caring for Mom is my sole purpose in life now.”

      Was that sincerity I detected in his voice?

      “That’s very noble of you, George,” I said.

      “You gotta do what you gotta do.”

      “What line of work were you in twenty years ago?” Ryan asked him.

      George shifted in his chair. “General delivery.”

      “For what company?”

      “All kinds of companies. Contract work.”

      “You had your own vehicle?”

      “Yes. A small van.”

      “Do you still own it?”

      George shuffled his feet. “No, I got rid of it.”

      “What color was it?”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “Answer me,” Ryan insisted.

      “White.”

      A slight moan from his mother spurred George to his feet. “Coming, Mom.” He filled a glass with water and brought it to her.

      Ryan stood up and followed him. “How about introducing us to your mother?”

      I joined them and stood by the window, eager to see how George would react.

      He grew flustered and couldn’t recall our names, so Ryan made the introductions.

      Mrs. Simon’s smile softened the wrinkles on her face. “How nice of Georgie to invite his friends over!” To her son, she said, “Why don’t you read us a story?” She pointed to a stack of children’s storybooks on the windowsill.

      Before George could answer, I picked up a book from the pile. The cover was illustrated with colorful baby animals.

      I perceived intense fear emanating from a young girl who had held this book. She was trying to run away from a man. I gasped, hiding my insights with a cough.

      Ryan caught on. “You bought these children’s books for your mother, George?”

      “No, they’re not hers.”

      “Who do they belong to?”

      “A lady who lives in the building.” George rubbed his hands along the sides of his apron. “She’s a single mother. She ditched her husband a few years back. I babysit her young daughter sometimes to help her out.”

      “Do you babysit children often?”

      George huffed. “What are you getting at?”

      “Nothing,” Ryan said. “Just asking.”

      “This is about that missing Vicky girl, isn’t it?” George pursed his lips. “Like I told the cops before, I had nothing to do with it. That same night, I was with my mother at the hospital.”

      “There’s nothing in our investigative files about a hospital visit. Can you prove it?”

      “The hospital should have a record of her stay there.”
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