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    Mackenzie Graham leaned toward the flickering candle, her fork poised above the broiled Chilean sea bass arranged artfully before her on a square black plate. Her instincts told her that her companion was about to take the bait.


    Across the table, Senator Bruce Grable cut lustily into his steak. He looked James Bond handsome, his dark hair perfectly edged in silver at his temples, his blue eyes set wide, his jaw strong. Silk palms and ficus trees separated the white-shrouded tables, giving the illusion of privacy in the trendy new Washington restaurant. “So tell me,” Kenzie said looking intently into Grable’s bright blue eyes, “what made you decide to get into politics?”


    “I wanted to help people,” he said, stabbing a piece of steak and thrusting it into his mouth.


    “That’s the way I see my job, too, Senator—helping people connect.” Kenzie smiled demurely. She tossed her head and as she did, her blonde hair brushed her bare shoulders. She saw his eyes follow the movement. The senator was on his third marriage but he clearly hadn’t stopped looking. “Your daughter must be about to start school.”


    He smiled. “Zoe? Yes. She starts kindergarten in the fall.” Grable had been quick to pull out pictures of the little blonde five-year-old when they first sat down.


    “You’re sending her to private school.”


    “Of course.” Grable took a sip of his wine.


    “And you told me your older children are in college,” Kenzie shook her head, “I don’t know how you do it on just a senator’s salary!”


    “I know. The taxpayers think what we make is a lot, but they don’t know the expenses we have!”


    Kenzie smiled. “That’s why we’d like to help.”


    Grable swallowed. His eyes flickered and she knew he was once again considering her offer.


    “When would it be delivered?” he asked.


    She reached down, pulled a bulging GQ magazine out of her tote bag, and handed it to him, watching his face carefully. “Twenty-five percent. I can supply the rest as soon as the first contract is signed.”


    The senator kept the magazine low, nearly under the table, while he deftly slipped out the envelope hidden inside. Looking down, he peeked at the contents, then tucked it into the breast pocket of his suit coat. It looked like he’d done it before, many, many times. “And all you need is some help with the Department of Defense?”


    She nodded. “An inside track on those contracts.”


    “I can do that,” he said, lifting his glass.


    “Great!” Kenzie raised her glass to meet his.


    The couple at the next table stood up, stepped past the palms, and approached them.


    “Senator Grable?” the man said. Tall, with salt-and-pepper hair, the man’s sharp gray suit contrasted nicely with his white shirt.


    Grable turned to look at him.


    “Special Agent James Anderson, FBI,” the man said, opening a leather credentials case and showing it to the senator. “You’re under arrest, sir.”


    “What?” Grable pushed his chair back and stood up, his face red, his voice angry.


    “Selling influence, sir. That’s illegal.”


    “Special Agent Toni Carroll,” Anderson’s partner said, flashing her own creds. “Turn around, and give me your hands. Do you have any weapons?” She looked small next to Grable, but her voice had an unmistakable tone of authority.


    “Weapons? Are you . . .”


    “You have the right to remain silent.”


    Grable looked at Kenzie in disbelief. “Who are you?” the senator demanded, spit flying in Kenzie’s direction.


    “Special Agent Mackenzie Graham,” she said briskly. “Oh, and don’t worry about the tab, Senator—the director will pick it up.” She threw her black shawl over her shoulders, reached down for her purse, and headed for the door. “Thanks, Paul,” she said to the maître d’ as she walked past him. “Jim will settle up with you.”
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    “Great job, Kenzie,” Jim said a few minutes later, standing next to her car in the parking garage. “You got everything we needed.” He smiled.


    The night air felt cool, a welcome relief from the hot August day. Kenzie placed the recording device she’d been wearing in an evidence bag labeled with the case number. She signed and dated the bag, noting the time, and handed it to the older agent, who signed the bag as well, establishing the legal chain of custody that would prove crucial in a trial.


    “You’re not going to come celebrate with us?” he asked.


    Kenzie shook her head. “I’ve got to get home to Jack. And I’ve got to stop by the office and pick up some work.”


    Jim’s gray eyebrows narrowed. “The boss giving you a hard time?”


    “He still thinks psycholinguistics is voodoo science and because I’m short on street experience, he’s convinced I’m not tough enough to be an agent.” Kenzie sighed. “I think it’s his personal mission to break me. So he’s finding loose threads in my old cases and doubling my work.” She frowned. “What am I supposed to do? The Bureau needed me at the Academy, temporarily anyway. I can’t help it if that makes him short one agent at the field office.”


    Jim shook his head. “You do great work, Kenzie. Don’t let him bug you.”


    Kenzie thanked him. She started to put the key in the lock of her dark red rental car, then froze. A spider was crawling across the door handle.


    Jim’s cell phone rang. “Hold on,” he said, touching her arm. She wrenched her eyes off the spider and turned toward him. “Anderson. Yes. What? When?” Cradling the phone with his shoulder, he pulled a pen and a small notebook out of his pocket and began jotting notes. “OK, OK . . . right. She’s right here. I’ll tell her. Fifteen minutes, if not sooner.” He clicked the phone off and looked at Kenzie, his brow furrowed.


    “What is it?” she asked.


    “D.C. police have responded to a possible kidnapping, 3217 27th Street NW.”


    “Senator Grable’s house?” A jolt of adrenaline ran through Kenzie.


    “His five-year-old daughter is missing.”


    “Zoe? This happened tonight?” Kenzie’s heart raced.


    Jim nodded. “While we were in the restaurant. The Bureau’s been called out. That was the case agent, Scott Hansbrough. You know him?”


    She could barely breathe. “He’s why I’m with the Bureau.”


    “He wants you there.”


    “Got it!” She turned back to the car and jerked the door open.
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    The Grables’ home, a typical Georgetown center-hall red-brick Colonial, sat on a narrow street on the edge of Rock Creek Park. Kenzie, still in her high heels and little black dress, scrambled to keep up with Special Agent Scott Hansbrough. He was tall and athletic, and it seemed like she had to take two strides for every one of his. The heels didn’t help.


    Kenzie could smell boxwoods near the house. There would be azaleas in the yard, too, she knew, and at least one tulip magnolia. It wasn’t hard to imagine the standard Washington plantings.


    One ambulance, lights flashing, stood out front next to a single police car. They were keeping things quiet, Kenzie realized. Causing a big stir might make a kidnapper do something rash.


    “Kenzie,” Scott said, stopping suddenly and turning toward her. His sheer size would stop anyone in their tracks. Kenzie looked up at him. He wore his brown hair short, like a Marine. His left cheek bore a thin scar from a long-ago suspect’s knife. Dressed in a navy blue suit, white shirt, and red tie, he looked sharp.


    Scott lowered his voice, “I want you with me when I interview Grable’s wife. Watch her. See if you can pick up any deception, any hint that she might be involved.” The lights of the ambulance reflected in his eyes and highlighted the intensity in his face.


    “Right,” she said. In a kidnapping case, law enforcement officers had to rule out those closest to the victim as suspects first. Kenzie searched her mind for what she knew about the senator’s wife.


    Scott turned and trotted up the front steps two at a time, knocked at the front door, and flashed his creds at the police officer who opened it. The cop glanced back at Kenzie, instantly reminding her how out of place she looked in her little black dress and high heels.


    “She’s with me,” Scott said firmly. The cop nodded and stepped back to let them in.


    Kenzie had always admired the way Scott could walk into a room and take charge. People instantly respected him. She figured it had to be some male pheromone. “It doesn’t come so easily to me,” she’d told Jack one day when they were jogging. “I’ve got to work at it.”


    “Special Agent Hansbrough, FBI,” Scott said, announcing his presence to the distraught woman in the living room. “Parlor” they would probably call it, Kenzie thought. Mrs. Grable had grown up in Atlanta and despite her home’s colonial style, she had decorated the inside with the melon colors of her childhood: Pale green, cantaloupe, and a touch of watermelon red here and there. It looked gorgeous.


    “Where is he? Where is my husband?” Mrs. Grable demanded, rushing toward Scott. A thin, wispy blonde, she barely looked old enough to have a five-year-old daughter.


    “Calm down, Mrs. Grable,” Scott said. “He’s at the FBI office. We’ll get him over here as soon as we can.”


    Elizabeth Grable—her husband called her Beth—wore a pale pink suit, Armani, Kenzie guessed, with a white silk blouse and gold. Lots of gold.


    “Why aren’t you doing something? Why aren’t you looking for her?” Mrs. Grable screamed, looking around. Her eyes fell on Kenzie and narrowed. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”


    “Special Agent Mackenzie Graham,” she replied. Mrs. Grable stared at her as if she didn’t believe her. Kenzie blamed the little black dress.


    “Mrs. Grable, is there somewhere we can go to talk?” Scott said, taking charge. “I’d like to hear what happened.”
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    The sunroom off the kitchen worked perfectly. Plush cushions covered in a gorgeous green leafy design with yellow accents softened the white wicker furniture. A few throw rugs lay on the tile floor, while potted tropical plants added a natural feel. Beth Grable sat perched on the edge of the love seat, twisting a tissue in her hand. Kenzie waited with her while Scott talked to the Metropolitan PD officer who had responded to the 911 call.


    After a few moments, Scott appeared, sat down, and immediately Mrs. Grable launched into her story. “It was my mah-jongg night, you see, and Bruce said he had a dinner date with some . . . some aide and said he would be late.”


    Chalk up one lie for the senator. Kenzie made a mental note.


    “Our nanny was here, so I didn’t see the harm in going.”


    “You play frequently?” Scott asked.


    “Every week.”


    “Always on the same night?” Scott leaned toward her, notebook in hand, his broad shoulders stretching the limits of his navy blue suit, his dark brown eyes focused on Mrs. Grable’s face.


    “Oh, yes, Tuesday night at seven o’clock.”


    “What time did you leave tonight?”


    “Why, six-forty, I believe. Yes, that would be right. I was running five minutes late.”


    Scott was establishing the window of opportunity for the kidnapping, Kenzie knew.


    “How many of you play?” he asked.


    “How many players? Eight. We have two alternates.”


    “How does the evening go?”


    “What difference does that make?” Mrs. Grable exploded.


    Scott waited for her to calm down. “It matters. Trust me.”


    She rolled her eyes, her cheeks wet with tears. Then she brushed her hair back from her face. “We play for two and a half hours, with a half-hour break in the middle. The hostess provides refreshments. We rotate bringing prizes.”


    “So you left around what time?” Scott asked.


    “Ten o’clock. We always leave at ten.” Mrs. Grable twisted the tissue in her hands. “I drove home, and when I pulled up, I knew something was wrong.”


    “Why?”


    “Zoe’s bedroom light—why would it be on if she were sleeping?” Mrs. Grable got up and began pacing. “I felt angry at first. I thought maybe she was manipulating the nanny again, staying up past her bedtime. I parked in the garage and let myself in through the kitchen door. I put my purse down and headed for the stairs. And then I saw . . . I saw . . .” tears welled again in her eyes and streamed over her cheeks. “I saw her, the nanny, lying at the bottom of the stairs, lying there . . . with this thing on her head.”


    Kenzie noticed Beth didn’t use the nanny’s name. That registered as interesting. Nor did she accurately describe the “thing” on her head. Paramedics said they’d found the woman unconscious, with her head in a brown pillowcase containing a rag soaked with chloroform.


    “What did you do?” Scott asked softly.


    Beth sat down and shook her head slowly. “I ran up the stairs, screaming for Zoe. I felt terrified. And when I got to her room, I found . . . found . . .”


    “Yes?”


    “. . . she was gone! Gone!” The anguish welled up in Mrs. Grable again, and she convulsed in sobs, dropping the mangled tissue on the floor.


    Kenzie saw a tissue box across the room, got up, retrieved it, and handed it to her.


    “You have to find her. You have to find her!” Beth wailed, pulling multiple tissues out of the box.


    Scott and Kenzie exchanged glances. The woman’s turmoil seemed real. But then, Susan Smith had shed crocodile tears over her two “kidnapped” little boys. All along, she knew they lay at the bottom of a lake. She had drowned them.


    “We’re going to do everything we can, Mrs. Grable,” Scott said. “Let me ask you a few more questions.”


    Kenzie sat quietly while Scott continued to interview the senator’s wife. Had they been having any problems with anyone lately? Was there anyone to whom they owed money? Had they had any workers in the house recently? What about former spouses? Ex-lovers? Current lovers? Who might have known her schedule? How long had the nanny worked for them? Did she have any boyfriends?


    Mrs. Grable answered through her tears, trembling.


    “Agent Hansbrough?” An FBI technician appeared at the doorway and gestured toward Scott. Kenzie guessed Scott had called out a response team.


    “Yes, one second.” Scott turned back to Mrs. Grable. “I’ll be right back.”


    Kenzie tried to comfort Mrs. Grable. “All the resources of the FBI are being activated to help find Zoe, Mrs. Grable,” she said, but the woman simply responded with more sobs.


    Scott returned. “Mrs. Grable, we’ve got your phone tapped, but there’s a voice mail message. I need you to come listen to it.”


    The woman jumped up, nearly knocking the glass top off the wicker coffee table. “Could it be . . . ?”


    “We’ll know in a second.”


    But it was only a message from the pediatrician’s office asking the Grables to call. “Zoe hasn’t been well,” Mrs. Grable explained to Scott. “I thought she had the flu but it wasn’t clearing up. So I took her in for some tests yesterday.”


    Scott nodded. “We have agents canvassing your neighbors to see if they noticed anything tonight. We’ll be monitoring all your phone calls, including your cell. And your e-mails. I’ll set up a command center . . .”


    “Just do it,” she interrupted. “Do whatever you need!” She threw up her hands. “You’ve got to help me!”
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    “It could be a long night,” Scott said. Quietly, other agents had been coming into the house. Through the kitchen window, Kenzie could see the Mobile Command Post, a huge RV-type vehicle taking a position in the alley behind the house. It would eventually serve as their headquarters, but for now, Scott said they’d meet in the house to strategize.


    After handing Mrs. Grable off to a female agent, Scott and Kenzie moved into the dining room. “What’s my role here?” Kenzie asked. Scott worked on a violent crime squad at the Washington Field Office. The Bureau had temporarily assigned Kenzie to the FBI Academy, teaching interviewing techniques and consulting in her specialty, forensic psycholinguistics. Anderson’s public corruption squad had borrowed her back to sting Senator Grable.


    “I told Shuler I wanted you assigned to the case,” Scott replied. Tom Shuler was the assistant director in charge of the Washington office.


    “And my classes?”


    “He’s calling the AD for the Academy.”


    Kenzie grimaced.


    “Hey, your boss thinks you lack street experience, isn’t that what you told me? This is your chance. If we don’t find the kid in the next few days, the chances of ever finding her are slim.”


    Poor Zoe. Kenzie had seen enough pictures of her to feel sympathy. She took a deep breath. “This isn’t my field. What do we know about kidnappings? Statistically?”


    “If we’re talking a child predator, in nearly 100 percent of the cases, the kid is dead in twenty-four hours. But if the kidnapper is doing this for money, we have a chance. He’ll make his demands in twelve to twenty-four hours. He’ll let the senator and his wife sweat for a bit first.” Scott ran his hand through his hair. “Evaluating any messages we get will be crucial. And our responses must be carefully worded. I don’t want to mess this up. There’s too much at stake. I need someone good with words, Kenzie. I need you.”


    She took a deep breath. “OK. Let me go home, see Jack, and grab some clothes.”


    “You don’t have a ready bag in the car?” he said, frowning.


    “I don’t get calls like this!” She glanced at her watch. Just after 11:00 p.m. “Three hours. I’ll be back in three hours.”


    “Make it two.”
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    The Academy lay forty miles south of Washington, straight down Interstate 95, not far from Kenzie’s townhouse. She knew that Jack would probably have been better off in a place with a big backyard, but realistically, she had no time to mow grass.


    Guilt dogged her as she cut through the night. She should have prepared for an emergency with work clothes and a toothbrush in the trunk. She’d gotten complacent, working at the Academy. Scott wouldn’t say anything because he was Scott.


    She’d known him for eight years, had met him when she was an assistant professor of linguistics and he was working on a threat case and needed her expertise. Impressed with her knowledge, Scott had recruited her for the Bureau. Kenzie was intrigued by the application of her specialty, linguistics, to law enforcement, and her visit to the FBI Academy cemented her decision. Eighteen months later, PhD in hand, Kenzie found herself a new agent in training. That was just three years ago.


    Jack was waiting for her when she came through the garage door into the kitchen, a silly grin on his face, his stub of a tail wagging furiously. “Jack, I am so sorry! Did Corey take you for a run?” Kenzie patted the black and white springer spaniel. “I know he did. But you’re ready for more, aren’t you? And guess what? I have bad news. I have to go back. It’s a little girl, Jack, a little five-year-old. I have to help her.”


    She threw her keys down on the kitchen countertop and kicked off her high heels. “I’ve got to change, Jack.”


    He followed her with not one, but two tennis balls in his mouth. As she pulled off her dress, her slip, and her stockings, Jack dropped the balls at her feet and waited expectantly. “I don’t have time to play right now. I promise, when this is over . . .”


    But he kept following her around. She went into her closet where she grabbed a clean pair of khaki pants and a golf shirt with an “FBI Academy—Behavioral Science Unit” patch. Then she moved back out into her bedroom, where she put them on. She threaded a holster onto her belt, and filled it with her Bureau-issued Glock. It felt heavy. She wasn’t used to wearing it every day. Not at the Academy.


    “Of course, I feel guilty, Jack, but then, this is my job! I’ll make it up to you. I swear I will.” Grabbing a duffle bag, she threw in two more pairs of pants, three shirts, underwear, more socks, her travel kit, a brush, some elastics to hold her hair back, and a toothbrush. “What am I missing?” she said out loud. Her navy blazer. She retrieved it from the closet.


    Jack barked at her, a solitary, sharp bark. “OK, OK.” Kenzie kicked the balls out into the hallway, and then down the stairs. Jack went bounding after them and Kenzie followed him, her duffle bag in her hand. She grabbed her personally owned weapon, a small pistol, and put it in her bag.


    There were four new messages on the answering machine in the kitchen. All four were from her mother. Clarice Graham lived in northwest D.C. in the house where Kenzie had grown up. At sixty-six, she was still beautiful, still trim, and still the most difficult person in Kenzie’s life. Her messages demanded that Kenzie call her, tonight. It was a matter of utmost urgency. The last one, recorded at ten fifty-five, sharply accused Kenzie of ignoring her again. “Oh, good grief,” Kenzie muttered. Being an only child definitely had disadvantages.


    Jack barked again, his one sharp, insistent bark. Kenzie looked at him. He’d laid the two tennis balls, side by side, right in front of her, begging her to play.


    “OK!” Kenzie said. “Five minutes. That’s all. Then I have to go.”
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    At 1:20 a.m., she arrived back at the Grables’ house in Georgetown. She parked in the back, near the Mobile Command Center, and showed credentials to the agent at the back gate. Driving down the alley, she’d seen an agent walking the neighborhood. He belonged, no doubt, to the Special Operations Group, called out to scan the streets around the Grables’ house.


    The cooler night air, a perfect seventy degrees, felt refreshing. Overhead, the stars shimmered in the velvet sky. Kenzie grabbed her briefcase and made her way into the house.


    “I’m back,” she said. Scott stood over the dining room table, making notes. His deep brown eyes, set in a broad face, creased at the edges with tension.


    “The senator should be here shortly,” he said.


    “No calls?”


    “Nothing, not even . . .”


    An agent appearing at the dining room door interrupted him. “Heads up!” he said, and motioned for them to follow.


    “Showtime,” Scott said quietly.


    They walked to the front hall, and seconds later, Senator Bruce Grable, along with a man in an expensive suit who Kenzie figured must be his lawyer, and two additional FBI agents strode through the front door.


    “Where’s my wife?” the senator demanded, fixing his cold gaze on Scott.


    “In the family room, sir,” Scott said. He motioned with his head to Kenzie and they followed the senator to the rear of the house.


    “Bruce, do something!” Beth cried out and she half rose from the couch. He took her in his arms, then sat down next to her.


    “It’ll be all right; we’ll find her,” he said, but a catch in his voice told a very different story. He held his wife for a moment, their grief framed by the large picture of Zoe hanging behind the couch on the pale green wall; then he stood up and squared off with Scott. “Who are you?”


    “FBI Special Agent Scott Hansbrough. I’m the case agent.”


    The senator looked past him, straight at Kenzie. “You! What do you think you’re doing?”


    “She’s an expert in psycholinguistics,” Scott said calmly. “She’ll be invaluable if we get any communication from the kidnappers. I’ve asked her to join the case.”


    “Yeah, well, I don’t like people who deceive me.” He turned to the well-dressed man who’d come in with him. “Get her out of here!”


    The man, the presumed lawyer, took a deep breath. “The director told me he specifically allowed it,” he said. “She’s supposedly an expert.”


    “You get that son of a . . . get him on the phone. Now!”


    It only takes being a senator, Kenzie thought, to gain immediate access to the FBI’s top dog. She could picture Director Joseph D. Lundquist now, patiently listening as he got an earful from Grable, who paced while he yelled into the cell phone his lawyer had handed him. Calming the senator down seemed to take forever. Eventually, the diplomatic talents of the director must have won out. The senator snapped the phone off and strode back toward the two agents. “Just what are you doing to find my daughter? Or is your job just to harass me?”


    Scott took a big breath. “We have agents working hard on this already, Senator, canvassing the neighborhood, getting security tapes from local businesses, going over possible suspects, and reviewing similar cases. We have a tap on your phones and we’re monitoring e-mail. Now we need information from you.”


    The senator tightened his lips into a straight line. “How long is it going to take you to find Zoe?”


    “There’s no way to know that,” Scott replied.


    “That’s not an answer!” Grable stood with his hands on his hips, his jaw thrust forward.


    “I need to ask you some questions, sir. Could we go into your office?”
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    The senator’s home office, a one-story wing, stood off to the right side of the house, balancing the sunroom on the opposite side. A huge walnut desk dominated the room. The walls were a medium brown. “Mocha latte” is what Kenzie figured the designers would call it. Flanking the front window, framed by thick brown and cream curtains, were two brown leather chairs and a love seat covered in a dark green, brown, and cream plaid fabric. Very masculine. Very rich.


    The senator walked right past the couch and chairs and stood behind his desk. He motioned for Kenzie and Scott to sit down. The lawyer pulled up another chair. “Now, what do you want?” Grable asked as he sagged into his high-back, leather desk chair.


    Scott shifted in his seat, but did not respond to the senator’s gruff prompt. Kenzie sensed he was asserting control, letting the silence grow between them until he was ready to initiate. She looked at the two of them, the senator with his polished good looks, and Scott, a brown-haired, thick-necked former football player. In a standoff, Kenzie would put money on Scott.


    On the wall behind the senator hung pictures of him with two presidents, with the prime ministers of Israel and Great Britain, with the secretary of defense, and with his little girl. Zoe was about two years old and wore pink corduroy Oshkosh overalls. Grable was throwing her in the air, and Zoe appeared to be squealing with delight. A diploma from the University of Illinois, his home state, hung next to the pictures. That explained the broad A Kenzie had heard in his speech.


    Scott turned to the man on the senator’s left. “First, who are you?”


    “J. Barton Thompson. Senator Grable’s lawyer. And I want to point out he doesn’t have to answer anything.”


    “No, of course not,” Scott interrupted, “if he doesn’t care about finding his daughter.” He returned his gaze to Grable. “Senator, we’re covering all the bases as we search for Zoe. It’s possible it was a random act, but my hunch is, and it’s just a hunch, the kidnapper is someone who knows you or your wife, someone with a grudge. Someone who wants to strike directly at your heart.”


    Well put, Kenzie thought.


    The senator glared at Scott. But as the agent’s words sank in, Kenzie saw Grable swallow hard, his expression softening. “So who are we looking at? Political enemies? The gardener? The guy I cussed out last week at the parking garage?”


    “All of the above,” Scott said. “Let’s start with people who might be angry with you.”


    Grable picked up a paper clip, straightened it, and threw it on his desk. “That could be a long list.” He began by naming political enemies, two activists in the opposite party, a man he’d soundly defeated to win and keep his Senate seat, another senator who’d felt double-crossed when Grable changed his vote on a bill, a couple of people jealous of his position on the Senate Armed Services Committee and the way he wielded power, some people on the White House staff. “But these are all professional politicians. They’re not the kind to steal a little girl,” he said.


    “What exactly is that kind, Senator?” Scott asked. “Because we’ve seen them all.”


    Grable sighed with exasperation. “All right,” he said, leaning forward, “that’s all I can think of right now.”


    “OK. Now, Senator, who do you owe money to?”


    Grable went over the list, ticking them off on his fingers—the mortgage company, an auto loan, an investment broker, a bank . . . no, two banks. He kept hunching his shoulders, the tension playing out in his body. “What else?”


    “Senator, how’s your marriage?”


    The man visibly stiffened. He straightened up in his chair. “What are you insinuating?”


    “I’m not insinuating anything. I just asked a simple question.” Scott’s eyes were fixed on Grable’s face.


    Grable blustered and fumed. He stood up and turned his back on Scott and Kenzie. When he finally turned around, his face looked red. “My marriage is like every other Washington marriage I know. Difficult. Struggling. Infuriating at times. But do I think my wife had anything to do with Zoe’s disappearance? No. No way.”


    “That isn’t what I asked, Senator.”


    Grable tightened his jaw. “What exactly are you getting at?”


    “Any affairs going on?”


    “No!”


    “Has there been talk of divorce? Separation?”


    “No, of course not.” Grable sat back down in his chair. “We have our problems but look, I do the best I can as a husband, a father. And Beth, she . . . she tries, too. I’ve been there, done that when it comes to divorce. I don’t intend to do it again.”


    “You’re pretty close to Zoe.”


    “So what? So that’s illegal now? Being close to your daughter?”


    Scott switched gears, asking questions about the people who had access to the house, the neighbors, any workmen who’d been around lately. They’d recently had the house reroofed and repainted. They had a lawn-care company and they’d used a caterer for a party recently. The senator added that Scott would have to get the names of the contractors from his wife.


    “Would any of the people who know you have any reason to believe you or your wife had a part in Zoe’s disappearance?” Scott asked.


    “Absolutely not!” the senator said, fuming.


    “It’s a standard question, sir. One more thing. You’ve accepted some money . . .”


    “Don’t respond to that!” Thompson said firmly. He looked at Scott. “He will not answer any questions along those lines.”


    Scott refocused on the senator. “What I wanted to know, Senator, is have there been any potentially illegal transactions that might have put you in the company of unscrupulous people, people who now believe they can recoup some of their, uh, investments? Or people who may feel they didn’t get their money’s worth?”


    “Don’t say a word!” Thompson said to the senator. He sat on the edge of his seat. “Senator, I strongly advise you not to engage in this line of questioning.”


    “Although it could be the most productive,” Scott said. “As you yourself pointed out, Senator, most of the people you’ve named would not be considered prime suspects. Anyone who’s engaged in criminal activity, on the other hand . . .”


    “Bruce, don’t do it!”


    Senator Grable took a deep breath, looked up at the ceiling, and closed his eyes. Kenzie could see the veins in his neck popping out. When he opened his eyes he focused on the fancy penholder on his desk, refusing eye contact with Scott. “I can’t go there, Hansbrough. On the advice of my counsel.”


    Scott waited to see what would come next. After a full minute, he gathered his notebook and said, “All right, Senator. Would you be willing to take a polygraph? On the other issues?”


    “Of course!”


    Scott nodded. “We’ll keep you advised.” He and Kenzie stood up to leave. “One more thing, sir. If we could have a list of your associates at the Senate, in all of your offices, in fact, including contact information. Volunteers as well.”


    “I’ll have my secretary get it to you as soon as I can reach her.”


    “Thank you, Senator. It’s worth waking her up.” Scott and Kenzie turned toward the door.


    “Hansbrough!”


    They looked back at the senator, who rose from behind his desk and walked toward them.


    “I want you to know I don’t like you—or her—one bit.” Grable jabbed the air with his forefinger. “But I expect you to find Zoe. You find my little girl!”


    “That’s my job, sir. I intend to do it.”


    “I’ll tell you one more thing. You fail at this and I will crush you. Your career will be over. What’s more, I’ll do everything I can to make sure your director gets nothing he wants on the Hill. Ever.”


    Scott nodded. “I understand.”


    “Do it, Hansbrough. Find Zoe!”
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    No pressure,” Scott said to Kenzie in a low voice after they’d left the senator’s office. He shook his head. “What did you think?”


    “I don’t think he had anything to do with Zoe’s disappearance.”


    Scott nodded.


    “But his marriage is in trouble.”


    He looked at her.


    “Did you hear his answer when you said, ‘How’s your marriage?’ He hesitated, then responded with a question. ‘What are you insinuating?’ he said. That’s not an answer. That’s deception. He’s hiding something.”


    Scott raised his eyebrows.


    “And what about the others who might have bribed him?” Kenzie asked. “He wouldn’t answer that line of questioning, obviously, but I think the area’s a good place to look.”


    “I agree. Let’s give him a little time. He may open up later. In the meantime, I’ll get somebody on the ones we know about already.” Scott set his jaw. “Come on. Let’s rally the troops.”
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    There were half a dozen FBI agents in the house, leaders of the teams currently staged around D.C., waiting for orders. Scott called them into the dining room. Kenzie checked her watch. Two-fifty a.m. Scott had set up his files and computer in the middle position of the large table, with his back to a huge buffet. Typically, he liked to have a view of the entrances and exits of whatever room he worked in, Kenzie knew. It was the fallout of many years of being on the street.


    Kenzie chose a position standing next to the wall near him. She watched the agents arrange themselves in the room. She didn’t know most of them, but she recognized Jocelyn, a dark-haired, olive-skinned agent in her mid-thirties; Alicia Sheerling, a member of Scott’s squad; and an African-American agent named Jesse. The last person to walk in the room was a slender, ruddy-faced man with high cheekbones, black hair, and piercing black eyes. He walked in like he’d be comfortable anywhere. Another Scott. He looked in her direction. Their eyes met briefly.


    “All right,” Scott said, clearing his throat. “Let me update you. The last time Mrs. Grable saw Zoe was at 6:30 p.m., when she said goodbye on the way to her mah-jongg game. She reported her missing at 10:30 p.m., so we’re a little over four hours now. Ninety percent of these situations are resolved in twenty-four hours. Most of these crimes are perpetrated by sexual predators. Kidnapping for ransom is very, very rare.


    “Should we get a communication, the tracking van is ready to roll, as is a chopper. The door-to-door in this neighborhood has revealed nothing so far, which doesn’t surprise me . . . there is so much traffic up and down this street, a strange car wouldn’t be noticed.


    “We’ve set up a website on the secure net with this password: jeh127lf. That’s j. edgar hoover 127 louis freeh. Got it? When you get on that site, you will need to set up your own access code. There you will find the database we are using to organize the information we collect. Please upload your data as often as you can. Also, I want to be in direct telephone contact with each of you at least once every three hours. This child’s life could depend on us connecting the dots sooner rather than later.”


    The sound of shuffling filled the room. Everyone seemed anxious to get on with it. Scott continued, “Jocelyn, you go to the hospital and stick with the nanny. There’s a cop there already. I understand the nanny’s still unconscious. The minute she wakes up, the minute the doctors will let you have access to her—find out everything you can.


    “Alicia, you check out the senator’s staff. He’s getting a list for us now. Find out where each of them was last evening. Verify it. And for the ones back home in Illinois, contact the Chicago office and get them on it. When you’re finished with that, here’s a list of people the senator considers political enemies.” The agent nodded.


    “All right, Jesse, check on the mah-jongg players. Verify Mrs. Grable’s presence. Check out her demeanor. The time she arrived and the time she departed. If she got any phone calls or text messages. Cover all the bases.”


    Scott continued passing out assignments: Family and friends, financial contacts, sexual offenders known to be in the area, similar crimes committed elsewhere in the country, and finally the senator’s social contacts.


    The dark-haired, dark-eyed man was last. “Crow,” Scott said.


    Kenzie looked up.


    “Crow, I want you and your people to get background on the nanny and her relatives . . . everything. And the contractors who have worked on the house recently. Here’s a list.”


    “Got it.”


    “All right. That’s a start. Have at it.”


    “Crow?” Kenzie asked when everyone else had gone.


    “John Crowfeather. Everyone calls him Crow.”


    “Is he an American Indian?”


    Scott nodded. “Full-blooded Navajo. His grandfather was one of the World War II Code Talkers. You should get to know him. He’s interesting. And he’s single.”


    “Maybe I’ll wait until we find Zoe,” Kenzie responded dryly. She thought she’d broken Scott of his habit of trying to set her up. She changed the subject. “All right, victimology: I’d like to see Zoe’s room.”


    “Go up the stairs, take a left, and come back toward the front of the house. You can’t miss it. It’s pink.”


    [image: imagedeco1.jpg]


    Kenzie stood just inside the doorway of Zoe’s room, ignoring the black fingerprint powder that marred the pale pink of the walls and the white paint on the trim, looking instead at the décor and feel of the room. How long had it been since she’d been in a little girl’s room? Zoe’s furniture was white, trimmed in gold, and the curtains were white dotted Swiss—very old-fashioned and feminine, and charming, actually. In one corner lay a pile of stuffed animals. Next to it stood a tiny table and two bears having a tea party.


    Kenzie took a deep breath. She had come to get a sense of Zoe’s personality, to study the victim to get a clue about the psychology of the perpetrator. But instead of discovering Zoe Grable, she had unexpectedly come face-to-face with herself.


    Was it the pink-and-white striped polished cotton bedspread? The stuffed animals? The shelf chock-full of books? Or the small cradle with its bald-headed baby doll?


    All of that, plus the light scent of fresh linens and the tiny sock on the floor, instantly transported her back to age five. As the only child of her father’s second marriage she had spent many hours alone in her own pink room, playing with dolls and stuffed dogs, creating her own companions, acting out the melodrama she so often heard coming up through the heating grates when both of her parents were home.


    She had adored her father. Blond-haired and blue-eyed, a successful entrepreneur, her dad lit up her world when he came home. In contrast, her mother seemed to be perpetually angry, angry with Kenzie’s dad and jealous of his relationship with their little girl. Still, every day, late in the afternoon, Kenzie kept her ears perked for the sound of her dad’s car, for the tune he so often whistled or his voice calling out, “Where’s my baby girl?”


    She was twelve the last time she heard it.


    Fingering a stuffed brown dog in Zoe’s room, Kenzie thrust away the memories. No time for that now. She had to stay in the present. She had work to do.


    She moved toward the window. It was locked tightly, and the sill was unmarred. It appeared whoever took Zoe simply came in through the door and probably left the same way. Had they taken anything from the room? Using a pen she carefully slid a dresser drawer open enough to peek inside. She had no way of knowing for sure, but it looked to her about half-empty, like some clothes were missing. If so, that was a good sign. The kidnapper intended to keep Zoe alive long enough to need them.


    “Kenzie!” Scott’s voice boomed up the stairwell.


    “Here!” she said, emerging from Zoe’s room.


    “I need you.”


    Kenzie moved down the stairs and entered the dining room where’d they’d set up a temporary command center. “What’s up?”


    “We got an audio file of the 911 call.”


    She stood behind the table, and Scott clicked on the file he’d loaded into his computer. Kenzie held her breath as the slightly distorted audio played.


    Operator: 911. Do you need police, fire, or ambulance?


    Caller: Oh God! Help me! She’s gone, she’s gone!


    Operator: What is your address, ma’am?


    Caller: It’s my house! 3217 27th Street NW.


    Operator: OK, calm down. Now, who is gone?


    Caller: My baby! I came home and she’s . . . she’s not here!


    Operator: Could I have your name?


    Caller: This is Elizabeth Grable. Senator Grable’s wife.


    Operator: How old is the child, ma’am?


    Caller: Five! She’s only five!


    Operator: And what’s her name?


    Caller: Zoe. Zoe Grable.


    Operator: I’m dispatching the police. They’ll be there shortly. Did you check outside? Maybe she just went into the yard.


    Caller: She’s gone, I’m telling you, she’s gone! He’s going to kill me . . . oh God! My husband will kill me!


    Operator: Is your husband at home?


    Caller: Oh, no . . . oh, no . . .


    Operator: Ma’am? Is your husband with you?


    Caller: No.


    Operator: I can hear sirens. Go to the front door and let the police in.


    Caller: Officer! Officer!


    Scott looked at Kenzie as the digital recording stopped. “What do you think?”


    “Let me listen to it with headphones on,” she said, and she pulled some good headphones out of her briefcase and plugged them in. She sat down and listened again, taking notes, concentrating on the words Beth used. Then she took off the headphones and placed them next to the laptop. “Honestly, she sounds sincere. But what’s the most obvious thing?”


    “Besides her hysteria?” Scott replied.


    “She never mentions the nanny. It’s like she doesn’t exist.”


    “Why would that be?”


    Kenzie shrugged. “Maybe she wishes she didn’t exist. Maybe Beth considers her totally unimportant. Maybe she’s jealous of her. Also, she keeps saying ‘Help ME!’ not ‘help us’ or ‘we need your help.’ And she refers to ‘my house’ and ‘my baby.’ Those are fairly narcissistic statements.”


    “She says her husband will kill her.”


    “In context, I think she means figuratively. But still, it indicates conflict.”


    Scott rubbed his jaw.


    “She repeats herself a lot during the call,” Kenzie said, looking at her notes. “She says, ‘she’s gone, she’s gone!’ and then ‘Zoe. Zoe Grable.’ ”


    “What’s that mean?”


    “It could be deception, or just nervousness.”


    Scott sagged back in his chair. “So, she’s neither on nor off the hook.”


    “That’s right. We can’t rule her out as a suspect; but I’m not hearing anything that makes me really suspicious.” Kenzie tapped her pen on the table. “You have the statement of the first responder? Let’s see what he said about her.”


    Scott pulled out the report from the first policeman on the scene. “Let’s see: The officer says she was upset, crying. She kept grabbing his arm and begging him to find Zoe. He entered the house and found the nanny, and was surprised Mrs. Grable hadn’t mentioned her. He called for an ambulance. He asked Mrs. Grable what had happened to her and she responded, ‘I don’t know!’ The officer became suspicious and decided to stay with Mrs. Grable rather than search the premises. He radioed for back-up . . .” Scott shook his head. “Her reaction is pretty squirrelly.”


    “I’ll say. But that’s how a narcissist would react,” Kenzie said, thinking of her own mother. “Like it had happened to her and not her child.”


    “I’d like to take a look at Mrs. Grable’s calendar. See who she’s been meeting with. How she spends her time,” Scott said.


    Kenzie paced away, tapping her lip with her finger. “In contrast, Senator Grable has been direct in his statements. When we asked him to name possible suspects, he did it. When we asked him who he thought could have done this, he didn’t hesitate and had good reasons for the people he named. People who are being deceptive usually say things like ‘Anybody could have done this!’ It’s to their advantage to keep the suspect pool wide.”


    “Interesting.”


    “When we asked him if he would take a polygraph, he readily agreed. When he talks about his daughter,” Kenzie took in a deep breath, “it’s clear to me he loves her.”


    Scott nodded. “That’s my feeling, too. I’m not as comfortable with the wife.”


    “Nor am I. Nobody likes to think of a mother hurting her own little girl, but it happens.”


    “It could be her, or it could be a random abduction, like Elizabeth Smart or Polly Klaas.”


    “In Elizabeth’s case, the suspect had been in the home, doing odd jobs months before,” Kenzie said.


    “In a high percentage of cases of abduction for sexual reasons there’s been some contact with the victim before, brief though it may be. Some visual contact, anyway,” Scott added. “That’s why I asked Crow to check out all these workmen. We could be talking about a serious pedophile. Someone bold enough or crazy enough to enter a home, rather than just take a kid off the street. If that’s the case, we won’t hear from him.” Scott rubbed his hands together as he thought. “OK, so we could have an abductor who wants to get rid of the girl for some reason, an abductor who wants to possess the girl, an abductor . . .”


    “. . . who wants to hurt the senator.” Kenzie stretched her neck and shoulders, tight from hours of tension. “If I wanted to get at him, Zoe would be my target.” She bit her lower lip, a bad habit from childhood. “Wait! Did I tell you? I think there were clothes missing from Zoe’s dresser. Did anyone else notice that? We should ask Mrs. Grable to confirm. If so, then it’s more likely we’re talking about a calculated kidnapping, for ransom or revenge.”


    “Good point. Let’s hope that’s it. Because there’s a better chance they’ll play if it’s the case.”


    “How’d the UNSUB get in?” she asked, using Bureau parlance for “unknown subject.” “There’s no sign of forced entry. The door doesn’t even look scarred. The nanny lay on the steps. Was she hit from behind? Did she know the abductor?”


    “Or was she in on it?” Scott said.


    “She had a pillowcase over her head and had been chloroformed. I can’t think of too many people who would do that voluntarily.”


    Scott blew out a breath. “Yeah, they would. If there was enough money involved.”


    Kenzie reddened at the evidence of her inexperience. “So, she could have known the guy. She could be in on it, or he could have tricked her into thinking he had a legitimate reason to be here.”


    Scott’s cell phone rang. He reached for it and took the call.


    “That was Jesse,” he said moments later. “All of the mah-jongg players confirm Mrs. Grable’s presence from start to finish tonight. And aside from her usual complaints about her husband and Zoe, she seemed in a normal mood. In fact, she won, and left there elated.”


    “But could she have been elated because her plan to get rid of her daughter finally came to fruition?” Kenzie mused.


    “There’s no telling. We’ve seen it all.”
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