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CHAPTER 1






Steve Goldrick leaned forward toward the glass from inside his office to watch his grandson swim the length of the pool. The boy was on the swim team, and Steve’s pool was large enough to swim regulation laps for tournaments. Steve looked at the digital thermometer on his desk, which recorded the outside temperature. One hundred and twelve degrees, and this wasn’t the worst of it. Despite the opulence, the place really was a hellhole, Steve thought to himself. Maybe hell actually is cooler in the summer than here. If this place didn’t have oil, it would be nothing more than a vast wasteland, miles and miles of sand—another cruel cosmic joke. It should feel like paradise, but mostly it felt like the inside of a frying pan to Steve.


Steve, his wife Torrey, daughter, son-in-law, and grandson were permanently “exiled” to this hellhole, even though they had actually picked Dubai because of the absence of extradition laws to the United States. The sheer opulence of the country was mind boggling.


Dubai is located on the eastern the part of the Arabian Peninsula on the coast of the Persian Gulf. For many years it was considered a major transport hub for both people and cargo. When Great Britain left the Persian Gulf in the early 1970s, Dubai and Abu Dhabi formed the United Arab Emirates with five other emirates. Dubai and Abu Dhabi hold the majority of control and policy making in the United Arab Emirates. In the late 1960s, there was a massive injection of money into the economy due to oil. Oil revenue accelerated Dubai’s development by leaps and bounds.


Dubai has often been called the Hong Kong of the Middle East. It was a major trading center even before the discovery of oil. If Dubai’s oil supply dried up, Dubai would still exist as a major center for trading.


The wealth in Dubai is on display everywhere, even to the point of having an indoor ski run in the middle of the desert. Steve knew he was a wealthy guy, but by comparison with the sheiks, he was a nobody. Steve really didn’t care anymore about being accepted by the wealthiest in Dubai. In fact, Steve had disdain for them. They hadn’t done anything to earn their money as he had. Steve was proud of what he had done with his life to afford a house like his and a lifestyle of the “rich and famous” as they were called. Well, mostly proud of what he had done.


Steve was born the son of a cop who had risen to the rank of detective in the New York City Police Department, one of the finest, if not the finest, police departments in the world. He always knew that he wanted money, lots of money, and he knew there would be nowhere near enough for him if he followed in his father’s footsteps. As a great student and an even better go-getter, he went to Holy Cross College in Worcester, Massachusetts, on a full scholarship. He went to Fordham Law School and graduated number one in his class. He turned down the offer of Law Review, which would be a prestigious chance to write scholarly articles offered to the top 10 percent of the law school class and hopefully be a ticket to a job in one of the very large law firms. Steve’s professors in law school tried to talk him into Law Review, saying that he was being shortsighted and passing up a wonderful opportunity. Even though he essentially seemed to shoot himself in the foot by alienating his law professors, he managed to land a clerkship with a judge in the very prestigious court in the Southern District of New York. His career was on a meteoric rise after that. He was—no, had been, being the operative words—the managing partner in a huge law firm in New York City and earned megabucks.


As Steve reflected on his career, he let his mind wander to the day he had been approached by the senior partner to help him in an “enterprise” that only Mr. Braddock and now Steve would be in on. Mr. Braddock was offering him an opportunity to be taken into his inner circle, something to be treasured. The only problem with the “enterprise” was that it was illegal, and all the monies collected went directly into the pocket of Mr. Braddock without the knowledge of any of his law partners. The amounts of money that were going into Mr. Braddock’s pocket were staggering. It was all so easy—and lucrative. As time went on, Steve’s cut grew larger and Mr. Braddock eased out, but the deal was Braddock was to receive payment until the day he died. And he did. At one point in his career, Steve could remember laughing and thinking that Braddock probably had made provision for himself to be kept alive on a respirator just so that he could receive his payments. Steve remembered reading once that Walt Disney had been “frozen” so that he could come back when there was a cure for what killed him. He figured Braddock was probably cryogenically preserved somewhere so that he could come back for more money at a later time.


Steve was waiting for the clock to strike five o’clock so that he could make the call at the time he said he would. He reached down into the bottom left-hand drawer of his desk for the burner phone. It didn’t matter which one he pulled out; he had about eight or ten stashed away in there. He pulled a small piece of paper from the breast pocket of his shirt and dialed the number on the paper. He did the calculation in his head. If it’s 5:00 p.m. here, it’s 10:00 a.m. on the East Coast of the United States. “The guy” probably was in New York already, but it didn’t matter, as long as he got there by Monday.


Steve dialed the number, and “the guy” picked up on the second ring. He had a voice that sounded a little like he needed perpetually to clear his throat. In its own way, the voice was distinctive enough that Steve was sure he was talking to the same person each time. He couldn’t peg how old “the guy” was, and he was mildly interested in what he looked like. He guessed that “the guy” was nondescript so that he could blend in and not be noticed. That probably ruled out being either very tall or very short, and Steve couldn’t detect a foreign accent. Neither could he detect any regional accent, like a Southern drawl or a Boston accent. He sounded average and probably looked average, but Steve knew from past experience and from the price he was paying to “the guy” that he was anything but average.


Steve had asked him a number of questions about how he intended to handle the pickup of the package. “The guy” had the answers and had also volunteered a few details. It seemed to Steve that “the guy” knew exactly what he was going to do and had been to the house and the neighborhood to check things out in advance. The conversations were brief and all business, but Steve believed that “the guy” was thorough.


“Are you in New York yet?”


“Yeah, I’m staying about ten miles away from the house.”


“Where are you staying?”


“Doesn’t matter. As long as I pick up the package on Monday, that’s the point. Did you wire the down payment?”


“It should be in your account this afternoon. Check your account.”


“Of course, I will. What happens if the bank screws up and the money isn’t there? How do I let you know that?”


“My bank says that the money has come out of my account. There shouldn’t be a problem.”


“Big deal. The bank says there shouldn’t be a problem. Easy for them to say. I’m asking you what happens if there is a problem,” he growled. “Everything is set for Monday. All the people are in place and ready for Monday.”


Steve heard the emphasis on the words “says” and “is.” He stifled the urge to give “the guy” a brusque answer, but he needed him. Steve was certainly not going to give him a phone number to reach him. They knew each other only by voice and by payments. “I’ll call you tomorrow, but it will have to be much earlier in case I need to talk to my bank before they close. I’ll call you at 7:00 a.m. your time.”


“Okay,” was the only response from the other end of the phone.


“One more thing,” Steve said. “There’s an extra five grand in it for you if I learn that you didn’t kill the mother. I want her alive and able to remember what happened. Every detail. Got it?”


“I can do that. It’s your money, man.”


“Good, then I’ll call you tomorrow morning to check on the down payment.”


“Okay.”


Steve heard the phone go dead. “The guy” was not much of a conversationalist. It didn’t matter. The wheels were in motion.












CHAPTER 2






At 6:30 a.m., Rick extracted himself from the rocking chair with a chubby baby propped against the baby blanket leaning against his shoulder. How could one little person need so much attention and make so much noise? Rick had taken over on baby patrol about three thirty in the morning to relieve Maizie so she could get a few hours sleep. He needed to get into the shower and get dressed for work. Fortunately, he didn’t have to be in court today because he didn’t think he would be sharp enough to represent anyone on this little sleep.


Through his sleep-deprived haze, Rick painfully remembered that his son, Adam, had had these crying jags as a baby. That was a long time ago. The dull ache of losing Adam and his first wife, Jennifer, was still there, but the sharp stabbing pain had finally subsided. It hurt deep in his heart if he thought about it. Rick was secretly glad that this baby was a girl. He wasn’t so sure what his feelings would have been if this baby had been a boy. It might very well have sliced open the scar in his heart that he hoped was continuing to heal. Maizie had liked the name Grace for this little bundle. Rick liked it, too, but perhaps for different reasons than Maizie’s. Rick saw his whole life with Maizie as one large abundance of grace that had been showered on him after his ordeal. There were some things he just didn’t tell Maizie about the lingering pain he felt about his deceased wife Jennifer and son Adam.


He didn’t want to burden Maizie, nor did he want her to feel bad about their deaths in any way. If Jennifer and Adam had still been alive, Rick would certainly not have met Maizie. There were also other secrets that he had kept from Maizie. These were secrets he was not proud of, and he didn’t think he would ever tell her about them. Rick sighed and realized that there were some burdens in life you had to carry alone. He had hoped that at some time in their marriage he would be able to tell her, but as time went by, he could never seem to broach the subject with her. He knew he loved Maizie unconditionally, and he felt that she loved him in the same way. He couldn’t imagine any scenario in which telling her about his secret would work out well for either of them.


Once in a while, he would see a young boy who reminded him of Adam, and he would think of how old Adam would be today. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and maybe it was. Jennifer and Adam had been killed in a car crash when the car they were riding in was hit head on. For a very long time, Rick blamed himself for not being there when the accident occurred. He had been called back to work at the law firm in New York City and had to cut his vacation short. Jennifer and Adam got in the car a few days later to return from vacation but never made it home. Rick dwelt on it for a long time after their deaths, and it haunted him almost nightly in his dreams. No, not dreams—nightmares, which left him jolted awake in a pool of his own “what ifs.”


One night when the pain of his loss was so intense, Rick decided he couldn’t bear it one more agonizing day. He climbed up on a bridge, sure that he was going to jump and end it all, to put an end to the pain that made him feel that the weight on him was so great that he could no longer breathe. He was so close to jumping when this woman and her dog appeared on the bridge just before dawn. Her name was Abby, and she refused to let him jump. Abby was a tall blonde woman. She was athletic, but it was by the sheer force of her personality that she kept him from jumping, when he was so close, so close.


The most remarkable thing was that Abby herself climbed up on the bridge and risked her own life to try to save him—him, a total stranger. Fate wasn’t done with them either. Abby lost her footing on her way up to Rick on the bridge, and Rick had to climb down on the bridge to pull her to safety. The rescuer became the victim. Fate apparently had yet another surprise for him. Abby made it a point to stay in touch with him after the night on the bridge, and her daughter was Maizie. And the rest, as they say is history.


Grace was beginning to stir in Rick’s arms as he moved around the room, and she was getting cranky—yet again. The pediatrician said Grace had good old-fashioned colic. She had been such a good baby for the first two months, but now it was becoming a nightly ritual of crying for Grace and, Rick thought ironically, crying for him and Maizie since Grace was inconsolable and so were they. Rick suggested that perhaps they bring the nanny back overnight, so Maizie and Rick could get some sleep. Maizie seemed somewhat reluctant, but the crying and the lack of sleep were beginning to bring Maizie around to his side. Rick was sort of afraid to say to Maizie that she at least could get some sleep during the day when Grace napped, but that he was having a hard time in the office. Not only did Grace need a nap during the day but so did Rick.












CHAPTER 3






Fannie wasn’t sure she was pleased about how this discussion was going. “Discussion” was an absurdly funny word to describe what was happening, since discussion implied that two or more people were having some sort of discourse on a particular subject or subjects. Fannie was doing none of the above. She could hardly say there were two people having a discourse on a particular subject, and as far as she could tell, no words as she had come to know them were being said out loud.


Fannie didn’t think she was saying anything out loud, as she did when she spoke to her family, yet she thought she heard her own voice. She also seemed to be able to comprehend what was being said to her.


“I’m not sure I understand what it is you want me to do. It seems that I’ve already done this once before.”


Fannie “heard” the response in her head.


Fannie continued the discussion. “You, more than anyone else, know that I am so grateful to you for giving me a second chance with my daughter Abby. I’m sure there are millions of people who would kill for the chance to go back to the physical world after death, and have an opportunity to make amends. I know, killing is one of your ten least favorite things, as you said in the Ten Commandments.” Fannie managed what she perceived was probably the equivalent of a wry smile. At least she hadn’t lost her sense of humor.


Apparently, the Divine Being had a sense of humor as well because Fannie’s little joke was noted and appreciated.


“There certainly were some wonderful moments that I got to see firsthand—well, sort of firsthand. I mean I was there, even if I wasn’t there. The whole thing of being able to make things right with Abby after all those years and all the mistakes I made with her, I know very few people ever get that opportunity.


“I was so proud of Abby when she risked her life to go up on that bridge and save Rick. Most people would have stood there frozen in indecision, but not my Abby. She was fearless as a kid, and she was fearless as an adult. She is such a wonderful and determined person that she’d risk her life for a complete stranger. She’s always had that connection to people. I’d like to think she got that from me.”


Fannie felt some sensation that on earth she probably would have recognized as being a little choked up with emotion.


“I guess it was all in your divine plan that Abby and Rick would become such good friends and then Rick would fall for Maizie. But then there were the awful things, like that poor Dannie Bevan being murdered in her own house.


“You know, I’ve always wondered why it is that you don’t prevent those things from happening. I mean, Dannie is just one small example, but you have the power to prevent wars, murders, famine, and tsunamis. Why don’t you use it? I hope I’m not being too presumptuous, but I gotta tell you, I have always thought you could do better than let all those people get wiped out.”


The words tumbled out of Fannie’s mouth or consciousness, or whatever it was, and she realized she had just challenged the Divine Being on the ways of the universe. Well, she certainly couldn’t be struck dead because she was already dead. Was she going to be annihilated or vaporized or wiped out as if she never existed? Here she was defying some grand Divine Plan.


Apparently, the answer was simple because the response came to Fannie in less than a nanosecond and she wasn’t annihilated. Humanity had to work these things out for themselves. It was a little thing called free will.


“If I go back to the other side, will I be with my family again? . . . Okay, so part of the time, but what will I do with the other part of the time? . . . Watch and observe what? How will I know what I’m supposed to see? How will I know what I’m supposed to do?


“Are there bad things going to happen to my family and that’s why they need me? Can’t you be any more specific? Hasn’t my family had enough bad things happen to them? Look what happened to my grandson Jason in that car crash when he was run off the road. What about Rick’s first wife Jennifer and his son, Adam? We’re not perfect, but we’ve had an awful lot, and we dealt with it as best we could. How about giving us a pass?”












CHAPTER 4






Rick was half muttering to himself and half talking out loud to the universe or fate, as he drove to the office, as to how unfair the world was when you needed something important done. It had taken quite a bit of persuading to get Maizie to agree to let Vladdina come back and live in until Grace got over her colic and settled down to a few consecutive hours of sleep each night.


Vladdina was in her early thirties, a stunning woman with almost jet-black hair and blue eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea. She had come highly recommended from an agency, and her prior references were excellent as a nanny.


Rick thought about bribing Maizie with a big and expensive piece of jewelry, which often worked. Then he thought about enlisting Maizie’s mother, Abby, to help talk to her. What cinched the deal was almost something from the theater of the absurd. One night Rick was waiting in the kitchen to start eating dinner and Maizie was just finishing up with a phone call in the den. In the few short minutes that Maizie was on the phone, Rick had fallen asleep at the table, hit the spoon with his elbow, and the spoon fell into the tomato soup. Rick had soup dripping down his cheek when Maizie came back into the kitchen. He was lucky he hadn’t drowned in the soup bowl. Maizie couldn’t contain her laughter, but did so just long enough to grab her cell phone and take a picture of him for all posterity. When she finally did wake him up, it dawned on her how tired and sleep deprived they both were, but that it really was worse on Rick, who had to think and function as an attorney all day. No wonder they were both quite cranky.


Now that Maizie was finally convinced that Vladdina should come back as a live in, Vladdina called in sick and said she had bronchitis. She didn’t sound all that hoarse on the phone, but Rick knew Maizie wasn’t going to let her anywhere near Grace. He muttered to himself that Maizie was so paranoid about Grace that Vladdina would probably have to get a note from the surgeon general himself before Maizie would let Vladdina back in the house. He cursed at whatever black cloud or little microbe had made Vladdina sick when they really needed her, and toyed with the idea of calling Abby himself and asking her to come stay over at the house for a few nights until Vladdina was well enough to return.


[image: image]


It was about two thirty that same afternoon that Maizie heard the doorbell. She was expecting a package from Amazon, but the package was arriving more quickly than she expected. She looked through the window and saw a man in a UPS uniform holding a package. As she opened the door to take the package, he hit her in the face with the hard box and knocked her backwards and down onto the floor. Maizie was stunned for a moment with the sharp pain in her face. She was also stunned with fear, which gripped her instantly as her brain came to terms with the fact that this was a home invasion. The man gave her a menacing look and snarled, “Don’t move and don’t scream if you want to live.”


Maizie’s breaths were coming in thin gulps, and she could feel a rush of adrenaline. She was looking up at him from the floor but didn’t know what to do. What seemed like a million thoughts raced through her brain, but she seemed powerless to move. It was as if the fear were cutting off her ability to have her brain give a command to her body and have her body follow it.


A strangled voice that she didn’t recognize as being hers said, “What do you want? My purse is in the kitchen, and you can take the money and my credit cards.”


“Shut up, bitch, or I’ll kill you. No one wants to hear anything from you.” He knew he was saying that to keep her quiet, but he also remembered very distinctly that there was another five grand in it for him if he didn’t kill her.


He pulled a gun to show her not to try anything. Most times it was enough to intimidate people, but every so often there was a crazy one who thought they could take him in a fight. Not that they could, but it was a royal pain in the ass to have to fight them, and then he had aches and pains for days or maybe a broken nose or a lost tooth. Not worth it.


“Lie on your stomach and put your hands behind your back.” Maizie hesitated, and he screamed at her, “Do it!”


She rolled over and he tied her wrists behind her back with some sort of plastic tie that cut into her wrists. “I told you already, you move or scream, you die.” He was so close to her that she could feel his breath on her neck. He felt it, too, because he pushed her hair away from the back of her neck and licked her behind the ear. Maizie froze. He definitely felt her tense up, so he did it again. He flipped her over onto her back. He was on his knees straddling her and he reached down and grabbed her breast and squeezed and kneaded it.


“Stop, please, stop,” she pleaded.


“You love this, don’t you bitch?” he growled. “What else should I do that you’ll love?” Maizie started to whimper. With that he started to caress her. She started to scream, and he forced her head down into the floor. “Shut up!” he raged at her. She was now screeching and bucking to try to get him off her. He was just too strong for her, and now he was leaning on her with all his weight. He was enjoying himself, caressing her and terrorizing her all at the same time. She was now hysterically crying. Just as quickly as he was there, he was gone.


He kicked her in the ribs with his work boot and left the room. Maizie could hear his footsteps recede on the hardwood floor, but she was crying too hard to hear anything else. As the pain in her ribs receded a little, she tried to think of what to do. Maybe if she lay there and stayed quiet, he’d take what he wanted from the house and leave.


Then another thought sent her into full blown panic, as she heard him ascend the stairs. She could hear his heavy footfall. Grace was upstairs! Grace was quiet for now. Would he hurt her? Oh God, no! But what could she do tied up on the floor? She had screamed, and no one heard her. If she screamed again, would she antagonize him? Maybe he really would kill her and then maybe kill Grace? By now Maizie was in such a panic that she could feel her heart racing and she was panting. However, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make her brain come up with any rational plan to do anything.


In the few seconds or few minutes that she was on the floor—she couldn’t tell how long it had been—he returned. She froze with fear. She was afraid to look up at him, but she did. She saw Grace in his arms. He put Grace down on the hard floor, far enough away that Maizie could see her but not reach her. She then heard something that made it feel as if her heart was going to stop. She heard a whimper from Grace. “Oh, God, no!” She then began to talk to Grace to comfort her. It was the best she could do for now.


He had walked into the kitchen, and Maizie heard him dump the contents of her purse onto the kitchen floor. Her senses were heightened, and it was as if everything were being amplified through a microphone. Maybe he was only after the money and credit cards, she prayed. She didn’t care what he took, as long as he left the house.


He came back into the room and kicked her again in the ribs to turn her over onto her back. Maizie felt the sharp pain and thought she heard something crack. As bad as that pain was, it was nothing compared to the fear for her child.


“Shut the fuck up. Don’t make me kill you. I took a few things from upstairs and the kitchen to make it worth my while, in addition to taking the kid. Say goodbye, Mom, cause you’re never seeing this kid again.”


Maizie started to scream. “Get out of my house. Take what you want, but leave me and my baby alone. Leave her alone!”


He stared at her as he stood over her. He then bent down, grabbed her by the hair and smashed her head into the hardwood floor. All went dark.


Maizie began to come around sometime later, but her vision was blurry, and she had a massive headache. As she tried to move, she felt the ties digging into her wrists. That jolted her back to what had happened. She tried to free herself from the ties, but they wouldn’t budge. She had to get free, she had to get free, was the mantra. She had to save Grace, she had to save Grace. Despite the blurry vision and the headache, she remembered that her cell phone had been in her purse. She pushed herself across the floor in painstakingly small amounts, but she was determined to do this. Do this for Grace. After a few minutes, she was sweating with exhaustion from the effort and she was getting nauseous from the headache, but she kept on. At one point, she turned her head and vomited on the floor, but then she realized that she had vomited on the kitchen floor. She started to cry again from pain and from relief that she had made it to the kitchen.


Now she had to find the phone. Where was it? She managed to turn herself over onto her stomach, so that she could see what was ahead of her on the floor. She didn’t see it. She inched closer to the detritus from her purse on the floor. She still didn’t see it. Oh God, suppose, he took her phone and she had come all this way for nothing? Panic set in again, and she pushed aside her car keys, her lip balm, lipstick, and tissues with her face. Then she saw it! It was there on the floor. But how was she going to dial the phone with her hands tied behind her back? Panic set in again. Think, Maizie, think.


Then she remembered that she had voice recognition on the phone. If she could just get to the right page on her phone. Maizie was getting dizzy again, but she was determined. She was going to do this for Grace. As she touched the phone, the screen brightened. It was on. That at least made it a little easier. She took a deep breath and prayed, “Dear God, help me. Help me help Grace. I don’t know how I’m going to do this, but please help me. Please.”


Maizie touched the phone she held behind her back. She tried swiping the screen a few times, without success. She tried to get up off the floor thinking that perhaps she could use the landline, but as she got up, the nausea engulfed her. Her vision started to blur, and she grabbed the back of the chair to steady herself and the cell phone dropped. Her head felt as if it was going to explode, and she slowly slid back down to the floor.


She grabbed the cell phone again. She now tried to move her arms from behind her back more to her side to be able to see the screen on the cell phone. This time she could see the screen. She was crying again, but she was desperate to succeed. With her hands at an angle behind her, she was able to see the voice recognition screen. With as much strength as she could muster, she said, “Dial 911.”


It worked, and Maizie heard ringing. “911, what’s your emergency?”


Maizie did her best to hold it together and said, “I’m Maizie Singleton. There’s been a home invasion at my house. I need you to come quickly. My address is 24 Forest Avenue in Rye Brook. I’m tied up on the floor, and he took my child.” With that, Maizie started to sob uncontrollably. The 911 operator said to her, “I’m sending the police right now. I will stay on the line with you, honey, until the police arrive. They’ll be there in just a few minutes. Don’t worry, we’re going to help you.”












CHAPTER 5






Maizie heard sirens in the distance. They couldn’t get there fast enough for her. She heard banging on the door and the police calling her name. She yelled as loud as she could that she was tied up. In a few seconds she heard a loud crash and the door to the kitchen was knocked off its hinges. Two police officers with guns drawn burst into the kitchen. They saw her on the floor and said, “You okay? Are you alone in the house?” Maizie shook her head yes and one of the officers knelt down to untie the plastic ties and simultaneously pulled her sweatpants up to cover her. Maizie was hysterically crying.


“Ma’am, my name is Officer Ramsey. You’re safe; no one is going to hurt you. EMS will be here in a minute, and they’ll check you out. It’s okay, it’s okay,” he repeated in a soft voice.


Maizie calmed down a little at the sound of his voice. She tried to talk and explain, but all that came out was, “Grace! He took Grace!” she screeched. “He took my baby.”


“Can you describe him? What did he look like?” With that, Officer Ramsey looked at his partner who came back into the kitchen and said, “House is empty. The crib is empty.”


There was the sound of more sirens, which were quite close. In a few seconds, two women EMS workers came into the kitchen through what remained of the door and the door frame. The taller of the two said to Maizie as she was walking toward her and the cop was taking a few steps back to make room, “My name is Chloe. What’s your name? You’ve got quite a bruise on your cheek and the beginnings of a shiner. Where else are you hurt?”


Maizie was beginning to go into shock even as Chloe was taking her pulse and blood pressure.


Suddenly she started screaming again that he took Grace.


Chloe said to Maizie, “We’ll do everything to find her. Stay with me and focus. What else hurts?”


Maizie said, “He kicked me in the ribs a couple of times. I think something’s broken, because I can’t even take a deep breath.”


Chloe’s partner was setting up an IV for Maizie when Officer Ramsey touched her on the shoulder and said in a low voice, “I don’t know if she was raped.”


The second EMS worker, Susan, said to Maizie, “Were you raped, Maizie?”


Maizie shook her head no, and the tears flowed more freely again.


As the two EMS workers lifted and slid Maizie onto the gurney, Officer Ramsey held up his hand to them. “Give me a minute,” he said. “Ma’am, we want to get an Amber Alert out as quickly as we can. How old is Grace and what was she wearing? Do you have a picture of her?” Maizie started to sob again, and the officer said to her in a more authoritative voice. “It’s important. Focus and give us some answers so we can find Grace.”


Maizie nodded and said through the tears, “There are picture of her right over there that we took two days ago.” She pointed in the direction of the kitchen table. “She’s three months old and she was wearing a pink onesie with kittens on the front. I need you to call my husband. I want to speak to him,” she wailed.


“We’ll call him for you and tell him to meet you up at Greenwich Hospital.”


“No, no, you can’t call him! I have to call him myself.” Now Maizie was hysterical again. “He had this happen once before when they told him to go to the hospital, and they were dead! I have to call him!” she screamed.


Chloe looked at the police officer and said, “Give us a minute and let me call him and she can speak to him. What’s the number, Maizie? I’ll call him on my cell.” Chloe dialed the number and Rick’s secretary, Lauren, answered the phone.


“Mr. Singleton’s office, may I help you?”


“Lauren, it’s Maizie. They took her, they took Grace!”


“My God, Maizie, what happened? What are you talking about?”


Since Maizie couldn’t answer through the tears, Chloe took the phone and explained to a dumbstruck Lauren what had happened, that they were taking Maizie to Greenwich Hospital, and that the police were putting out an Amber Alert. She wanted to talk to Maizie’s husband. Lauren finally was able to respond and said Rick was in court, but she would find him and get him to the hospital ASAP.












CHAPTER 6






Lauren hung up the phone with a bang and pounded on her keyboard as quickly as she could type to bring up the list of phone contacts for the Supreme Court in Westchester County. She found the phone number for Judge Stengler’s chambers and dialed it.


“C’mon, c’mon, answer the phone,” she prayed. Sometimes they answered and sometimes they let the voice mail come on and it could be hours before anyone got back to you. Lauren definitely didn’t have hours or even minutes to waste. On the fourth ring, a live woman’s voice came on and said, “Judge Stengler’s chambers.”


Lauren took a deep breath and in one run-on sentence explained that Rick was appearing before the judge and what had happened. She had enough presence of mind to tell the secretary in chambers that she didn’t think Rick was going to be able to make it to the hospital without killing himself in a car crash. She said they would be there in a very few minutes to take him to the hospital, but she asked that the judge keep Rick there until Lauren got to court to collect him.


The courtroom was on a different floor from the judge’s chambers, so Jean dialed the judge’s court clerk. “Judge Stengler’s part,” Martin Thornwood answered.


Jean asked Marty whether the judge was in the courtroom and who was appearing before him. “Don’t let anyone out of the courtroom. I’ll be right down.”


“Jean, what are you talking about?” Before Marty got the last word out, he heard the line go dead. What the hell was the matter with her?


In less than two minutes, Jean appeared on the floor where the courtroom was located and gave Marty the low-down on what had happened. “Rick Singleton’s office is on the way to get him, and we have to keep him here until they arrive. You have to go into the courtroom and tell the judge.”


Marty nodded and scribbled a note on the top page on the pad on his desk. Marty grabbed his suit jacket, putting it on as he walked into the courtroom. The judge glanced at him with a somewhat annoyed expression on his face since one of the attorneys was in the middle of examining a witness and the judge was listening intently. Marty held the piece of paper up in the air to get the judge’s attention and walked briskly toward the bench where the judge was sitting. He handed the note to the judge, who held up his hand to stop the attorney from continuing. The judge read the note and frowned.


“Counsel, I apologize for the interruption, but we need to take a fifteen-minute recess so I can attend to an emergency. I will be back on the bench shortly.” The judge took the three steps down off the bench and strode out of the courtroom. He turned to Marty and said, “What the hell happened to Rick Singleton’s wife? That poor son of a bitch must have the worst luck in the world.”


Jean had remained in Marty’s office until Marty and the judge came back. She told the judge what she knew and said that Rick’s wife was alive but hurt.


The judge rubbed his chin as he thought things through, and said, “Jean, go back upstairs, and when Rick’s secretary arrives, bring her down here and I will bring both attorneys here and tell them what happened and let them leave.”


As soon as Lauren hung up with the judge’s chambers, she literally ran out of her office and down the hall into Chris McKay’s office. She breezed right past Chris’s secretary, Lisa, who looked up from her desk to see a blur of Lauren go past her. Lauren burst into Chris’s office, and he was on the phone. He gave her a “What the hell is going on?” look, but before he could say anything, Lauren blurted out, “It’s Maizie, and Rick is in court. We have to go get him.” Chris could tell from the look on Lauren’s face that something bad had happened.


Chris put his hand over the phone and then said to the client, “I need to call you back. There’s an emergency,” and he hung up. “Lauren, what the hell happened?” Chris McKay had been partners in the law firm with Dannie Bevan, who had been murdered in her home. Dannie’s murder had never been solved.


Chris and Dannie had been friends and then a little more than that since law school. Even though they broke up shortly after graduation, Dannie and Chris stayed in touch professionally throughout their careers. Chris was thrilled when Dannie told him she was leaving Braddock, Lindsay, Goldrick and Schoeneman, a huge law firm in New York City, and wanted to start a partnership with him.


Chris took a few of the best associates from his firm, and Dannie did the same from the firm in the city. Rick Singleton had been one of the attorneys Dannie took with her to the new firm. Chris knew the tragedy that Rick had been through with the sudden death of his wife and young son; the guy had had enough misery in his life. If something terrible had happened to Maizie, his new wife, and their infant, it showed how precarious and fickle life was. Chris felt a shudder go through him.


Lauren said, “I need you to drive me to court. I already spoke to the judge’s chambers and they are going to keep Rick there until we arrive. They’re in the middle of a hearing. I’ll drive him up to the hospital, or he’ll probably kill himself trying to get there. I thought you could deal with the judge and the client while I whisk Rick away. Somebody has to stay on track, because I know Rick is going to flip out when he hears anything has happened to Maizie or Grace. She was hysterical when I spoke to her, but at least he can talk to her. She’s hurt, but it’s nothing life threatening. I don’t know any of the details, other than it was a home invasion, and they took the baby.”


Chris winced as he heard the details. “It’s so weird that they broke into the house and took the baby. Has there been any ransom call?”


Lauren gasped as Chris said the word “ransom.”


Chris got them to the courthouse quickly, and they parked in the underground parking lot and literally ran across the plaza to the courthouse. The judge had called down to the sheriff’s deputies manning the security checkpoint in the lobby, and when Chris presented his Secure Pass, which allowed attorneys into the courthouse without going through security, the deputy looked at his name on the card and asked if he was by himself. Chris pointed to Lauren and the deputy waved her through without screening her or the contents of her purse.


They raced to the elevators and went immediately to the fourteenth floor where the judge’s chambers were located. As they pushed the intercom and identified themselves, the judge’s secretary answered and said she would be right out. Jean ushered them down two floors and swiped her pass to open the door to the back area where the court personnel worked. As they walked down the corridor, Jean finally stopped and knocked on the door. The judge was sitting at a desk talking to Marty, his clerk, about schedules. Jean introduced Chris and Lauren to the judge and Marty Thornwood.


Judge Stengler said to Marty, “Please go into the courtroom and tell counsel I would like to see them back here. Make sure they understand it’s counsel only and not the parties.”


Marty returned a few moments later with Rick and his opposing counsel in tow. The opposing counsel came into the room first with Rick behind him. He looked surprised to see two strangers in the room with the judge. As Rick came in, he caught sight of Lauren first and in a split second later saw Chris. It took Rick less than a nanosecond to realize something was wrong—very wrong.


Rick felt all the color drain from his face. Lauren blurted out what had happened in what appeared to be one long breath.


Chris said, “Lauren will drive you to the hospital, and I’ll stay here and work things out with His Honor and counsel. I’ll get your things out of the courtroom . . .” Before Chris could say “. . . and talk to the client,” Rick was already running out of the office with Lauren following closely behind.


Before Chris could say anything else, the judge said, “The matter is adjourned without a date.” That sentence and a pointed look at Rick’s opposing counsel sent the message that the judge didn’t want to hear anything about a new date. “Mr. McKay, will you please inform the court what transpires with Mr. Singleton’s family in the next few days. Tell him the court understands the seriousness of the situation and wishes him and his family the best.”
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