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“[AN] EXCITING NOVEL OF
DETECTION AND ESCAPE …
[A] FAST-PACED THRILLER.”
—Dallas Morning News

“Perry is so skillful with the old chase-and-pursuit routine, creates such interesting characters, and writes about them so tellingly, one wants more immediately, not next year—Right Now.”

—The Boston Globe

“Excellently plotted and executed … Jane Whitefield’s third appearance is eagerly awaited.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“Explosive … The plotting is a miracle of unrelenting tension; the breathless, knowing prose is pitch-perfect; and Jane’s fierce righteousness is perfectly balanced by a mind-boggling wealth of detail about how to plunder trusts, defraud banks, and disappear.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“A THOROUGHLY
ENGROSSING READ.”
—Rocky Mountain News

“What makes Dance for the Dead so compelling is the telling itself: the richness of the characters, the exact descriptions of the scenes, the realism of the dialogue, and the cunning with which the plot unfolds.… Perry proves once again that in the realm of thriller writers, he’s the leading candidate for chairman of the board.”

—Wichita Eagle

“Here’s a fair warning: Dance for the Dead is more demanding of your time than a jealous lover. It simply insists on your attention and won’t let you alone until it’s through with you.”

—The Flint Journal

“Perry’s superb plotting and innovative revenge tactics are both believable and delicious; the taut conclusion decisively ends a meticulously designed reign of terror.”

—Lansing State Journal

“Fascinating … The book is both violent and hypnotic; it stays in the mind after the last chapter is over.”

—Time Out

“A THRILLING READ.”
—Charleston Post and Courier

“Perry has packed Dance for the Dead with tense cross-country emotional upheaval and a chilling climax in a rusting old steel mill that provide uninterrupted suspense and excitement.”

—Sunday Tribune Review (Greensburg, PA)

“Wrapping this action-packed and gripping tale with his own sense of dry humor, Perry delivers in Dance for the Dead a modern heroine as sympathetic as she is devious.”

—Sunday Western Star

“Devilishly good … Here is one of the best novels I have read in a long time.… [It] weaves cross-country webs of fascinating complexity. Jane is the kind of person you definitely want on your side, and she has more tricks up her sleeve than the mischievous coyote of Indian mythology.”

—Lincoln Journal Star

“A solid sequel to Vanishing Act … Whitefield is one of the more intriguing characters in recent mystery fiction.”

—Sunday World-Herald
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The common aim of all war parties was to bring back persons to replace the mourned-for dead. This could be done in three ways: by bringing back the scalp of a dead enemy (this scalp might even be put through an adoption ceremony); by bringing back a live prisoner (to be adopted, tortured, and killed); or by bringing back a live prisoner to be allowed to live and even to replace in a social role the one whose death had called for this “revenge.”

Anthony F. C. Wallace, The Death and Rebirth of the Seneca, 1969
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The tall, slim woman hastily tied her long, dark hair into a knot behind her head, planted her feet in the center of the long courthouse corridor, and waited. A few litigants and their attorneys passed her, some of them secretly studying her, more because she was attractive than because she was standing motionless, forcing them to step around her on their way to the courtrooms. Her chest rose and fell in deep breaths as though she had been running, and her eyes looked past them, having already dismissed them before they approached as she stared into the middle distance.

She heard the chime sound above the elevator thirty feet away. Before the doors had fully parted, three large men in sportcoats slipped out between them and spun their heads to stare up the hallway. All three seemed to see her within an instant, their eyes widening, then narrowing to focus, and then becoming watchful and predatory, losing any hint of introspection as they began to move toward her, one beside each wall and one in the middle, increasing their pace with each step.

Several bystanders averted their eyes and sidestepped to avoid them, but the woman never moved. She hiked up the skirt of her navy blue business suit so it was out of her way, took two more deep breaths, then swung her shoulder bag hard at the first man’s face.

The man’s eyes shone with triumph and eagerness as he snatched the purse out of the air. The triumph turned to shock as the woman slipped the strap around his forearm and used the momentum of his charge to haul him into the second man, sending them both against the wall to her right. As they caromed off it, she delivered a kick to one and a chop to the other to put them on the floor. This bought her a few heartbeats to devote to the third man, who was moving along the left wall to get behind her.

She leaned back and swung one leg high. The man read her intention, stopped, and held up his hands to clutch her ankle, but her back foot left the ground and she hurled her weight into him. As her foot caught him at thigh level and propelled him into the wall, there was the sickening crack of his knee popping. He crumpled to the floor and began to gasp and clutch at his crippled leg as the woman rolled to the side and sprang up.

The first two men were rising to their feet. Her fist jabbed out at the nearest one and she rocked him back, pivoted to throw an elbow into the bridge of his nose, and brought a knee into the second man’s face.

There was a loud slapping sound and the woman’s head jerked nearly to her left shoulder as a big fist swung into her cheekbone. Strong arms snaked around her from behind, lifted her off her feet to stretch her erect, and she saw the rest as motion and flashes. The first two men rushed at her in rage, aiming hard roundhouse punches at her head and face, gleeful in the certainty that she saw the blows coming but could do nothing to block them or even turn to divert their force.

Two loud, deep voices overlapped, barking for dominance. “Police officers! Freeze!” “Step away from her!” When her opponents released her and stepped away, she dropped to her knees and covered her face with her hands. In a moment, several bystanders who had stood paralyzed with alarm seemed to awaken. They were drawn closer by some impulse to be of use, but they only hovered helplessly nearby without touching her or speaking.

The judge’s chambers were in shadow except for a few horizontal slices of late-afternoon sunlight that shone through the blinds on the wood-paneled wall. Judge Kramer sat in his old oak swivel chair with his robe unzipped but with the yoke still resting on his shoulders. He loosened his tie and leaned back, making the chair’s springs creak, then pressed the PLAY button on the tape recorder.

There were sounds of chairs scraping, papers shuffling, and a garble of murmured conversation, so that the judge’s empty chamber seemed to be crowded with invisible people. A female voice came from somewhere too close to the microphone. “This deposition is to be taken before Julia R. Kinnock, court stenographer at 501 North Spring Street, Los Angeles, California, at ten … seventeen A.M. on November third. The court’s instructions were that if there is an objection to the use of a tape recorder, it will be turned off.” There was silence. “Will the others in the room please identify themselves.”

“David M. Schoenfeld, court-appointed counsel to Timothy Phillips.” Schoenfeld’s voice was smooth, and each syllable took too long to come out. Judge Kramer could almost see him leaning into the microphone to croon.

“Nina Coffey, Department of Children’s Services, Los Angeles County, in the capacity of guardian for a minor person.” Kramer had read her name on a number of official papers, but he had never heard her voice before. It was clear and unapologetic, the words quick and clipped, as though she were trying to guard against some kind of vulnerability.

“Kyle Ambrose, Assistant District Attorney, Los Angeles.” As usual, the prosecutor sounded vaguely confused, a pose that had irritated Kramer through six or seven long trials.

Then came the low, monotone voices that were at once self-effacing and weighty, voices of men who had spent a lot of time talking over radios. They started quietly and grew louder, because the last part of each name was the important part.

“Lieutenant James E. Bates, Los Angeles Police Department.”

“Agent Joseph Gould, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

There was some more shuffling of papers and then Julia Kinnock said, “Mr. Ambrose, do you wish to begin?”

Ambrose’s parched, uncertain voice came in a beat late. “Will you state your name for the record, please?”

There was some throat clearing, and then the high, reedy voice of a young boy. “Tim … Timothy John Phillips.”

Schoenfeld’s courtroom voice intoned, “Perhaps it would be a good idea to ask that the record show that Lieutenant Bates and Agent Gould here present have verified that the deponent’s fingerprints match those of Timothy John Phillips, taken prior to his disappearance.”

The two voices muttered, “So verified,” in the tone of a response in a church. Amen, thought Kramer. Schoenfeld had managed to sidestep onto the record with the one essential fact to be established in the case from Schoenfeld’s point of view.

Ambrose’s voice became slow and clear as he spoke to the boy. “You are to answer of your own accord, You are not to feel that you are in any way obligated to tell us things you don’t want to.” Judge Kramer could imagine Ambrose’s dark eyes flicking to the faces of Schoenfeld, the lawyer, and Nina Coffey, the social worker. It was a confidence game, as Ambrose’s legal work always was. The kid would have to answer all of the questions at some point, but Ambrose was trying to put the watchdogs to sleep. “Mr. Schoenfeld is here as your lawyer, so if you have any doubts, just ask him. And Mrs. Coffey will take you home if you’re too tired. Do you understand?”

The small, high-pitched voice said, “Yes.”

“How old are you?”

“Eight.”

“Can you tell me, please, your earliest recollections?” Judge Kramer clenched his teeth.

“You mean, ever?”

“Yes.”

“I remember … I guess I remember a lot of things. Christmas. Birthdays. I remember moving into our house in Washington.”

“When was that?”

“I don’t know.”

A male voice interjected, “The lease on the Georgetown house began four years ago on January first. That was established during the murder investigation. He would have been four.” The voice would be that of the F.B.I. agent, thought the judge.

“Do you remember anything before that, in another house?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“When you moved in, was Miss Mona Turley already with you?”

“I don’t know. I guess so.”

“Who lived there?”

“My parents, me, Mona.”

“Did you have relatives besides your parents? Cousins or uncles?”

“No, just my grandma.”

“Did you ever see her?”

“Not that I remember. She lived far away. We used to send her a Christmas card every year.”

“Did you?” There was the confusion again, as though Ambrose were hearing it for the first time and trying to fathom the implications.

“Yeah. I remember, because my daddy would put my handprint on it. He would write something, and then he would squish my hand onto a stamp pad and press it on the card, because I couldn’t write yet.”

Ambrose hesitated, then said gently, “Do you remember anybody else? Any other grown-ups that, you were with?”

“You mean Mr. and Mrs. Phillips?”

“Yes.”

“I know about them. I don’t think I ever saw them.”

“So when you say your ‘parents’ you mean Raymond and Emily Decker?”

“They were my mother and father.”

Judge Kramer’s brows knitted in distaste. This was typical of Ambrose. Get on with it, he thought. An eight-year-old’s distant recollections weren’t going to get Ambrose anything in a criminal investigation. Such meticulous, redundant questioning had bought him an inflated reputation as a prosecutor—laying the groundwork for an unshakable, brick-hard case. It looked like magic to juries, but to Judge Kramer and the opposing attorneys who knew where he was going, it was like watching an ant carrying single crumbs until he had a hero sandwich.

“So you lived in Washington from the time you were four until …? We’ll get back to that. Tell me what it was like in Washington. Did you like it?”

“It was okay.”

“Were your parents … nice to you?”

There was a hint of shock in the boy’s voice. “Sure.”

“How about discipline? Rules. Were there rules?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you tell me some?”

“Ummm … Pick up the toys. Brush your teeth. My father always brushed his teeth when I did, and then he’d show me his fillings and tell me I’d need some if I didn’t brush the ones in the back.”

“What happened when you didn’t follow the rules?” Ambrose was casual. “Did they hit you?”

Now the little voice was scandalized. “No.”

“Did you go to school?”

“Sure. The Morningside School. It wasn’t far, so sometimes we walked.”

“So life was pretty good in Washington?”

“Yeah.”

“What did you do when you weren’t in school?”

“I don’t know. Mona used to take me to the park when I was little, and then later sometimes I’d go with my friends. She would sit in the car and wait for me.”

Ambrose paused and seemed to be thinking for a  long time, but then Judge Kramer recognized the sound of someone whispering. After a second exchange it sounded angry. He knew it was Nina Coffey. The lawyer Schoenfeld said, “I must point out that this is not an adversarial proceeding, and this part of the story adds no new information to any of the investigations in progress. Miss Coffey has consented to this questioning because she was assured its purpose was for the safety and future welfare of the child. She has a right to withdraw the consent of the Department of Children’s Services if she feels this is unnecessarily traumatic. The child has been over this ground several times with the psychologist and the juvenile officers already. Perhaps we could depart from our regular habits of thoroughness and skip to the recent past.”

Ambrose sounded defensive. “Then would one of you care to help us in that regard to make the record comprehensible?”

Nina Coffey said, “Timmy, tell me if anything I say isn’t true.”

“Okay.”

“Timmy was raised from the time of his earliest recollections until the age of six by Raymond and Emily Decker. They hired Miss Mona Turley as a nanny when they came to Washington, D.C. He has no direct knowledge of earlier events. He was told he was Timmy Decker. From every assessment, he had a normal early childhood. It was a loving home. Miss Turley was a British citizen and a trained nanny, a legal resident alien. There are no signs of physical or psychological abuse, or of developmental difficulties that would indicate deprivation of any kind.” She said pointedly, “This is all covered in the caseworker’s report, so it already is part of the record.”

Judge Kramer felt like applauding. His finger had been hovering over the FAST FWD button, but he knew that he wouldn’t have let it strike. Either you listened to all of it or you were just another politician in a costume.

Ambrose went on. “All right. Now, Timmy, we have to talk about some unpleasant things, and I’ll try to keep it short. What happened on the afternoon of July twenty-third two years ago?”

“I don’t know.”

Schoenfeld prompted. “That was the day when they died.”

“Oh,” said Timmy. “Mona and I went to the shoe store after school. Usually we came home at three, but that day we didn’t. After we bought the shoes we walked in and everything had changed. I remember Mona opened the door, and then she stopped and went, ‘Uh!’ Like that. Then she made me wait outside while she went in alone. She was inside a long time. I thought it was a surprise, and she was telling my parents I was there so they could hide. So I went around to the side of the house and looked in the window. And I saw them.” His voice cracked, and the judge could hear that he was trying to keep the sob from coming out of his throat in front of all these strange adults, so it just stayed there, with the muscles clamping it in place. Judge Kramer had heard a lot of testimony that had to be forced out through that kind of throat, so he had become expert.

“They were covered with blood. I never knew so much blood came out of a person. It was everywhere. The walls, the floor. I could see Mona was in the next room on the telephone. Then she hung up and walked into my bedroom. I ran around to that window, and it was broken. All my stuff was gone.”

“My toys, my clothes, my books, everything. They stole my stuff. She kept looking around my room and frowning.”

“What then?”

“She looked up and saw me. She ran out of the house and grabbed me. She took me to the car and we drove away.”

“What did she say about it?”

“She started to say that my parents were called away, but I told her I saw them.”

“What did she say then?”

“She said that awful things sometimes happen, and a bunch of stuff about how they wanted me to be safe more than anything. I didn’t hear a lot of it because I was crying and wasn’t really listening.”

“Where did she take you?”

“She had a friend. A man. He used to come to the house to pick her up sometimes. She said he was a lawyer. She took me to his house.”

“For the record, do you know his name?”

“Dennis.”

“Was his last name Morgan?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know the name of the street?”

“No. It wasn’t anyplace I ever was before. We drove a long time on a big road, and then at the end there were a lot of turns. By then it was night.”

“What happened there?”

“She put me to sleep on the couch, but I could hear them talking in the kitchen.”

“What did they say?”

“She told him about my parents. She said it looked like an abuttar.”

Abattoir, the judge translated. No wonder Nina Coffey was all over Ambrose. This kid had looked in his own window and seen his parents—or the ones he knew as parents—lying on the floor butchered, and Ambrose was asking him about spankings and dental hygiene. The man was a dangerous idiot.

“What did he say?”

“He said she did the right thing to call the police, and the wrong thing to leave. Then she said a lot of things. She said it looked as though whoever came in wasn’t even looking for them. They were looking for me.”

“What made her say that?”

“They broke into my room at a time when I was usually home and my parents weren’t. She said it looked like they tried to make my parents tell them something. And then the only things they took were my stuff, and all the pictures.”

“What pictures were those?”

“My father used to take a lot of pictures. Like when we were at the beach …” Here it comes, thought the judge. The sob forced its way out, and there was a squealing sound, and then the tears came in volume.

“Come on, Timmy,” said Nina Coffey. “Let’s go take a break.”

Amid the sounds of chairs scraping and feet hitting the floor, Ambrose said redundantly, “Let the record show that we recessed at this point.”

There was another click, and the recording began again. “We will continue now. It is six minutes after eleven,” said the stenographer.

Ambrose said, “Timmy, I’m sorry to ask so many sad questions.”

“It’s okay,” said the little voice. There was no conviction behind it.

“You were at the lawyer’s house. They didn’t agree, right?”

“He told her to go to the police. Mona said they would just make me stay in a place where I wouldn’t be safe. They talked for a long time, and I fell asleep.”

“What happened when you woke up?”

“The lawyer—Dennis—he was talking on the telephone. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. When he hung up, he and Mona talked some more. He gave her some money. He had a lot of money inside of books on the bookshelf, and some in his pocket. He gave her that too.”

“Then what?”

“The phone rang and Dennis answered it, and talked to somebody else. Then we all got in the car and Dennis drove. This time we drove all night and all the next day, almost. Then we got to Jane’s house.”

“What is Jane’s full name?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where does she live?”

“I don’t know.”

“Tell me about her.”

“We went to her house. She put us in a room upstairs, and we went to sleep. When I woke up, she made us breakfast. Mona was already awake.”

“I mean about Jane. What was she like?”

“I was afraid of her at first.”

“Why?”

“She was tall and skinny and had long black hair, and she seemed to listen to people with her eyes.”

Ambrose paused. “I see. What did she do?”

“She and Mona talked for a long time. Then I heard her say she would make us disappear.”

“Is that why you thought she was scary?”

“No … maybe.”

“How long did you stay with Jane?”

“A long time. I think Mona said it was three weeks, but it seemed like a year. Then we all got in Jane’s car and she drove us to Chicago.”

“What did she do then?”

“She stayed for a day or two, and then one morning I woke up and she was gone.”

“Was Mona surprised?”

“No. Mona acted like it was normal, and didn’t talk about her again. Mona and I lived in Chicago after that. Mona was Diana Johnson, and I was her son. She wanted me to be Andrew, but I didn’t like it, so I got to stay Tim.”

“How did you live?”

“Like people do.”

“I mean, did Mona have a job—did she go to work?”

“Yes. While I was in school.”

“They called you Tim Johnson at school?”

“Yes.”

“When did you start—what grade?”

“Kindergarten. I had already been in kindergarten, so it was the second time.”

“And you’re in the second grade now?”

“Yes.”

“Were you afraid in Chicago?”

“At first I was. It was different. I was afraid the bad people would get Mona, and then I would be all alone. But after a while I made some friends, and got used to it, and I didn’t think about that part much anymore. I was sad sometimes.”

“And Mona pretended to be your mother for over two years?”

“I guess so.”

“What else did she do? Did she still see anybody you knew from Washington?”

“No. She used to talk on the phone a lot.”

“To whom? Jane?”

“No. Dennis.”

“Did you ever hear what she said?”

“Once in a while, but it wasn’t really okay. She would go in her bedroom and talk to him. Sometimes she would tell me what she said.”

“Then a little over a week ago something changed, didn’t it?”

“Yes. Everything.”

“You found out who you were, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Ambrose.” It was Schoenfeld’s resonant voice again. “Maybe we should let Timmy tell us exactly what happened in his own words from here on. I believe you’ve done an admirable job in laying the groundwork, but now we’re in new territory, and I have no objection to letting Mr. Phillips speak freely and tell us whatever he can that will aid in the possible prosecutions.” Of course not, thought the judge. Schoenfeld could be magnanimous. He had already established that Timmy was Mr. Phillips, and nothing else that anyone said or did from there on was of any consequence for Schoenfeld.

“Thank you,” said Ambrose. “Timmy, tell us what happened.”

“I came home from school, and Mona was there, and so was Dennis the lawyer, and so was Jane. Dennis said he had spent two years trying to figure out why anyone would want to hurt my parents and me, and now he knew.”

“This was in Chicago?”

“Yeah,” said Timmy. “He told me that when my mother died they had special doctors look at her, and that she had never been to the hospital to have a baby. He said he got to look at a copy of the birth certificate they had at my school, and it wasn’t real. He said I wasn’t adopted. They just drew a picture of a birth certificate and said it was mine. He said that the reason they did that was because they loved me very much and had always wanted a little boy.”

Judge Kramer stopped the tape and backed it up to listen to the last exchange again. It was a hell of a way to explain a kidnapping. In spite of everything, he had to admire Dennis Morgan. After what he had seen, this little boy was going to be an annuity for the psychiatrists for the next fifty years. There was no reason to make it worse.

The tape kept running. “Then he told you about your other parents?”

“Yes. Mr. and Mrs. Phillips. They died when I was one.”

“And your grandma?”

“I knew about her already, but I didn’t know she had died like all my parents. She had been dead for three years.”

“Did Mr. Morgan tell you that she had left you some money?”

“Yeah. He said that when Mr. and Mrs. Phillips died she put all the family money in a big pot and said it could only go to me. And when I was gone she hired a company to take care of the money and keep looking for me forever.”

“Did she say what they were called?”

“Trusty.”

Judge Kramer prayed that Ambrose wasn’t about to drag an eight-year-old on a field trip through a morass of legal terminology. What could the child possibly know about trustees and executors?

“What happened last week to change that? Did he tell you?”

“He said that the Trusty had gotten tired of looking and waiting, and they were going to say I wasn’t alive anymore. So he called Jane again.”

“I’m very curious about this Jane. I understand about Mona. She was your nanny, and she loved you. The lawyer, Mr. Morgan, was a very close friend of Mona’s, right?”

“Yeah. They were going to get married when the people came and got my parents. Then they couldn’t because we’d get caught. That was why he looked so hard to find out where I was really supposed to be—so Mona could go back to being Mona and marry him.”

“But why was Jane doing it? Did she know your parents?”

“No. Mona had to tell her about them that time when we went to her house. Mona thought they worked for the government, so the people who hurt them must be spies. It took Jane a long time to find out that my parents didn’t work for the government.”

“Then Jane was Mona’s friend?”

“I don’t think so. Dennis was the one who called her.”

Judge Kramer could imagine the F.B.I. agent. He was going to make his career sorting all this out. Not the least interesting question was why a prominent Washington defense attorney had the telephone number of a woman who made people disappear. They would be going over the record of Morgan’s former clients right now to see if there were any on their Most Wanted List.

Even Ambrose seemed to sense that he had crossed the trail of an unfamiliar creature. “The lawyer knew her?” he repeated. “Did he pay her?”

“No. Dennis said he tried, but she had decided that so many people loved me that I must be a fine boy.”

“Hmmmm …”

Judge Kramer had a vision of Ambrose’s raised eyebrows, as he had seen them during cross-examinations.

“Did anybody say anything else about her?”

“Dennis. He said that from then on we had to do everything that Jane said, exactly. It didn’t matter what anybody else said, we should listen to her.”

“So she was the boss.”

“He said that he had done everything he could to find out things, but the only way to solve this was to walk into court and surprise everybody and say who I was. He said the bad people knew I must be alive, so they would be expecting me to come. Jane was the one who knew how to get us past them.”

“So you all took an airplane to California?”

“No. Jane said we had to drive all the way or the bad people might see us. Every day we got a new car. She would go to a place where they rented them, and then drive all day and then leave it and rent another one. Then we were in California.”

“What then? Did you stay in a hotel?”

“No. Jane said that if people were after me, they would be watching hotels near the courthouse, because they would be expecting us to do that. So we went to the courthouse right away.”

“What time was it?”

“About dinnertime. Jane opened the lock on an office and we stayed there all night. I fell asleep on a couch.”

“What happened when you woke up?”

“I heard Dennis come into the office. He had been out in the building by himself. He said they had pulled a trick on us, and now we had to go to a different building. So we ran out and got into our car and drove again. Jane said on the way that it didn’t feel right.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“She asked Dennis if there was any way of doing this besides actually showing up in court. Could we call and ask for a delay or something. He said that he didn’t know who was honest and who wasn’t. A phone call wouldn’t stop the case for sure, but it would tell the bad guys I was coming for sure. Then he said if they fooled the judge they could do something that day, right away. I don’t know what. Jane drove for a long time without saying anything. Then she said, ‘Is there any way to know what’s in the building?’ ”

“What did she mean by that?”

“She said, ‘We want to fade in. If Timmy’s the only boy in the crowd, we’re in trouble.’ She said something about adoption and custody.”

“I see,” said Ambrose. “Did Mr. Morgan know the answer?”

“We stopped at a phone booth and he looked in the book and made a call. He came back and got into the car and made Jane scoot over, so he could drive. He said he and Mona would be getting a divorce before they got married, and Jane would carry his briefcase like she was their lawyer. But we would go to Courtroom 22 on the fifth floor instead.”

“Did Jane agree?”

“At first. But then we got near the courthouse, and Jane said two men in a car were following us. They kept coming faster and faster, and then they tried to get in front of us, and they bumped the car.”

“What did Mr. Morgan do?”

“He got all nervous, and kept trying to go fast and keep the car straight. Jane said to him, ‘Well? What’s it going to be?’ and he said, ‘I can’t get them into the building. It’s got to be me.’ He was scared. He looked pale and sick and sweaty.”

“And Jane?”

“She was quiet. He drove to the parking lot and stopped. Mona kissed him, and Jane yanked me out the door and we started running.”

“Did you see what Mr. Morgan did after you were out of the car?”

“I heard this loud bang, and I turned around and it looked like what he had done was go backwards into the other car. One of the men jumped out and started hitting him. He tried to fight but he wasn’t good at it. And the other man got out of the car and ran, after us, so Dennis tried to tackle him, but the man kicked him, and the first one grabbed him around the neck. I didn’t see any more because Jane and Mona and I were running and I tripped, but Jane held my hand and kept me from falling. We ran up the steps.”

“Did anyone try to stop you?”

“There was a man on the other side of the glass door, and he saw us and put his foot against it so it wouldn’t open. Jane didn’t stop. She let go of me and hit it with her shoulder and stuck her purse in it when it opened a little. The man put his arm there to push the purse out, but as soon as his arm was in there she jerked the purse out by the strap and shut the door on his arm. When he pulled the handle to get his arm out, she pushed the door into his face and we ran on.”

“Anybody else?”

“There were men right by the elevator, and they started coming toward us. We ran up the stairs. I counted four flights, but there was a door and it only had a two on it. We ran through it, and when we passed the elevator Jane pushed the button and ran to another staircase, and we got up to the third floor. We got to the fourth floor, and we heard a door below us slam open against the wall, and some men were running up after us. Mona was breathing hard and then she was crying too. She touched my arm at the top of the next landing and said, ‘This is my stop. Keep going. I love you, Timmy.’ ”

“What did Jane say?”

“Nothing. She just looked at her, and then we ran up to the fifth floor. Just when we got to the top, I looked back and saw Mona on the stairs. She was holding on to both railings and kicking at these men. I saw one of them reaching out like he was trying to hug her. But right then, the door that said five swung open right in front of us. It was one of the men that was by the elevator. He looked surprised, and Jane just punched him and kept going.”

“She hit him in the jaw?” The judge could sense Ambrose’s raised eyebrow again.

“No. In the neck. Then we were on the fifth floor, and we ran down this long hallway. When we got to the corner I could see ‘TWENTY TO THIRTY’ painted on the wall with an arrow pointing to the left, but the door we had used to get there opened up again and three big men were running after us. Jane jerked me around the corner and said, ‘Run to the room that says twenty-two. Don’t stop for anybody until you’re right in the front where the judge sits, and yell, “I’m Timothy Phillips.” ’ I tried to say something, but she said, ‘Don’t talk, just run.’ ”

Judge Kramer pushed the STOP button and sat in his dark office. He had been on the bench when the little boy had burst through the doors and run up the aisle screaming. The bailiff had made a reasonably competent attempt to head him off, but he had actually touched the bench and yelled, “I’m Tim Phillips.” What had happened in the hallway Judge Kramer had heard from one of the policemen who had piled out of the adjoining courtrooms to quell the disturbance.

Judge Kramer pressed the intercom button on his telephone.

“Yes, Judge?” came his assistant’s voice.

“Where are they holding this ‘Jane’ woman?”

“I think they took her for medical treatment to County-USC. I’ll find out if she’s in the jail ward and let you know.”

“No,” Kramer said. “Just call the precinct and tell them I want to see her.”

“Would you like a conference room at the jail?”

“Have them bring her here.”

The male police officer was tall and rangy, and the female was short and blond with her hair drawn up in the back and cinched in that way they all knew how to do. The department never had all-male teams transport a female prisoner anymore, so the judge should have been used to it, but the pairs still seemed to him like married couples from a planet where people wore uniforms. They ushered the prisoner into his chambers. When her face came into the light he felt his breath suck in. He had never gotten used to seeing a young woman’s face with bruises and cuts and blackened eyes. He tried to see past them.

She was not quite what he had heard described on the tape. She was tall, as tall as he was if he stood up, and this realization made him intuit that it was better not to, so he stayed down behind his big desk. Her hair was black and hung loose to a place below her shoulder blades, but that probably wasn’t the way she wore it; they had combed it out because they always searched women’s hair. He could see that Timmy’s description was not wrong, just uninformed. This woman had the strange, angular beauty he associated with fashion models: it was striking, but geometric and cold. The judge’s taste ran more to women like his late wife and the little policewoman, who looked round and soft and warm. The woman’s hands were cuffed in front of her instead of behind, which meant they weren’t taking all the precautions, but the police officers were wary: the policewoman kept a hand at her left elbow, and the man was a step behind and to her right, leaving just enough room to swing his club.

Judge Kramer said, “Thank you very much, officers. We’ve got some coffee in the outer office, and I keep soft drinks in the little refrigerator under the water cooler. I’ll be finished with the prisoner in about fifteen minutes.”

The policewoman said, “Your Honor, we should mention—”

He interrupted, “I know. I spoke with the arresting officer. Has she hurt anyone since she’s been in custody?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll chance it.”

The prisoner held out her hands, and the male officer unlocked the cuffs, took them off, and said to no one in particular, “We’ll be right outside.”

When they had closed the door, Judge Kramer said to her, “Sit down, please.”

The woman sat in the chair in front of the desk.

Judge Kramer probed for a way to break the silence. “I hear you’re one of those people who could kill me with a pencil.”

She said simply, “If I am, then I wouldn’t need a pencil.” She looked at the tape recorder on his desk. “Is that running?”

He said, “I want to assure you that no record will be made of this conversation. I just listened to a deposition of Timothy Phillips, and I decided that the only person left who can answer the questions I have is you. Mona Turley and Dennis Morgan are dead.”

She nodded silently and watched him.

“What do you know about the child’s situation?”

“Who are you? Why are you the one who has questions?”

His eyes widened involuntarily, as though someone had thrown a glass of water in his face. “I’m sorry,” he said. “When you’ve been a judge for a few years, you’re used to being the only one in the room everyone takes at face value. My name is John Kramer. I’m the judge who was presiding in Courtroom 22. We hadn’t gotten to the petition to declare Timothy Phillips legally dead when he ran in and disrupted my court. For the moment, the matter is still undecided, and I’ve left it that way.”

“Why?”

“First I had to recess while the officers took you away. Then I had to adjourn for a few days to give time to the authorities who can verify Timothy’s claim. In a day or so, oddly enough, I have to set a date to give the petitioners the opportunity to refute the claim—fingerprints, blood tests, and all. Then I have to rule on it.”

“Will you be the one who decides what happens to him after that?”

He shook his head. “Not directly. At the moment he’s in the care of a very protective woman from Children’s Services named Nina Coffey. After a time there will be criminal cases—probably several of them. There will be a family court case to decide who is granted guardianship of Timmy. There will be some sort of civil action to settle the disposition of the trust. I can influence the direction some of those cases take if I find out the truth and get it on the record so it can’t be ignored. I’m asking what you know because I don’t have much time and I need to know where to begin. Once I rule on the petition that’s before me, it’s out of my hands.”

“Is any of this legal?”

“What I’m doing is so contrary to legal procedure that it has no name.”

She sat erect in the chair and met his gaze steadily while she decided. “He was a ward of his grandmother because his parents were killed in a car crash. She was old at the time—about eighty. Whoever she hired to watch him didn’t. Along came Raymond and Emily Decker, and he disappeared. I have no way of knowing what was going on in their minds at the time. They may have been kidnappers who stalked him from birth, or they may have been one of those half-crazy couples who create their own little world that doesn’t need to incorporate all of the facts in front of their eyes. If you read the old newspaper reports, it sounds as though maybe they just found him wandering around alone in a remote area of a county park, picked him up, and then convinced themselves that he was better off with them than with anybody who let a two-year-old get that lost. I’ve tried to find out, and so did Mona and Dennis, but what we learned was full of contradictions.”

“What sorts of contradictions?”

“Timmy says they sent pictures of him to his grandmother, sometimes holding a newspaper, sometimes with his fingerprints. He doesn’t know what the letters said. If the Deckers knew where to send the letters, then they knew who he was. But I can’t tell whether it was a straight ransom demand or they were trying to keep him officially alive so he could claim his inheritance when he grew up, or whether they were just being kind to an old lady by letting her know her grandson was okay.”

“What do you know about the grandmother?”

“From what Dennis Morgan said, the police stopped looking. That means they never saw the letters. Grandma kept looking, so maybe she got them. She must have believed he would turn up eventually, because she tied up all the family money in a living trust for him and made a business-management firm named Hoffen-Bayne the trustee. She died a few years ago.”

“Before or after Raymond and Emily Decker?”

“Before. But I’m not the best source for dates and addresses. I’m sure if you don’t have it in the papers on your desk yet, it’ll be in the next batch. Anyway, I don’t think she hired somebody to kill them for kidnapping her grandson.”

“You’re the only source of information I have right now. Who did kill them?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who do you think did it?”

“When someone killed the Deckers, they also stole all of Timmy’s belongings, every picture of him, and a lot of paper. If you’re looking for somebody, you would want the photographs. But they took his toys, clothes, everything. That’s a lot of work. The only reason I can think of for doing that is to hide the fact that he was alive—that a little boy lived there. Maybe they did such a good job of wiping off their own prints that they got all of his too, as a matter of course. I doubt it.”

“Who would want to accomplish that?”

She hesitated, and he could tell she was preparing to be disbelieved. “What I’m telling you is not from personal knowledge. It’s what Dennis Morgan told me. This company, Hoffen-Bayne, got to administer a fortune of something like a hundred million dollars. They would get a commission of at least two percent a year, or two million, for that. They also got to invest the money any way they pleased, and that gave them power. There are some fair-sized companies you can control for that kind of investment. As long as Timmy was lost, the trust would continue. You’re a judge. You tell me what would happen if Timmy turned up in California.”

“The court would—will—appoint a guardian, and probably in this case, a conservator, if you’re right about the size of the inheritance.”

“That wouldn’t be Hoffen-Bayne?”

“We don’t appoint business-management companies to raise children, or to audit themselves.”

“Then the power and money would be in jeopardy.”

“Certainly they would have to at least share the control.”

“And they did try to have him declared dead.”

“That’s a legal convenience. It relieves them of responsibility to search for him, and also protects them if someone were to ask later why they’re administering a trust for a client who hasn’t been seen for seven years.”

“Then it would have been even more convenient if he were really dead. They wouldn’t have had to go to court at all.”

“Filing a motion is a little different from hiring assassins to hunt down a six-year-old and kill him.”

“Maybe. I think filing the motion was a trap. I think Dennis Morgan was poking around, and somebody noticed it. It’s not all that hard to find out what you want about people; the trick is to keep them from knowing you’re doing it. Dennis was a respected lawyer, but investigating wasn’t his field; lawyers hire people to do that. I think they sensed that if a Washington attorney was interested, then Timmy was going to turn up sometime soon.”

“And you—all of you—got caught in the trap?”

“Yes.” She stood up. “You asked me what I think, so you would know where to begin. I’ve told you. Dennis couldn’t find anybody but Hoffen-Bayne who would benefit from Timmy’s death—no competing claims to the money or angry relatives, for instance. Nobody tried to break the will during all the years while Timmy was missing. But I don’t know what Dennis got right and what he got wrong, and I can’t prove any of it. I only saw the police putting handcuffs on four of the men in the courthouse, and there won’t be anything on paper that connects them with Hoffen-Bayne or anybody else. I know I never saw them before, so I can’t have been the one they recognized. They saw Timmy.” She took a step toward the door. “Keep him safe.”

The judge said, “Then there’s you.” He watched her stop and face him. “Who are you?”

“Jane Whitefield.”

“I mean what’s your interest in this?”

“Dennis Morgan asked me to keep Timmy alive. I did that. We all did that.”

“What are you? A private detective, a bodyguard?”

“I’m a guide.”

“What kind of guide?”

“I show people how to go from places where someone is trying to kill them to other places where nobody is.”

“What sort of pay do you get for this?”

“Sometimes they give me presents. I declare the presents on my income taxes. There’s a line for that.”

“Did somebody give you a present for this job?”

“If you fail, there’s nobody around to be grateful. My clients are dead.” After a second she added, “I don’t take money from kids, even rich kids.”

“Have you served in your capacity as ‘guide’ for Dennis Morgan before?”

“Never met him until he called. He was a friend of a friend.”

“You—all three of you—went into this knowing that whoever was near this little boy might be murdered.”

She looked at him as though she were trying to decide whether he was intelligent or not. Finally, she said, “An innocent little boy is going to die. You’re either somebody who will help him or somebody who won’t. For the rest of your life you’ll be somebody who did help him or somebody who didn’t.”

The judge stared down at his desk for a few seconds, his face obscured by the deep shadows. When he looked up, his jaw was tight. “You are a criminal. The system hates people like you. It has special teeth designed to grind you up.”

As she watched him, she could see his face begin to set like a death mask. He pressed his intercom button. “Tell the officers to come in.” He began to write, filling in lines on a form on his desk.

The two police officers swung the door open quickly and walked inside. The man had his right hand resting comfortably on the handle of the club in his belt.

The judge said, “I’ve finally straightened this out. Her real name is Mahoney. Colleen Anne Mahoney. She was attacked by those suspects on the way into the courthouse. Apparently it was a case of mistaken identity, because she had no connection with the Phillips case. I’m giving you a release order now, and I want all records—prints, photographs, and so on—sealed … no, destroyed. Call me when it’s been done.” He handed the female officer the paper. “I want to avoid any possibility of reprisals.”

“Will do, Judge,” said the policewoman. Kramer’s instinct about her was confirmed. She had a cute little smile.

The policeman opened the door for Jane Whitefield, but this time nobody touched her. She didn’t move. “You should have those teeth checked.”

He shrugged. “The system was never meant to rule on every human action. Some things slip through.”

She stared at him for a second, then said simply and without irony, “Thank you, Your Honor,” turned, and walked out of his office.
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