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Twenty years ago
City of Unknown, Louisiana
Buried ever so deep,
Piled over with heavy stones,
Yet I will
Effortlessly dig up the disembodied bones.
What am I?
What am I? What am I? What am I? The thought bounced around in Leonie’s head like a mad Ping-Pong ball. She didn’t understand what the words meant. She didn’t have a clue, except that the words themselves were the clue. Buried ever so deep, piled over with heavy stones, yet I will effortlessly dig up the disembodied bones...
The very tip top of Leonie’s head reached only five feet. An ebony spill of hair cascaded to her waist, brushed into unruly submission by her mother that very morning. But she was thinking about something else very different. Her bow shaped lips were pursed in concentration; the lines between her eyes weaved a W in single-minded deliberation.
With a shrewd smile on his lined face, Sebastien Benoit gave Leonie the front page of the Shreveport Herald-Post. She didn’t pay any attention to the owner of the Unknown General Store. But he stared at her slight figure as she poured over the headlines. She was a little girl, whose skin barely covered her still developing bones, and who had all the attributes of the other lake families. She had asked prettily for the paper he’d already read, and politely handed everything back but the front page. Then she asked him if she could keep it.
Sebastien shrugged uncaringly. “Mais oui, p’tite. Else it goes in the trash and what good would come of it there?” But Leonie had already turned away.
Leonie Simoneaud was the daughter of Babette and Jacques Simoneaud. Jacques worked up to Shreveport most days, and Babette had a typing job in Natchitoches. Neither brought in enough income to have a babysitter for thirteen-year-old Leonie, but then she didn’t need one. A self-sufficient child, she borrowed books from anyone who had them to lend and promptly returned them in immaculate condition. She wandered the woods with other family children, learning almost every secret the local bayous held. Sometimes she came into the Unknown General Store with a few crumpled dollars and bought an R.C. cola and a moon pie. She stayed out of trouble and her actions hadn’t caused the family’s gossips to run rampant.
But on this day it was only the newspaper Leonie wanted, and since Sebastien had read it already, he gave it to her, encouraged that the child was quick enough to want to learn. Truth be told, it was a slow day for news anyway. Another space shuttle was being launched. The President was addressing the nation on some-such policy. A little boy in Shreveport had been taken from a mall the previous day by a stranger. There had been a violent car wreck on the freeway that had killed three people. All of which was contained on the front page that quiet Leonie held in her tiny little girl hands.
For a moment Sebastien wished he could read the girl’s mind. The people who lived on Twilight Lake were sometimes called Lake People. Some of the outside world knew that they were peculiar folk. They liked to keep to themselves. They liked to marry within the dozens of families that made up the area. They didn’t trust the people they called outsiders. But the Simoneauds had the best reason of all for that distrust, for it was Leonie’s own great-aunt, Lisette Simoneaud, who had suffered tremendously at the hands of outsiders. They had kidnapped Lisette decades before because of her gifts, family gifts of second sight, sometimes called veiled eyes. They had ill-used the beautiful young woman and when her lover, Varden Comeaux, had found her she was perched on death’s doorstep. And although Lisette’s lover had punished those responsible with a terrible rough justice, outsiders were still mistrusted and the family’s secrets kept close to the chest.
Leonie stood motionlessly in the air conditioned general store, her hands clenched on each side of the front page of the newspaper, her eyes rapt upon what she was reading.
Such a pretty young thing, thought Sebastien. Silken black hair tumbled deliciously down her back and normally her almond shaped gold eyes sparkled with humor. Her little cupid’s face hinted at the beauty she would become, clearly a challenger to the wondrous vision that Lisette Simoneaud had been. But she wore a tattered T-shirt. Ragged blue jeans covered her skinny legs. Her tennis shoes were ripped at the toes. However, she don’t have the gift. A shame, non?
Leonie looked up at the clock on the wall. It was a neon fish jumping out of the lake, seeking the freedom of the air and wind. Green hands proclaimed it was half past ten in the morning. It was a week before the summer solstice, school had been let out a full fourteen days before and children roamed the surrounding area like free range game, and Leonie was able to do as she liked, as long as she stayed out of trouble and did not speak with outsiders.
Leonie would break both rules on this particular day.
Through the window Sebastien Benoit’s blue truck was visible. Leonie didn’t know how to drive anything, much less a truck, even if Sebastien had been inclined to loan it to a thirteen-year-old girl. Glancing down at her dilapidated tennis shoes she knew probably would have to walk until she got out of Unknown, to avoid the locals that would promptly tell her parents that she was up to something.
Folding the newspaper up carefully, Leonie turned back to Sebastien, coming up with the best pretext she had at the moment. “You know, I suddenly remembered that Papa forgot his lunch. Do you know anyone who’s going to Shreveport today, M’su Benoit?”
“Non, p’tite,” Sebastien replied solemnly, studying the child’s face before him. “But M’su Bergeron might know someone.” He pointed outside toward the dock. A hundred feet away, it had been built over a deep pool on the edge of the dark Twilight Lake. For the last twenty years it had witnessed fishermen and tourists alike as they boarded various family vessels to earn a few extra dollars in the summer. “Best to catch him before he takes his charter out.”
“Merci,” Leonie said and hurried out the door.
Sebastien shook his head. It’s hard to trust a member of the family when a fella don’t have a clue what’s going on in her little brain.
Leonie quickly walked along the short dock. She approached Jean Bergeron, who was directing a group of tourists from Dallas onto his ship. He was a tall man with gray shot black hair and a friendly face that welcomed her advance with an amicable twinkle in his gold eyes.
“Put your gear aft,” Jean called cheerfully. He glanced down at Leonie and said in a low voice, “A moment, chère. These outsiders, they don’t know their aft from their ass.”
“Bonjour, Leonie,” said someone else, and Leonie turned to see a boy standing nearby. His black hair, gold eyes, and general appearance let one and all know he was a member of the family, and not only that, he was also Jean Bergeron’s son.
“Bonjour, Gabriel,” said Leonie, a ghost of a smile flitted across her restless features. She knew the younger boy well and knew he hadn’t a mean bone in all of his body. He didn’t bully those younger than he, and he didn’t tease Leonie that his gift had developed before hers, although he was two full years younger. “Glad to be out of school, n’est pas?”
“Oui, they were teaching us algebra,” Gabriel said and grimaced. “I get a headache from it even now.”
“Gabriel,” said Jean Bergeron. “Go show these silly men where to put their gear.” He lightly slapped his son on his back and turned to Leonie. She was becoming uneasily tense, a prickling of the skin started to walk its way up the bony part of her back, as if someone dragged a feather there. She didn’t know what it was. One moment she was enjoying the summer and all of the potential joys it held in the childhood ecstasy of freedom and the next her mind was polarized on something she couldn’t even begin to name. Someone needs me to help him. He needs me. “What is it you need, little Leonie?”
“I need to go to Shreveport, M’su,” Leonie said calmly, belying the disquiet she felt. She wanted to thrust her hands into her pockets to conceal the nervous shaking of her extremities. “I must…see my papa.”
Jean Bergeron frowned. He knew Jacques Simoneaud and knew that the other man worked in various construction sites around Shreveport. But he also knew that Leonie was a serious young woman and not given to foolish notions. Even at such a young age, the child had the common-sense of an old woman and the studious nature of a Rhodes Scholar. “Have you called your maman?”
“Oui,” Leonie lied. My second one in five minutes, she noted silently. She didn’t like to lie, but something inside her demanded its necessity. It screamed for her to get to Shreveport and to do it soon. What am I? What am I? What am I?
She struggled for composure while Jean contemplated his actions at a snail’s pace. She wanted to shriek at Jean and at the voice in her head: “I know I’m only thirteen! But he needs me! He needs me RIGHT NOW! And I don’t know what you are!” Leonie didn’t know where the unerring thoughts were coming from, only that the question repeated itself in her head like a broken record.
Jean paused in his thoughts to call out to the tourists on the ship, “Not on the upper deck, if you please, else it will fall into the lake and then what you do? Fish with your hands? He-he, I’d like to see that, me.”
“S’il vous plaît, M’su,” the young woman said. She wasn’t begging, but looking up at him with frank gold eyes and something else that touched his heart. Jean’s eyebrows drew together in a frown.
“What is so important, p’tite?” he asked her.
“It is important,” she said. Leonie hesitated for a split second. “It’s so important I can’t afford to take the time to convince you.”
And suddenly Jean knew that it was exactly that-so important that a little girl couldn’t find the right worlds to explain it to a skeptical adult. He abruptly called out to a man helping to load the ship with supplies for the long afternoon and evening of fishing. “Louis! I need you to do something else, mon ami.”
Louis shifted a cooler in his arms and shrugged. “What you need, Jean?”
Jean held out the keys to his own truck. “Take Leonie to Shreveport, cher. You take her to her father, oui? And don’t you let her out of your sight until she’s with her papa.”
Louis shrugged. He put the cooler down on the ship and easily leapt the gap between boat and dock as he came to get the keys. He was a younger family member with a laissez faire attitude and a distant relative to Leonie. With dark hair brushed back from his broad forehead and cordial eyes, he glanced at Leonie with an affectionate smile. “Well, let’s go, sweetness. I could stop and rent some video tapes. You know my brother just got himself a brand spanking new DVD?”
Jean Bergeron watched the pair walk away and smoothed the hairs that were standing up on the back of his neck with a trembling hand. He didn’t know exactly what was up with Leonie, but he was beginning to suspect that her gifts were coming into play and that the entire family was going to hear about it before long. Perhaps in a loud manner that would have all of their heads aching with the pain of it.
•
Louis was singing loudly. Willie Nelson and Julio Iglesias were singing backup, happily commemorating all the girls they’d had relationships with before. Louis’s uneven tenor drowned everything else out in the cab of the pickup truck.
Leonie sat on the other side, looking out the window, absently pulling the constrictive seatbelt away from her waist. She ignored Louis’s jagged rendition of the song and tried to decide how she was going to elude the man when she needed to go someplace by herself, someplace that Louis would never allow her to go. It was such a bad place and so reviled by the family that only one in the most extreme circumstances would dare it.
“Turn here,” she said, pointing. They had been on the road for about thirty minutes, just skirting the edge of Shreveport.
“Jean said Shreveport,” said Louis. His hand rhythmically thumped the steering wheel in accompaniment to the music. He looked at the road signs as he hit the turn signal.
“Papa’s not exactly in Shreveport today,” Leonie lied without pause. She crossed her little chest with a hand. He needed her. He needed her right away. He wasn’t harmed yet, but it wouldn’t be long.
What am I? What am I? What am I?
“I don’t know!”
“Huh?” said Louis. His singing abruptly ceased and he cast a concerned glance at her, even while trying to keep an eye on the road. “Don’t know what?”
“Just talking to myself,” she muttered. “I’m not sure exactly where, but I can find it.”
“Okay,” agreed Louis. It was a pleasant morning. He had a few bucks in his pocket and was driving Jean Bergeron’s truck. He was going to get paid for driving Leonie Simoneaud around and Mary Bois was going to go see a movie with him on Friday night. How can it be any better than that?
Billy Joel singing Uptown Girl followed Willie and Julio. Louis started belting that one out, cheerfully singing as loud as he could, pausing to encourage Leonie with, “Come on, chère. You know the words!”
Leonie frowned. They skirted the outskirts of Shreveport. The houses sat back from the country road on large plots of land. Some were small and tidy with corrals for dust covered ponies that grazed in the tall grass and avoided children like they were the plague. Other houses were large and had pools in the back and a separate garage for as many as three vehicles. Their hedges were shaped into well-formed balls and ovals that showed their high level of maintenance. Their yards were trimmed meticulously and vivid perennials of every color adorned their flower beds.
“What does your papa do out here?” Louis asked Leonie curiously. He knew Jacques did construction of all types, but there didn’t seem to be anything being constructed out on the country side of the largest city in northern Louisiana. “A house?”
Leonie nodded distractedly. Louis had slowed down, craning his neck. The homes were getting progressively more expensive. Single storied houses had become two and then three storied houses. Simple brick had developed into complicated patterns and winding brick-paved driveways had wrought-iron gates fraught with fancy designs. Some even had initials.
Louis pointed. “That one’s got a tower. Anh. What they do with a tower, p’tite? All they need is a moat and a fire-breathing dragon, oui?”
Leonie didn’t say anything. They were getting closer. It was a two-lane road, with driveways leading off either side to the expensive houses. The tension had spread to her shoulders and it felt as though someone had inserted rebar under her skin to stiffen her up.
“Your papa must have a big pricey project to work on here, non?” His voice lowered conspiratorially. “I hear these places have a toilette for every room. Every single room. My grandmaman says that indoor plumbing tempts the devil to come inside your house.”
Billy Joel had ceased singing about his uptown girl and an announcer came out to discuss recent events in the news. Leonie shivered as she perceived what the disc jockey was talking about. Then she said, “Stop here.”
“Here?” Louis looked around confusedly. “But there ain’t no construction ‘round here.”
“Here!” Leonie yelled at him.
Louis pulled over to the side of the road and sighed theatrically. “Jean ain’t gonna appreciate you playing games with me and with his truck, Leonie.”
Leonie was staring out her window. The very peaks of the house were just about the only thing visible from the road. There was the impression of red brick and large glass windows, sitting well back from the country road. Compared with the rest of the neighborhood and from what they could see through a mass of oaks and ash trees, it was twice as large as anything in the area. Brick columns with wrought iron fences bordered the road and the gate was securely locked with a shiny padlock and hefty chain that contrasted the blackened iron. It appeared as though no one was around and furthermore, someone didn’t want anyone to be around.
“No one up there,” said Louis, unconsciously repeating Leonie’s thoughts. He peered through the heavy vegetation toward the house. “Is this where your papa told you he’d be?”
Leonie’s eyes reluctantly left the big house through the trees. There was a bronze sign mounted on the post on the right side of the main gate. It read Whitechapel, and the address below it was 2345 Sugarberry Lane. She took a deep breath. “No, no one’s there,” she said unevenly, knowing that someone was there. Someone was up there waiting for her, someone who called to her, and she was going to have to drive away. She cleared her throat twice before the reluctant words came out of her mouth. “We can go to his office instead.”
“Sure, Leonie,” said Louis carefully. He had a bad feeling about this all of a sudden. He cocked his head at the young woman and watched her as she looked back up at the big house. “Whitechapel. That’s a funny name, non?”
“Oui,” she said absently. “You know that belt buckle you lost last week. The one you won roping calves in Texas?”
Louis paused in the act of pulling the truck into the road. “Yeah, sure. I looked everywhere. Your maman tell you about that?”
“It slid behind your bed, Louis.” Leonie chewed on her lower lip. It was killing her to leave the place she had been drawn to, but she knew she couldn’t help him. She had to find another way. But first she was going to have to start the trouble she had promised her maman she would not get into while her parents were gone from the house.
“How the devil you know that, p’tite fille?” Louis demanded as he drove away, dismissing the thought almost instantly. A little rampant doubt tickled his brain. It could be there. Didn’t I leave it on the bed half the time? Maman comes in to fluff the blankets and sheets and couldn’t it have fallen back of the bed, just like that? Non. Non. Couldn’t be. How could the little one know this?
Louis drove Leonie into downtown Shreveport and stopped at the office where her papa worked. He had regained some of his good humor and was again singing along with the radio. When he pulled into a small parking lot full with other vehicles, he smiled as Leonie suggested that she run in quickly to find out where her father was working that day. He sat in front of the office for a full ten minutes before he realized that Leonie wasn’t coming back.
-
Buried ever so deep,
Piled over with heavy stones,
Yet I will
Effortlessly dig up the disembodied bones.
What am I?
I am memories.
It lies behind stars and under the highest hills,
And empty holes it solidly fills.
It comes first and follows after,
Ends life, and kills laughter.
What is it?
Roosevelt Hemstreet was pouring himself a cup of coffee when Eloise Hunter buzzed the detectives’ offices. Her strident voice came abruptly through the intercom and made Roosevelt spill a little coffee. He grimaced and mopped up the puddle with a paper napkin and kept his mouth firmly shut. Technically, it was possible that if he pretended to be invisible then the highly irritating clerk would think that everyone was out to lunch and cease her incessant bleating. Eloise had the concerted opinion that she was God and the detectives on the third floor of the Shreveport Police Department were her exclusive errand boys. It didn’t matter to her in the least that she was a clerk, weighed eighty-five pounds, and the top of her head didn’t clear Roosevelt’s belly button.
“All y’all up there, stop messing around and answer, puh-lease,” she said loudly after a blessedly short interval of exalted silence. “Ah gotta gal out here who says she knows where that kid is.”
Roosevelt froze in place. It was hard for him to do so, standing six foot four inches and weighing in at two hundred and twenty pounds. As broad as the proverbial barn door, he seemed a graceless giant, despite the fact that he could move quite silently when it was necessary. What made him freeze was the reminder of why all the detectives in the PD were working at the same time and had been since the previous day.
There was only one kid on the large man’s mind and on the minds of most of the police department personnel that day. The boy was four foot nine inches and weighed sixty pounds. He had light brown hair and brown eyes and suntanned skin. He liked to play arcade games. He was learning how to roller-blade but he wasn’t much good at it. One of his teeth was missing in the front but the kid didn’t mind that because it meant he could make disgusting slurping noises in front of his sister. His sister had spent an inordinate amount of time detailing her older brother’s habit to the detective the previous evening, even while tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes.
Eloise’s heavily accented voice screeched out of the speaker with the coup de grace that broke Roosevelt’s reverie. It was a shot to the head that effectively killed his resistance. “Y’all know. The Trent kid. All y’all stop this nonsense. Ah know one of you all is up there.”
Roosevelt sighed. He threw the soiled napkin into the garbage and checked his suit. No crumbs on the tie. No stains on the shirt or the lapel. Dark blue wasn’t his best color but his wife had given him the suit to commemorate his promotion into the ranks of detective, so he wore it anyway. He brushed a little dandruff off his shoulders and looked longingly at a chocolate éclair that had his name on it, his stomach acknowledging the fact that meals had been scarce since the boy had gone missing. Doubtless by the time Roosevelt was done sorting out the ins and outs of a potential witness, who would probably turn out to be a flake, the other detectives would have swooped down and devoured the last éclair without so much as a by-your-leave. One of his big fingers stabbed the intercom. “I’ll be down in a minute, Eloise.”
“My name is Miss Hunter,” Eloise replied primly. “Don’t you forget it, Dee-tective.”
His finger released the button and then Roosevelt said under his breath in a falsetto, “My name is Miss Hunter, and I wear my control-top panty-hose too tight for my circulation, which means my little sour dough looking head is about to pop off my neck.” He smiled grimly at no one at all, punching the button again and saying with dour determination, “I’ll be there in a minute, Miss Hunter.”
Roosevelt released the button once more and cogitated on the fact that he was a Yankee. Sure he had been born in Shreveport, but he had committed the unpardonable sin of being raised in Oregon by his Aunt Carlita. It didn’t matter that technically Oregon wasn’t really where Yankees came from or that they never had originated from that state. He looked black, but he talked like a northerner and there were many officers and employees in the Shreveport Police Department who treated him like he was different. Fortunately there were just as many others who didn’t give a damn, and besides Roosevelt Hemstreet had thick skin.
“Getting thicker every day, too,” he added to himself, and straightened his jacket.
When Roosevelt made it downstairs, Eloise didn’t say a word. She pursed her lips and pointed into the waiting area. Several people were there already. Some were waiting to speak to officers and some were waiting for police reports. “Where, Miss Hunter?”
“That’s Miz Hunter, Dee-tective,” Eloise replied prissily. She was in her sixties and had been a stolid feature of the police department for thirty years. White hair contrasted with her bright blue eyes and those same eyes glittered intently at Roosevelt, challenging his authority.
Roosevelt suddenly grinned broadly at the woman behind the counter. It was a flash of expansive white in a dark face. Her own face twitched uncomfortably, knowing that it wasn’t humor that animated the newest detective’s features. “Well, Miz Hunter, then.”
Eloise picked up the phone, with another wary look at the detective.
Tapping the glass for her attention, Roosevelt said, “You said something about someone who says they know where the kid is.”
“Ah’m not a babysitter, Dee-tective,” she announced. “It’s that little girl, sitting all alone, right back there.”
Roosevelt turned away and looked. The room wasn’t crowded but it still took him a moment to acknowledge who he was looking for in the small crowd. She was a tiny little thing with skinny little limbs that looked like someone might be starving her. Her long black hair rested across one shoulder as she ran her fingers through the looping curls, working out snarls. He took in the shabby T-shirt, the frayed jeans, and the decrepit tennis shoes with a knowing eye. She was young, almost as young as Douglas Trent and Douglas Trent was only ten years old.
He knew a lot about Douglas Trent. The day before, while Mrs. Amelia Trent went shopping in The Gap at Chinaberry Mall, Douglas had been playing in the game arcade. When she came to get him an hour later, the manager said that his father had already come to get him. The problem was that Douglas Trent’s father was in California on business and had been for a full week. The other problem was that Douglas Trent hadn’t turned up in the mall in the ensuing hours.
The mall’s meager security had contacted the Shreveport PD two hours after that and the hunt began. There wasn’t a wait because a stranger had been involved. The kid had been lured out of the arcade by someone Mrs. Amelia Trent didn’t know. There wasn’t family in the area and the Trents were new to Shreveport. Mrs. Trent swore up and down on a bible that she wouldn’t have trusted any of her new neighbors enough to let them give Douglas a ride home. However, it didn’t matter because Douglas wasn’t with the neighbors and all the PD had was a blurry still from a security camera from a Sears store. It showed Douglas hand in hand with a tall Caucasian male, who had turned his head enough at the moment of the camera shot so as to be unidentifiable. The anonymous man had been wearing tan slacks and a dark shirt without any discernible logo. His hair was dark and he appeared as though he could be anywhere in his late twenties to early forties, but other than that, SPD had nothing at all.
The father had flown home first thing and the Trents had gone to the media to broadcast the news, bringing Douglas’s school picture to be featured on the news. They waited for a ransom demand, hoping that would be what they receive instead of the news that their only son’s body had been found or worse yet, no news at all, and only wretched imagination to fill in the horrid gaps. Most of the detectives were out working various leads. A dozen patrolmen were performing related activities and the chief of police was about to call in the FBI for assistance.
Meanwhile, the Trents waited at home, guilt and vile anticipation driving them slowly mad. And here was this little girl, sitting in the waiting room of the SPD, cooling her heels. Had she been at the arcade at the same time? Was she a friend of Douglas’s? Did she suspect that the man across the street who peeped at her from behind brocade curtains was the same one who had taken Douglas from the mall?
Roosevelt sighed. She wouldn’t be the first to come in to talk to the police department and she wouldn’t be the last. Some of the phone calls were worse. Idiots who used pay phones to suggest that the little boy was already dead and buried, his decomposing corpse far away in the bayous, his flesh being eaten by catfish in the Red River, his little fingers a meal for voracious animals on some twisted man’s farm. He stood in front of the small girl and said, “I’m Roosevelt Hemstreet, ma’am. I’m a detective here. How can I help you?”
The little girl looked up. Her eyes were the most peculiar color that Roosevelt had ever seen and for a moment it gave him pause. She gnawed on her lower lip before she said, “I know where Douglas is. I can take you to him.”
•
The policeman was very, very large. It was the first thought in Leonie’s mind. She sat on the battered bench that had dozens of names and crude phrases carved on it and looked up, up, up. Dressed in a blue suit, he had skin the color of syrup, and warm brown eyes. But she could tell right off he was tired and not in a receptive mood.
The police department was the place that was so reviled by the family. It was one of the places that family members regularly shunned as though the black plague was actively rampant there. The police were outsiders. They didn’t possess the gift. They wouldn’t trust those who did. No one from the outside world really understood. Only a precious few outsiders could ever be trusted, so the rule was to trust none of them and never bring unwanted publicity upon the family because strangers could come and take one away just like Great-Aunt Lisette.
Leonie frowned up at the large man wearing the dark blue suit. He frowned back down. Finally his features coalesced into dispassionate neutrality. His name is Roosevelt Hemstreet, she thought. Perhaps he was named after a president. But she wasn’t here about that.
“How would you happen to know that, ma’am?” the big black man asked her politely.
Leonie’s already twisted features turned more downward. Her plan had flaws. Here was one. She had to convince this man that she had legitimate knowledge of Douglas Trent’s whereabouts, and for Douglas’s benefit, she had to do so quickly. He’s afraid. She chewed on that lower lip again. He’s so afraid of that man and the stupid words that he keeps repeating. What am I? The fear made her shiver involuntarily. “I saw him. I saw him today. While I was looking for my papa.”
She crossed her fingers behind her back and nervously looked away from Roosevelt. Somehow Leonie sensed that the detective knew she was lying and was trying to decide what to do with her, if anything at all.
“Where did you see him?” Roosevelt asked gently.
“It’s a big, big house just outside of town,” she said quickly, looking back up at the detective. “Red brick, lots of trees and bushes, and big glass windows all over. I saw him at the window. Very clear.” Leonie took the folded newspaper out of her pocket she spread it out and presented the front page to Roosevelt. “This boy. Douglas Trent.”
“Why were you looking for your papa?” Roosevelt’s brown eyes had turned inquisitive. He was mulling over the story in his head.
“He forgot his lunch.” Leonie mentally crossed another set of fingers. So many lies today. Surely God understands? “He works construction sites. I didn’t know which one, non.”
“And you drove yourself?”
“Oh, non. I’m only thirteen. One of the family drove me. His name is Louis Padeaon.” Leonie was reasonably happy to tell an honest fact for once. “I think he’s a cousin three or four times removed. His great-grandmaman was married to my great-great uncle.”
It dawned on Roosevelt that he was talking to a little girl who was a member of the elusive Lake People. He’d heard other officers talking about them. They lived out at the distant Twilight Lake in St. Germaine’s Parish for the most part and spoke like Cajuns, although they weren’t really that. Some of them lived in the Atchafalaya Basin and married into Cajun families but most of them stuck to the lake, where they eked out a living doing whatever they could. They kept to themselves and for the most part stayed out of trouble, but they were reclusive people and strange stories circulated about them. “What’s your name, ma’am?”
Leonie hesitated, but she knew she would have to convince this man. “Leonie Simoneaud,” she said, pronouncing it, “Lee-oh-nee See-man-oh.” Then she spelled the last name for him because she knew he wouldn’t be able to spell it himself.
“Is this Louis, your cousin, waiting for you outside?”
“Non,” she replied frankly.
“Hmm,” Roosevelt said. He was beginning to think that Leonie had seen some other little boy and mistaken the child for Douglas Trent. He, himself, suspected Douglas had been dead only hours after leaving the mall with a stranger. The child couldn’t have been seen in some big, big house’s windows by Leonie Simoneaud earlier today. “And your papa’s name?”
“Jacques,” she said. “The French spelling. The family prefers the French spelling.”
Roosevelt patted Leonie’s slight shoulder. He said, “I’m going to give your papa a call, if you’ll tell me the name of the construction company he works for, and-”
Leonie sat forward and put her hand on top of his. The tiny white fingers didn’t even begin to conceal his larger, toffee colored ones. He didn’t believe her. She had messed up by coming here, but there might be some slight chance left that she could convince him by other means. She grasped at the only straws she had remaining and interrupted him. The words rattled out of her mouth before she could take the time to think about how they would sound. “There’s a man named Whitechapel. I don’t know his first name, but he lives in the house. The address is 2345 Sugarberry Lane. It’s très beau. Very beautiful. This man took Douglas yesterday, and Douglas is very afraid. He doesn’t have much time left before the man will hurt him. The man is doing something else right now and Douglas is all alone in a dark room. He hears things that frighten him, even though the man has promised him he will get to play games and eat as much candy as he wants.”
The little girl’s touch tingled on his fingers like an electrical shock and Roosevelt’s eyes suddenly widened in surprise. He couldn’t help himself. He jerked his hand away from her and shook it midair as if it had fallen asleep and he was reinitiating circulation in it. “How could you possibly know that?” he whispered, not even realizing that his voice had lowered in pitch.
Leonie shrugged. It was a very adult movement and she pressed her lips tightly together in concentration. “The way I know anything at all. It’s just like I know the sky is blue and within the black waters of Twilight Lake swims Goujon, the great catfish who made the lake by thumping his large tail against the ground and causing an earthquake.” Her gold eyes caught his. “Just like I know you’ve been looking for a gold pen. It’s a Cross pen that your aunt gave to you when you graduated college. You like it so much because she gave it to you and she’s dead now. A gold pen you haven’t been able to find for two weeks. I know where it is, too.”
Roosevelt took a step back. He hadn’t seen his pen since he’d signed a birthday card for one of the patrol officers almost two weeks before. He had been missing it and every time he had used it he had thought of his Aunt Carlita, who’d pressed him hard to finish college. Only last year had she succumbed to lung cancer and he’d been heartbroken to lose that pen. He’d torn up his house looking for it and practically strip-searched every one who’d signed the birthday card for the patrolman. Despite his efforts, the pen hadn’t materialized.
“It couldn’t hurt you any to check out Whitechapel, M’su Detective,” said Leonie plaintively. “Just go and talk to him some. Look and see does he have a record of…hurting little children. That’s not too much to ask and you don’t have to tell anyone who told you this.”
Roosevelt’s eyebrows drew together into a scowl. A sneaky suspicion was beginning to form in his mind. It was the kind of suspicion that cops got often, that they were being lied to, and that the liar didn’t care what they said in order to get something they wanted. “I get it. You got some kind of gripe with this Whitechapel dude? Maybe your papa has some kind of money problem with him? So you point a finger at him and he goes away for a while and your problem is solved? Is that it? I don’t know how you found out about my gold pen. Well, hell, I guess I asked enough people about it, so that’s how, but this kind of stunt isn’t going to get you jack-diddly-squat.”
Leonie folded her hands together on her lap and waited for him to pause. When he did she said, “It’s in the passenger seat of your wife’s car, I think it’s called a Jetta and it’s this pretty green color. You were riding with her somewhere and looking for a Kleenex, when it fell out and got in between the seats. Call her. She’ll go out to look at her car and find it.”
“No, I don’t think so.” Roosevelt shook his head. “This is some little stupid game to you. I’m gonna go call your daddy and he’s gonna come down here and explain why you’re doing this, and when that’s all settled maybe you won’t go to juvenile detention for a few weeks for making a false police report, but it won’t be because I didn’t recommend it.”
Leonie’s lips flattened into a grim line. This was why the family didn’t trust outsiders. Then she sighed. She would have to do it herself. She didn’t know if she were strong enough. She could call some of the family. They might help her, but this was outside their normal capacity for the family’s gifts. She wasn’t quite sure if they would believe her either. Her mother hadn’t the day before. She hadn’t been quite sure if she believed it herself, until she read the headlines and saw Douglas Trent’s photograph on the front page of the newspaper. So that left her and only her. She wasn’t weak but she wasn’t a match for a full grown man. Somehow, she thought unflinchingly, I will find a way to rescue Douglas.
“You stay right here,” Roosevelt instructed gruffly. “I’m gonna have the gal up front keep an eye on you, so you don’t go anywhere. You got that, little lady?”
Leonie nodded. Go ahead, turn your back for a moment. I’m pretty fast for my age. And I’m skinny enough to slip through all kinds of narrow gaps.
Roosevelt kept an eye on Leonie until he reached Eloise Hunter. When he reached the counter, he turned away to say to the older woman, “You watch that little girl.”
Eloise rebelliously glared up at Roosevelt and then she tilted her head to look around his large body. The expression faded away in puzzlement. She said, “Uh, Dee-tective Hemstreet.”
“Yeah?” snarled Roosevelt, aggravated already because he’d wasted twenty minutes he could have been putting something in his empty, growling stomach, when he knew he’d be spending the rest of the day making cold calls to surrounding parishes about the Trent boy until his ear felt like a slice of warmed over cauliflower. The worst part was that he had a gut feeling about the kid. The child was already dead, and they were just doing a search and recover now. They could only hope that the perpetrator left enough evidence to put him under Angola for the rest of his natural born life. Compared to Roosevelt’s empty stomach, that feeling by itself was enough to really piss him off, and he didn’t need crap walking in off the street trying to feed him a line that no one in their right mind would ever believe.
“Ah don’t see that little girl,” said Eloise.
“Oh, for the love of Christ,” Roosevelt snapped and turned back abruptly. “She’s right there. Are you blind or something-”
But Leonie Simoneaud was gone. She wasn’t anywhere in the waiting room and the electronic doors to the outside were slowly sliding shut, as if someone had just passed through them. However, no one was within sight.
-
It lies behind stars and under the highest hills,
And empty holes it solidly fills.
It comes first and follows after,
Ends life, and kills laughter.
What is it?
It is darkness.
This is a thing all things devour:
Birds, beasts, trees, even a simple flower;
It gnaws iron, and bites steel;
Grinds hard stones to meal.
It slays all in its path, and will ruin many a town,
And it will beat the mighty mountain down.
What is it?
What am I? I am buried so deep, piled over with heavy stones… The words continued to clatter inside Leonie’s head. It spun around like the little pieces of paper on a record player upon which small children drop globs of paint. A little bit of red here, some blue over there, spiraling in an unending circle, a mess of paint left on a white sheet.
A shaking voice said tremulously, “You want a banana, little girl?”
Leonie opened her eyes and discovered a stop sign in her line of sight. The car she was sitting in had briefly paused at a four-way intersection. It was an old Impala with its engine rumbling like the ramshackle purr of a battle-scarred tomcat. The seats were once red leather but now were orange strips held together with green duct tape. It smelled like an animal had been peeing in the car and a large plastic Jesus hung from the rear view mirror overseeing his meager domain. His eyes twinkled intermittently with faint red lights and Leonie was a little disconcerted until she realized it was battery operated.
A cocoa colored hand that also showed its age held out a bright yellow banana with a Chiquita sticker and Leonie also realized she was starving. She hadn’t eaten breakfast and lunch had passed while she was waiting on the policeman. She said politely, “Thank you.”
The driver was an elderly black woman. She had a red scarf wrapped around her head that covered up snow white hair. The scarf matched the red linen dress she wore and the flat red leather pumps on her feet. Her features were drooping with time’s eternal march but her black eyes held an intelligent gleam. She shook the banana impatiently at Leonie.
Leonie took it quickly and the woman said, “My name is Pamonda McCully, little miss thing. I gots to get to church right quick because they counting on my green bean casserole to save the congregation. That’s the smell you be smelling.” She indicated the back, but all Leonie could smell was cat piss, even though she could see an aluminum-foil wrapped dish sitting on the rear bench seat. Pamonda went on as if Leonie had answered, “I was going to et that nan-noo, on account I got the diabetes, but I plumb forgot and I be thinking you need it more than I do.”
“I need to get to Sugarberry Lane,” said Leonie. It was the second time she had said it to the older woman. She carefully peeled the banana and all but stuffed it whole into her mouth, only then comprehending how hungry she was. The peel went into a plastic garbage bag attached to the glove box.
Pamonda chuckled and almost lost her dentures, absently stuffing them back in with shaking fingers. “I done heard you the first time. And I told you I’m going down that way but I cain’t take you all the way there.” She tut-tutted. “A little girl like ya’ll, taking rides from strangers. I’m good folk, but you just cain’t tell who be driving around. I mean, Jack the Ripper probably be driving a van ifin he was alive today, and we all heard tell about that white boy up to Washington. Some of those gals ain’t never been identified.”
But Pamonda McCully had arrived, offering a ride in her ancient Chevrolet and all Leonie could feel was relief that she was moving toward Douglas Trent again. There was relief and then there was guilt at having wasted her time at the police department. She thought she could convince them, but all the detective had been convinced of was that she was the guilty one.
“Sure ‘nough, you a hungry little chile. Don’t they feed you at home?” Pamonda continued as if they were both participating in an active conversation. “You lucky I went to see my daughter. She be sixty this year. She be getting old, I tell you what. Talking about getting her social s’cur’ty and retiring to a trailer home near Alexandria to be near her daughter. Oh, silly woman. She don’t have ‘nough money for that.”
Pamonda went on about her daughter for almost ten minutes before they reached her church. Leonie wasn’t sure but she thought she was about two or three miles away from where she needed to be. She thanked the old woman and jogged off down the street. Pamonda stopped to watch her go, saying, “And they say things about black folks being different. Huh.” She looked around, immediately sighting another elderly black woman climbing out of a Lincoln Continental. “Latrenda Humphrey! You git your wide, couch sitting butt over here and git my green bean casserole out for me! I know ain’t nothing wrong with your back!”
The other woman laughed at Pamonda. “Oh shut up, Miz McCully. Ain’t nothing wrong wit’ your back neither. And what you doing wit’ a little white girl?”
Pamonda considered. The little girl with the long black hair and the haunted face had vanished around the corner. “I don’t rightly know. That chile, she don’t say much.”
•
Roosevelt Hemstreet sat at his desk, staring at his phone. He wasn’t quite sure why he was staring at his phone, only that he was, and he didn’t like where his thoughts were taking him. What was particularly troubling him was that he had a vague recollection of riding somewhere with his wife in her VW Jetta and cursing loudly because he couldn’t find a Kleenex. There always seemed to be an overabundance of dust in that car and he sneezed each and every time he got into it. But that time, there wasn’t a Kleenex to be found and he’d had to use that old tried and true method of nose cleaning, the shirttail.
His wife, Rowena, had been indignant. “I know your aunt raised you better than that.”
And he had said, “You got to use what you got, and I got a shirttail.” But not after he had forcefully rifled through all of his pockets just to make sure, and then he had turned his head to make sure Roosevelt, Jr. and baby Stephanie didn’t see him do it. He certainly hadn’t wanted Junior to repeat his offense and then speedily offer up the excuse that he had seen, “Daddy did it!” as if were written in stone and carried down from the holiest of mountains.
Roosevelt stared at the telephone. But he’d done it, pretty much the way Leonie Simoneaud had said. How can that little girl know about that? The Lake People are supposed to be real different. All those rumors. They know things. I’ve heard it a dozen times in the last three years. They keep to themselves because they have secrets. All kinds of secrets. He looked up and saw three detectives walk inside the offices. They nodded at him but all looked preoccupied. One of them hit the coffee table immediately and proceeded to stuff half the last chocolate éclair into his mouth.
Roosevelt sighed and picked up the phone. Rowena answered on the third ring. When she realized who it was she said, “Rosy, you find that little boy yet? Roosevelt, Jr. wants to go to the mall to play in the arcade and I just don’t know what to say to him.”
“Ro, honey,” he said. “Would you do me a favor? Is the baby down?”
“Sure, she just fell asleep and Junior’s in the backyard with the neighbor’s kids. I told them no playing in the front unless an adult is with them-”
“Would you put the phone down and go see if I dropped my gold pen in your car.” Roosevelt closed his eyes for a moment. “I seem to recall I was fooling around with it when I was in your car a few weeks ago. Maybe it fell in between the seats.”
Rowena didn’t say anything for a full fifteen seconds. “Okay, Rosy. I’ll be right back.”
It took her five minutes, but Roosevelt tapped his fingers on the desk and listened absently to the other detectives discuss various known pedophiles in the area and how they were planning to shake them down for information about Douglas Trent. He picked up a Bic and doodled on the desktop calendar. First he wrote down the name, Whitechapel. Then he wrote down, Leonie Simoneaud. Then he wrote the address she had said. Somewhere on Sugar something Lane. But it’s all bullshit. Of course it is. Not gonna need this. Nope.
Ro came back on with a husky laugh. “Very funny, Roosevelt. I’m surprised you didn’t arrest the whole family for stealing your gold pen. What did you want, for me to spend an hour digging through my car? Is this some kind of joke?”
He wasn’t sure exactly what to feel. Relief or anger? Relief that he hadn’t scared off a little girl who had valid information about a missing child or anger that such a young woman would try to fool a police officer. Which one? Oh, hell, I don’t know. “No, it wasn’t a joke. I thought maybe you’d find the pen out there. I mean, I’ve looked everywhere for it and you know how much my aunt meant to me.”
“But Rosy,” Ro’s voice was quizzical and amused at the same time. “It was there. Way down deep in between the seats. I thought you were pulling my leg…”
“You found my pen?” Roosevelt dropped the Bic on the table. It rolled to the edge and clattered onto the floor. “My gold Cross pen?”
“Sure, baby. Larger than life. Glad to see it, but I don’t see how you could have known it was there. Unless you suddenly remembered it falling out of your pocket?”
“I’ll call you back later, Ro. Love you.”
Roosevelt put the phone down before his wife could answer. He looked down at the doodles and the names he’d written.
Another patrolman entered the offices and announced loudly, “All right, Eloise is pissed off at someone up here.” He glanced down at a piece of paper in his hand. “Some detective talked to a little girl earlier. A Lee-Lee Simon-something or other. And her daddy is waiting downstairs, and boy is he mad. I ain’t going down to explain to Miz Eloise that-”
“Hey, Gerald,” Roosevelt called to one of the detectives. “You know anything about a guy named Whitechapel? Maybe some kind of kiddie-molester?”
Gerald Ritchie was a detective sergeant and ten years older than Roosevelt. He’d lived in Shreveport all his life and had been a police officer for half that life. For all intents and purposes he knew just about everything about Shreveport. And he knew a lot more about the criminal element in the town. “Whitechapel?” he repeated, a frown wrinkling his bulldog-like face. “Whitechapel. It seems to me like I’ve heard that name somewhere. Lemme think about it. Why, Rosy, what you know about it? This guy has something to do with the Trent kid?”
Roosevelt frowned. “I dunno. Just a name that came up.” He stood up and took the paper from the patrolman. “I’ll talk to Mr. Simoneaud.”
•
Leonie didn’t know what the time was, because she’d forgotten to put on the little Timex watch with the Minnie Mouse on it. It was sitting on her nightstand next to a book about dreams that she’d borrowed from Michel Quenelle who was going to medical school in the fall. He never minded answering her endless questions about the family’s abilities.
But Michel was certainly smart enough that he would have remembered to put on his watch. He had already finished a pre-medical degree, summa cum laude, and Leonie knew what that meant because she’d looked it up in the school dictionary. However, now she had neither the watch nor Michel. Instead she looked up at the sun and judged that it was close to three o’clock. She’d wasted so much time, but she could still feel Douglas inside the large house. Alone in a dark room, he was so frightened. He was trying to keep his eyes open but he was becoming so very tired.
Her hands rested on two wrought iron bars of the fence that surrounded the Whitechapel house. There didn’t seem to be a way into the fence other than the main gate, so she slowly circled the exterior, looking for something that would aid her. There might be a tree that she could climb or some bit of broken fence that would allow her through. Or she could simply ring the bell on the buzzer that she saw next to the gate. She could, but why would the man let her in? Furthermore, she had the feeling that for the moment Douglas was the only living thing inside.
The chain and padlock were still on the front gate and Leonie decided that the road just inside the gate was little traveled. There were blades of grass and weeds springing up in the cracks of the pavement as if no car regularly drove along its uneven surface. A house this big, she thought, might have…two entrances? And I’ll find the other one.
Half way around the large perimeter, Leonie found a tree growing next to the fence. If all the branches within ten feet of the ground had not been trimmed, it would have been a good way to get inside. But someone was conscious of this fact and neatly cut the canopy so that it was far above her head. She chewed on her lower lip in concentration and was unaware that she’d made it begin to bleed.
But there was another tree a full fifteen feet away from the fence that someone had dismissed as a potential avenue of entry for thieves and would be rescuers. Its lower limbs were intact, Leonie noted with no little amount of pleasure. What they hadn’t perceived was that Leonie, who was undeniably the queen of all family children in the art of tree climbing, could easily scale it. And from the furthermost tree’s taller, outstretched limbs she could access the tree closest to the fence. She would simply lower herself from a limb drooping over the inside of the fence until she was hanging by her hands and drop onto the private property where she so desperately needed to be.
As Leonie did just that, she didn’t think about how she might get back outside the fence.
•
“Leonie was here and you simply let her walk out the door, n’est pas?” the irate Jacques Simoneaud asked heatedly, spreading his arms wide in an unmistakably Gallic manner. He turned to the younger man who had introduced himself as Louis Padeaon, a name Roosevelt Hemstreet recognized as the one Leonie had mentioned as having driven her there. Jacques rattled off a stream of angry bastardized French and Roosevelt didn’t need translation to understand that Jacques was berating Louis soundly for allowing Leonie to get out of his sight.
Louis groaned loudly. “She is as swift as a deer, Jacques. How can I possibly know she simply went out the back door of your office? That you weren’t even in the office.”
“Mr. Simoneaud,” said Roosevelt curiously, still thinking about his gold Cross pen. “How did you know she was here, if Mr. Padeaon last saw her at your office building?”
Jacques stuck a finger into his ear and scratched it. “I hoped?” he answered weakly, not knowing exactly what to say to an outsider who was also a police officer. The truth was altogether different. Both Jacques and Babette Simoneaud had suddenly begun to feel a little of what was going on in their daughter’s head. It was like a switch had suddenly been turned on. At first Babette’s thoughts were ecstatic. Our little girl, at last, isn’t it wonderful, Papa? But they had felt a little fear in Leonie. Then the clear vision of the police station came through to them, and Jacques had leapt off the bobcat he’d been using to rip up a driveway in north Shreveport, leaving it running even while his boss yelled irritated questions at his retreating back. Another family member who worked the same construction company had driven him, pleading to the foreman that there was an emergency. Fortunately, the foreman was easygoing and waved them off with an exasperated look.
On his way there was a faint message from Louis, and it told of how Leonie had come to Shreveport, and what she’d done when she got there.
How was I supposed to know, Jacques? came Louis’s indignant thoughts. She said she was looking for you.
“Anh,” Jacques said aloud. “Did Leonie say anything to you, M’su Detective?”
Roosevelt stared at the two men standing in the waiting room. The crowd had gone down from the lunchtime rush. Only Eloise Hunter bore witness to the angry Lake People who were interrogating a detective as if he were the criminal. “She said she knew where the Trent boy was at. She said that she could locate him.”
“The Trent boy?” repeated Jacques. A confused look traversed his handsome face.
Roosevelt realized that these two men had the same curious gold color of eyes as did Leonie Simoneaud. And the same rich, raven’s wing black hair. Family traits ran strongly in this group, Roosevelt grasped. It was like a stamp that proclaimed them all of the same kith and kin. Did they know the same things that Leonie did? As a father, Roosevelt thought he would understand what it would feel like to lose a child. Having talked to the Trent family, he couldn’t quite appreciate the agony of a missing child. Looking at Jacques Simoneaud, Roosevelt wasn’t sure that he could until it had happened to him, and there was an urge to find some wood upon which to rap his knuckles for the luck that would prevent such an occurrence.
Louis shrugged suddenly. “Le p’tite that was taken yesterday, non? From the mall?”
“What does that have to do with Leonie?” asked Jacques, clearly baffled.
“Could your daughter have possibly been a witness to Douglas Trent’s kidnapping?” Roosevelt asked, not ready to leave any stone unturned, the mental image of that Cross pen twirling around in his head.
“Non,” protested Jacques. “She was at home all day long. Her maman was off yesterday. They preserved strawberries. Leonie was giggling about how we’d be eating strawberry jam until we died.” His voice trailed awkwardly away as he became aware of what he’d said.
“Has Leonie ever come to the police station before to tell about some crime she didn’t really know anything about?” Roosevelt asked gently.
Jacques’s eyes found the floor, puzzlement melting away to practiced neutrality. “Non,” he said. “Non. I’ve never known Leonie to lie. She’s a good girl. She would only tell you such a thing if she honestly thought she was trying to help the boy.”
“But it couldn’t be possible that she would know where the child is located, then?” Roosevelt persevered quietly.
Jacques looked up at the large black man and then slowly looked at Louis. Louis’s face was stricken. Finally, Jacques said and his voice was tired, “It’s not possible that she could have seen the boy kidnapped, non.”
“I didn’t really think so,” said Roosevelt. His voice was barely a thread of noise. He didn’t really know what was going on here. “Does your daughter have…does she ever-”
“What?” snapped Jacques. His gold eyes burned at Roosevelt as if he knew exactly what the detective wanted to ask of him. “Does my daughter what?”
“See things? Have visions that come true?”
Jacques Simoneaud stared at the outsider and thought about his aunt who had died before he was born. She had been the eldest child of five and his father the youngest, merely a toddler when his sister had finally succumbed to the pain that tormented her final years on the earth away from her beloved fiancée and the strength of the family. The tattered black and white photographs that remained showed what a beauty Lisette had been and reputedly a kind woman as well. She had been cruelly betrayed by a once-trusted outsider who had disappeared into the black waters of the lake years later after his crimes had been known. Varden Comeaux had cruelly extracted his revenge and none of the family had judged him for his actions. Jacques answered slowly, “Leonie has never had visions that came true, M’su Detective. Will you tell your police force to look for her?”
Roosevelt stared hard at the other man. He knew something was wrong. Something was being held back by Leonie’s father. He didn’t know exactly what it was, but that it was something he should know, something that would help them find Douglas Trent and probably Leonie Simoneaud as well. “Yes, I’ll have them look for her as well. Perhaps you can give us a photograph of her to use. We might be able to get it into the news this evening. Hopefully we’ll have her home before nightfall.”
Jacques looked outside and thought that the sun had never moved so fast across a clear blue sky.
-
This is a thing all things devour:
Birds, beasts, trees, even a simple flower;
It gnaws iron, and bites steel;
Grinds hard stone to meal.
It slays all in its path, and will ruin many a town,
And it will beat the mighty mountain down.
What is it?
It is time.
It occurs once in every minute,
Twice in every moment,
And yet never in one hundred thousand years.
What is it?
“A word with you, Rosy?” said Gerald Ritchie.
With an impatient grumble, Roosevelt turned away from Jacques Simoneaud and Louis Padeaon. Gerald was waiting by Eloise Hunter’s counter with a piece of paper in his hand. He stuffed it into Roosevelt’s hand with a curt nod and said in a low voice, “I remembered where I heard that name, Whitechapel. A fella from Mexico called a few months ago, asking about a guy named Monroe Whitechapel, an American who lives here in town. He was down there, slumming, I reckon. I expect something happened and the Mexican guy wanted to know if maybe this guy might be a part of it.”
Roosevelt looked at the piece of paper in his hand. There was a name and a number scrawled in Gerald’s messy handwriting.
Gerald went on without waiting for an answer. “You’re lucky I ain’t cleaned out my desk in a month of Sundays.”
“You never clean out your desk, Sarge,” said Roosevelt. “What did this guy want?”
“He’s a cop down in Chihuahua, I think. Maybe it was Mexico City. I don’t recall.” He screwed up his features. “Wanted to know if Whitechapel had a record.”
Roosevelt screwed up his own features in confusion. Some other police officer, even if it was in another country, wanting to know about a man named Whitechapel sent up silent alarms in his head. Where there’s smoke there’s fire, said the cop-on-the-beat mentality in Roosevelt. He firmly believed that 99% of criminals messed up regularly. Most crimes were solved because of perseverance on the part of determined police officers. If fingerprints didn’t match up with a known perp, try again in five years because the chances were good that in that time the guy had gone and committed a crime in some other locality. “Did the cop say why he needed the information?”
Gerald sighed. “I gotta go. We got a call from somewhere by Gillmer Bayou. Somebody found some kid’s clothes and we have to drag the swamp.” He hesitated. “I don’t remember what the guy had to say, Rosy. And I sure as shit don’t remember what I found out about the Whitechapel guy, nothing I think. I think I had ten cases come up in one week, including a triple murder at the bowling alley, and my wife done forgot my name. Think she was sleeping with the mailman and the milkman. The cop probably thought I was one rude SOB, if I said what I think I said. You can call him and ask him. If he’ll talk to you.”
“Yeah, sure,” said Roosevelt and watched the sergeant walk away, in a hurry to be at the latest possible crime scene. If the boy had been murdered, finding his clothes probably would lead right to the body. He glanced over his shoulder at Jacques and Louis, who were actively discussing something in rapid-fire French. It didn’t look like a happy conversation.
“Having problems, Dee-tective Hemstreet?” asked Eloise saccharinely.
Roosevelt looked back at Eloise. She had her chin resting on her propped arms and was looking pleased that Roosevelt’s day wasn’t going agreeably. He bared his teeth at her. “Why don’t you stick a lollipop up your butt, Miz Hunter? It might sweeten your disposition.”
Eloise’s mouth made an “o” of disbelief, but Roosevelt had already turned back to Jacques and Louis.
He didn’t waste any time. “Do you know a man named Whitechapel?”
“Whitechapel?” repeated Louis. “That sounds familiar.” He glanced at Jacques and shrugged weakly. “I don’t got a great memory for names.”
Jacques spared Louis a brief sour look. “I’ve never heard of him,” he said, his eyes shooting back to Roosevelt. “What does he have to do with Leonie?”
“You gentlemen mind waiting a bit?” Roosevelt asked politely. “I need to make some phone calls and maybe we can find out exactly what the deal is.”
Jacques shrugged. Even though the distance was over seventy miles to his wife, Babette had still received the gist of the information that she needed. She was already in her car on her way to help look for their daughter, as were several members of the family. Between themselves and the police perhaps their p’tite could be found before some ill befell her. He didn’t know what was happening, but he was worried about the child. Leonie was typically so sensible, so trustworthy, that these actions were absolutely terrifying coming from her.
•
Everywhere Leonie looked she found something more and more interesting. She was creeping around the back of the large house, trying to keep out of the view of the glass windows in the front of the house. She couldn’t see inside because the glass was darkened somehow. The bright light of the sun bounced off the windows and made the reflection unbearable to look upon for very long. But there were fewer windows as she rounded the back of the house and discovered the playground.
Leonie stopped for a moment in abject shock. It was as if someone had decided to plop some huge whimsical creation on an alien landscape. There were huge hedge animals carved in animal shapes. A bear, a rabbit, and a cat guarded the edge of the area, their boxwood claws reaching out dangerously. Within their realm were all the accoutrements that a child would want, would ever desire. Monkey bars, swings that were three times the length of any Leonie had ever seen, a set of slides that curled around and around like a twisty straw. There were swings and giant tires sitting on top of sand boxes painted in a vivid rainbow of primary colors. There was a swimming pool with intricate waterslides and a dozen bright red beach balls lazily floating across its serene blue surface. There was a tiny replica of a castle with real glass windows sitting a dozen feet from the pool. Rope ladders dangled from trees and there was a tidy tree house built in one, from which a child could look down upon this dreamlike empire.
She looked around slowly and saw the utter emptiness of the playground. It was a place for ghostly children to frolic, their silent antics an escapade of nothingness as only a mild breeze moved a swing and a faint squeal sounded as a door to the little castle swung lightly shut. No one really played here, Leonie realized. It was a place of horrifying blankness; a tribute to children who might look out upon the temptation of the playground and yet never get to touch one single piece of the equipment.
Leonie didn’t quite understand what it was that she was thinking. But somehow she knew that children had not been allowed to play there. They had looked upon it and never been allowed, lest they ruin its sheer perfection of being an unabashed enticement. She wouldn’t have been able to put the words into her mouth but she knew what this was; it was a trap.
She forced her gaze away back to the house. Douglas hadn’t fallen for the playground. No, it was something else with him. And right now she could almost reach out and touch him. He was asleep, his little mind dreaming about arcade games, not quite able to win, but not able to let go of the game controls. His limbs twitched as he lay awkwardly tied up to a hook that was set into a floor. His head rested against a satin pillow but he wasn’t comfortable.
Leonie snapped back into herself. There was a way to get inside. She wasn’t stupid. She would get inside in whatever way she could. At the edge of the playground was a line of river smoothened rocks that delineated the gravel of the play area from the green grass of the sweeping lawn. She leaned down and picked one up, testing the weight of it for heft.
That’ll do, Leonie thought and stared at a door that led inside. The bottom half was solid wood the color of mahogany, but oh, the top half was glass partitions with neat little squares that invited someone to break a pane or two. As she drew closer to the door she saw that there was a parking area behind the house as well. It sat empty of vehicles, but its gravel surface showed habitual use. Her eyes followed the curve of the road up a rolling hill as it led to the west. There was the back entrance. This is where he will return to, that man, the one named Whitechapel.
Leonie raised the rock and broke out a pane, wincing at the abrupt loud noise shattering glass made as fragments hit the floor inside the door. She took the rock and knocked the fragments out all around the little frame, so that it wouldn’t immediately be obvious to someone returning that the glass had been shattered. Then she reached inside with a slender arm and fumbled for the mechanism that would open the door.
She was simply amazed that the door seemed to open so easily. There was no bleating alarm that went off, no security man running up to quickly arrest her, or worse, Whitechapel himself. In Leonie’s mind he would be a monster, a thing with a rabid snarling mouth that would devour her to prevent her from spreading her knowledge of his misdeeds. She didn’t understand then that he didn’t dare have an alarm system that would invite police officers to intrude on his personal sanctum while he was gone, lest they discover his nasty horde of secrets.
The door swung open and silently invited Leonie inside.
•
Roosevelt wanted to pound his head against the desk in frustration. His high school Spanish wasn’t doing the job in getting through to the man whose name Gerald Ritchie had scribbled on a rumpled sheet of notepaper. The man who had answered the phone was very willing to play a verbal game of decipher-the-rotten-Spanish with Roosevelt, but he didn’t actually understand what he wanted. “Si, mi nombre es Detective Roosevelt Hemstreet,” he repeated carefully for the third time. “I need…I need, oh, hell, how do I ask for this guy?”
Eloise Hunter said from the doorway, “¿Puedo hablar a…?”
Roosevelt looked up and winced. But he repeated the words anyway, hoping he wasn’t inviting the man on the other end to have oral sex with his donkey or something equally vile. “¿Puedo hablar a Faustino De La Torres …?”
The voice on the other end made a weary sound of acknowledgement. “Si, un momento, por favor, Senor.”
Eloise poured herself a cup of coffee and said loudly, “It’s amazing what an old gal like me can do with a lollipop stuck up my butt.”
There are twenty other coffee pots situated in the building, thought Roosevelt and Eloise had to appear in his office at the precise moment he needed someone to do something he couldn’t quite do. She would be lording this over him for the next twenty years, if he lived that long. He made a mental note to buy her a bag of Tootsie Pops and ask how many licks it took her to get to the center.
“Hola,” said a crisp voice on the crackling phone line after a minute.
Roosevelt’s eyes snapped open wide as he suddenly sat straight up in his chair. “Uh, si. Mi nombre es Detective Roosevelt Hemstreet. Is this Senor Faustino De La Torres?”
“Fortunately for you,” came the dry reply, “I can speak English very well, and yes, this is Detective De La Torres.”
“Okay,” said Roosevelt, surprised at the crisp almost accentless English that the Mexican detective spoke. “I’m calling from Shreveport, Louisiana in the United States.”
“Do tell.” De La Torres lost the amused note immediately.
So much for détente. “I don’t know what the sergeant you spoke to said, but I’m very sorry if he didn’t help you or he was rude to you,” Roosevelt said hurriedly. Gerald was going to owe him for this and Roosevelt was in a mind to make the Sarge pay up in chocolate éclairs, the kind that would put two spare tires around his middle. “Like yourself, I’m sure you’re overworked and understaffed and he was extremely busy.”
De La Torres sighed on the other end of the line, but said nothing.
“It’s about this Whitechapel guy,” Roosevelt added quickly. “I’m wondering why you wanted information on him.”
The other man digested the information quietly.
Roosevelt sighed. “Okay. I get it. The sergeant was rude to you so you get to be rude to me. But this has to do with-”
“A missing child?” De La Torres interjected.
“Yeah,” said Roosevelt, not exactly surprised. “A little boy.”
“There will be others, you know,” said the other man. “Maybe you haven’t made the connection. Children go missing all the time. We hear about your infamous milk cartons, even in Chihuahua. Maybe this Senor Whitechapel has been clever enough not to poach from his own backyard. But there are others. I am most definitely sure about that.”
Roosevelt’s mouth opened and then shut. Finally, he said, “What did he do there?”
“Six months ago, Senor Detective, Monroe Whitechapel came to Chihuahua. He stayed at an exclusive resort in a separate casa, a house, you know? Two boys disappeared in the month he was here. Of course, many young children go missing here. The poor are very poor here, and they move north to the maquiladoras on the border to make money, much more money than they can make begging or doing menial labor here.”
“Maquiladoras?” repeated Roosevelt.
“Si. These are foreign-owned assembly plants on the U.S./Mexican border. They use much labor, but pay a fraction of the U.S.’s minimum wage. But as I was saying, children move north all the time, but these two, a nine year old and an eight year old vanished within weeks of each other, and they left their possessions, as meager as they were. Their mothers swear their children did not leave voluntarily.” De La Torres’s voice was sardonic. “I admit I did not take them seriously when they reported their disappearances. As I’ve said, children as young as six move up to the border, seeking work, looking for a way to make enough money to persevere.”
“Sounds like a helluva life,” Roosevelt muttered, thinking about his six year old son.
“Si, but the crux of the matter was that both boys were seen speaking with Senor Whitechapel in the hours before their disappearances. However, a search of his casa revealed no evidence of their being inside and he did not hesitate hiring a fancy lawyer from Mexico City.” There was a lingering pause that suggested to Roosevelt that De La Torres shrugged cynically on the other end. “We couldn’t hold him and he left Chihuahua immediately. I thought perhaps that he might have a record there in Louisiana. Or at the very least I could warn your fellow officers of the danger that this man presents. But your sergeant wasn’t very receptive.”
“You think he did those boys.”
“I think that maybe in months or years we might find a jawbone that will let us know what happened to their bodies, but identification will be muy diffícil. These children are the members of very poor families. There will be no dental records to access, nothing left with their bones to tell us who they were.” De La Torres’s voice became a little deeper. “But I know. And I think you know, too.”
“Two boys,” Roosevelt said quietly. “Jesus Christ. There’s a ten year old boy missing here. Maybe Whitechapel saw someone who he just couldn’t resist.”
“A fox in a hen house cannot help but to eat a few of the chickens, even if it means that the farmer will know exactly who has done that thing.”
Roosevelt didn’t like the analogy. “I’m going to call you back, Detective De La Torres. I’ve got some work to do. I’m going to let you know what I find out. If this man turns out to be our man, then perhaps you’ll be able to get something out of this.”
De La Torres sighed again. “It doesn’t matter. This fox, he is too clever to come back to this chicken coop. He knows that as long as I am here, then he won’t be able to freely follow through with his…practices.” He hesitated. “I would like to be able to tell the mothers where the remains of their sons are located.”
Roosevelt was silent. Finally, he said, “I don’t know if this guy is our guy, but I’ll keep you informed. I promise.”
“Si. Perhaps your missing child will turn up okay. I will light a candle for the boy. Vaya con Dios, Detective.”
“Thanks,” Roosevelt said absently. And when he hung up the phone, he didn’t feel any better. He looked up and found Eloise Hunter still standing by the coffee pot, slowly sipping at her mug. “What?”
She shrugged. “Ah was just thinking of all the missing posters on the wall next to my desk. Not all boys, of course, but some of them are. Some of them from Texas. Some from Arkansas. A few from Mississippi. Just interesting, that’s all.”
Roosevelt rubbed his head. Inside his brain that gold Cross pen was still slowly twirling, torturing his thoughts. “I got to look at some records.”
•
Leonie was standing in the middle of a living room. It was a messy place filled with toys. An elaborate train set wound its way around the perimeter of the room and disappeared into the hallway. There were children’s books and record players and arcade games lining the walls. She counted two pinball games and three standup models. They were plugged in and made twittering bleeps or abbreviated sets of tones, while they waited for a child to play with them.
She moved into another room and found more of the same. The inside of the house looked like a toy store with all the packages opened up and the toys played with. Unlike the playground outside, the toys here were used. At least someone turned them on once in a while and listened to the horn of the little train as it pumped relentlessly through a series of rooms. But no one was playing with them now and Leonie shivered.
It was a dead house. Nothing moved in here. There was only the chirping peel of an arcade game programmed to attract their next player. Leonie swallowed her fear and cleared her throat. “Douglas?”
The sound of her voice made her jump. She was so accustomed to the other sounds that her voice sounded jarring. There was an expectation that all the other noises that any house would make would suddenly cease at her questioning call and the toys would come to life, turning to look at her, freakish entities haunted by the misdeeds executed in this house of horrors. She waited for an answer, any answer, and heard nothing but a whirl and click of automatons.
Leonie passed through to another room and found a little theater set up. There were comfortable seats on one side and a projector on its own little wooden pedestal. Movies would be played here. She saw that the reels stored next to the projector were large and wondered if they were the same that movie theaters used.
The next room made her eyes bulge out in amazement. Whatever the room had been before it had been ripped away to leave nothing but a foundation for which a madman obsessed with children to build upon. Then he had contractors fill it in with a huge carousel that must have been brought inside in parts. An elegant series of skylights allowed the room to be as bright as if it sat outside under a jeweled canopy where children might play for ever. Mirrored walls reflected back dozens of mythical creatures that would carry their passengers around and around, but they were silent and still in an eerily serene setting that seemed like a place out of time. Unicorns with gilded horns cavorted with gryphons with jeweled collars. Golden haired mermaids danced with magical chimeras. A fabulous striped tiger with the tail of a great reptile chased on the heels of a winged dragon, a spout of gilded fire forever frozen at his toothed mouth. A centaur reared with ebony hooves with the face of an angel peering back at Leonie, as if entreating her to help them to escape their wax-museum-like prison.
“Douglas?” she called again and was almost surprised that nothing answered her.
But then she heard something. The quietness of the house allowed the noise to come through to her. Someone was there with her.
-
It occurs once in every minute,
Twice in every moment,
And yet never in one hundred thousand years.
What is it?
It is the letter “M.”
If you break me
I do not stop working.
If you touch me
I may be snared.
If you lose me
Nothing in life will ever matter.
What am I?
Monroe Whitechapel parked his van beside his home and whistled happily. He’d done what he needed to do and only needed to get the boy. A frown suddenly marred his handsome features. He slowly unfolded his six feet of length out of the vehicle and mentally shrugged away the thoughts that so briefly troubled him. So what? I’ve done it before. I see something I want. I take it. I dispose of it. End of story. On to the next one.
But this time was a little different. Right from the beginning it had been different.
He slammed the van’s door shut with an irate curse, throwing back his head, to get the long brown hair out of his similarly colored eyes. It’s not different. He’s just a toy. A toy of which I’m tired. I always get tired of them.
Whitechapel deliberately looked over the playground, attempting to think of something besides the inevitable. The hedge animals were starting to get a little overgrown; little sprouts of green buds were beginning to erode the clean lines of the bear and the cat’s paws were starting to appear deformed. He knew he would have to call the yard service. He didn’t like having strangers on the property, but the house and the grounds were too substantial to take care of himself. When the yard service came they worked all day long and Whitechapel made certain that no evidence of his current proclivities was present. The shades were drawn. No employee was permitted inside, even to use the bathroom. They were permitted to use the pool house’s facilities. When the housekeeper came to clean, she was restricted to certain rooms and Whitechapel was always present to ensure that she didn’t wander away from her specified tasks. Since she was allowed inside the house, he was especially careful on the days she came. He paid her well and she knew not to ask questions or gossip about unsubstantiated rumors.
Protect myself. Protect good old Monroe Whitechapel. Monroe Whitechapel, son of Alfred Whitechapel, both decent, upstanding citizens. He grinned and his grin was a bright flash of white in a tanned face. It was a grin that disarmed even the most suspicious individuals. The number one rule. I’m smarter than any cop and this is my world. All mine. I live here. I play here. I know every nook and cranny.
Whitechapel knew what the housekeeper thought. He could see it in her eyes when she came every Monday. She saw the toys and the childlike world he’d fashioned inside the large house and wondered if her employer was mentally retarded. It was the way she held her head when she spoke to him, deferentially but mutely questioning his sanity with a roll of her eyes.
Perhaps the housekeeper hadn’t read about Whitechapel’s activities with local charities, all dealing with orphans or children’s events. Several times a year he had groups of kids out on the grounds, sometimes Boy Scouts, other times poor children from diminished families. The charity organizations honored him regularly. He had a wall full of framed awards, all lauding his accomplishments and generous nature. There were even a few framed newspaper interviews, extolling his benevolence. One paper had glibly named him ‘The Patron of the Penniless.’
Whitechapel didn’t mind spreading a little of his wealth around. After all, his father had labored for thirty years making it and ten minutes losing it in an unfortunate car accident. The elder Whitechapel had owned several paper mills and his only son still detested the chemical smell when he passed one of the plants his father had created. What can I do? He smiled to himself again. Spend it on children. After all, I love children.
But there is something I really need to take care of now. He went down a mental checklist and ticked it off with his fingers. I’ve got the shovel, the plastic wrap, and duct tape. Need to put on some gloves before I touch anything I’m leaving behind. Certainly don’t want to leave anything for the police to find. He made a curious face. That is, if they ever find anything.
He sighed. Of course they won’t.
Whitechapel turned to his house. “I really need to get this distasteful business over with. A good riddle is all that’s necessary to clear the head.” He took a few steps and said readily, “Riddle around the riddle, riddle around the rock, rock around the riddle. How many ‘R’s in that?” He snorted, pleased at the answer. “Not a single one. Not one in the word, ‘that.’”
•
Fairy-tale creatures stared soundlessly at Leonie, glass eyes echoed the minute moment of the sun’s cascading light and the sparkling reflection off the dozens of silver-lined mirrors that ringed the circular room. They were as still as death, creations made of wood, paint, and elaborate detailed effort of some anonymous artisan.
Someone else was in the house. She hadn’t felt it. There was a little noise that came through to her, just a tickle of sound that wasn’t anything she had heard previously. Leonie swallowed convulsively. It had to be him-Whitechapel. She wanted to yell out to Douglas again, but she was sure the other one would hear her instead and know that she was here.
Leonie took refuge behind a chariot pulled by two half-horse, half-fish creatures. Their pitch black manes were made of what looked like real hair to her and their tails glimmered with a green metallic sheen that showed the intricate detail of the scales on their curving bodies. She looked at them for a moment and closed her eyes.
I can’t hide here forever. Douglas needs me. There’s something about Whitechapel. He’s busy doing something right now, but he wants to go to Douglas. He wants to…hurt him. Leonie’s face crumpled in confusion. What Whitechapel wanted to do to Douglas made her writhe with disgust. She had never even heard of such a thing. He was a man who was attracted to children, particularly little boys.
“Eww,” she said before she could help herself and her eyes fluttered open. Shocked by the noise, she looked around as if she expected one of the carousel animals to come alive and berate her for the interruption of silence. What’s wrong with that man?
Suddenly Leonie wished for the family. They supported each other, sometimes ruthlessly. Most of them hadn’t held it against her that she wasn’t developing her gift in a timely manner. Some of the younger ones, closer to her age were more prone to say mean things about it, but when she needed them they would be here. She needed someone who would defend herself and Douglas. Once she’d gotten a glimpse of what Whitechapel had in mind, then it was obvious to her that if ever someone needed protection, it was Douglas. The policeman hadn’t believed her although she had tried everything she could think of saying. The little bit about the gold pen he’d been missing popped into her head like an unwanted mantra. Like Douglas, she had suddenly been afflicted with all things missing.
In addition to the policeman’s gold pen, there had been Louis’s belt buckle. It was the size of a dessert plate and hardly something someone could lose so readily. But he’d been thinking about it, wondering where it was, certain that someone had swiped it from him. He was going to miss it something fierce and he had been wishing that he knew where it was.
The location had come to her, like a blinding sign with great letters upon it. It was behind Louis’s bed, and purely an accident at that.
The day before, it had been her maman’s watch. A simple gold Bulova that her grandmaman had given her when she had graduated from high school, Leonie’s mother had missed it terribly. When it had gone astray, Babette had searched the house relentlessly. Leonie had come into the house knowing instantly that her mother was missing it, and she even knew where the watch was to be located. That morning her cousin Althea had taken it from the kitchen table. Babette had left it lying there the night before and four year old Althea had thought it pretty. Apparently, it had been pretty enough to take outside and, for some unfathomable reason, bury it in the dirt. Babette hadn’t missed it until the end of the day because they had been too busy canning strawberries.
When Leonie presented the dirty watch to Babette, her mother had been irate and a thinly veiled accusation had ensued. Babette had accused her daughter of the disappearance, charging it to a young woman borrowing jewelry from her mother and not wanting to fess up to the misdeed. Even to the point where a young woman would make up a story.
Leonie had been shocked silent. She wouldn’t have thought that her own mother would not believe her and in a fit of childish anger she didn’t attempt to explain.
When she saw the newspaper on the counter inside the general store, there was something else that had come to Leonie. His name was Douglas and his mother was missing him something fierce as well. She was fraught with anxiety. Her mind was torturing her with questions of what-if and what-about. She was determined to blame herself. If something happened to her only son, then it would be her fault. She hadn’t protected him enough. She had spent too much time in The Gap shopping for jeans that fit just right, and they had these adorable angora sweaters that she loved, even though they made her sneeze. The time had slipped away, but Douglas had already been taken.
Someone had walked her baby boy out the doors of the mall while she was shopping. Oh, God, what will I do? was Douglas’s mother’s anxiety-filled thought and the one that washed out all other thoughts in Leonie’s head.
“Oh, Dieu,” muttered Leonie. “Please let me help her.” The utter despair that was filtered to the girl from the distraught mother was a hundred times worse than the nagging worry that was pestering Roosevelt Hemstreet over the loss of a treasured memento from a dead aunt. It was a thousand times worse than the irksome fretfulness that had concerned Babette about her watch. It was as if Leonie was suddenly directly connected to Douglas’s mother and Leonie couldn’t let go. Her mind was linked like two subway stops by a solitary tunnel and everything was one-way to Leonie. She couldn’t let it go, she couldn’t make it go away, she knew that she would have to act on what she was feeling or suffer the undying penalties of her inaction.
I have to help Douglas. Leonie gritted her teeth and silently rose up from her hiding place. He’s in this house and I’m going to find him.
Noises of an active person were coming from the rooms she had already been in, so Leonie headed in the opposite direction. She moved quietly and began to search the remainder of the house, all the while trying to keep her ears open to whomever was moving around.
•
“She wanted the front page of the newspaper,” Sebastien Benoit told Jacques Simoneaud over the phone.
“The front page? Pourquoi?” Jacques asked curiously. He was on the solitary payphone in the waiting room of the police station. The mean looking clerk with the white hair and electric blue eyes had returned and was keeping a cautious eye on Jacques and Louis. Louis, feeling a lion’s share of the blame, was trying to make himself invisible and failing wretchedly.
“I didn’t ask her,” Sebastien said gently. “But it seemed very important to her. Oui, she stared at it as if it would save her life.” He considered. “She asked about a ride to Shreveport.”
Jacques glanced around him to make sure no one except Louis was near. “She came to the police station, Sebastien. The police to ask about this little boy who’s gone missing. She knows what this can mean to us. Why the police, for the love of Dieu? These people will never understand. They would hate us if they could.”
“Je ne sais pas, ma ami,” Sebastien said quietly. “The famille is coming. We will help. We can find her. The famille is like cement. We stick together.”
“Yes. Oui,” Jacques said, distractedly. “If anything happens to her…”
“We won’t let it happen to her,” Sebastien said confidently and hoped it was so. He hoped that Leonie’s wrongdoing would not be repeated. She was going against long-ingrained rules of the family. She was giving no thought to the protection of the remainder of the family, and who knew what would result as a consequence of her deeds.
After Jacques hung up the phone he rested his head against the black machine and tried to compose himself. He knew his daughter had a kind heart. What can Leonie have to do with this child who had been kidnapped from some local mall?
Louis said, “You said the boy who’s gone missing.” The look on his face was troubled. He had committed some awful act by driving Leonie Simoneaud to this place, and he couldn’t think of a single way to redeem himself.
Jacques looked up.
“Leonie said something about my belt buckle. My prize belt buckle. I got it a couple years ago in Marshall at the rodeo.” He grinned cheerfully at the memory. “Best time I ever did and boy was Mary Bois impressed.” His grin faded as he saw the look on Jacques’s face. “But Leonie said she knew where it was.”
“What are you saying, Louis?” Jacques asked tiredly.
“It’s missing. I lost it a few weeks ago and I ain’t been able to find it. Thought Roy Freniere took it, tell you the truth. Roy’s a down-dirty dog and…” Louis stopped as Jacques frowned. He added hurriedly, “She said it was behind my bed. I ain’t had time to look yet but she said it and it sounds right, because I put it on my bed sometimes and Maman comes in to fluff the blankets every day. It could have gone behind the bed.”
“What on God’s green earth are you talking about, Louis?” Jacques put his hands on his hips. His daughter was missing in the world of the outsiders and Louis was babbling about a missing belt buckle.
“The belt buckle’s missing. So’s the kid. Maybe that’s Leonie’s gift.” Louis put his hands out appealingly, as if he were trying to garner Jacques’s good will. “Finding missing things. Sometimes the family, we have odd little offshoots, oui. You know, like that gal down to the gulf who can juggle things without touching a single thing.”
Babette’s words came to Jacques as she had presented her dirty Bulova watch to him in mild indignation. “Leonie said she found it buried in the flowerbed. She said Althea took it and buried it there. Silly little girl should have just told me she took my watch instead of burying it in the dirt.”
Had my little Leonie been able to find it because it was missing? Because Babette missed terribly her favorite piece of jewelry, the watch her grandmaman gave her the day she walked across the stage, when she was only eighteen years old?
Jacques’s face furrowed into dismayed uncertainty. Babette would have been missing that watch something awful, because she didn’t have many things to remind her of her beloved grandmaman. And Leonie was very upset that her mother accused her of lying. So when she really needed help, what was she to do? But go find the boy herself, and come to the police department, where she undoubtedly was accused of more mischief. No one to trust but herself. No one at all. Not even her family. “Oh, Dieu,” muttered Jacques. “Tell me what else Leonie said to you, Louis. Tell me word for word.”
Louis scratched the side of his forehead, as if the act would help him to better remember.
•
The house was a shadow-filled labyrinth to Leonie. Each room had some childish theme to it. A room was filled with hundreds of multicolored bouncy balls so that this twisted man could have his own indoor bounce house. Another was packed with Star Wars toys. There were even life-sized storm troopers who were posed on each side of the door and Leonie caught her breath before she realized there wasn’t someone under the suits. There was even a room filled with E.T. paraphernalia from stuffed toys to three pinball games along one wall. But in all of those rooms there wasn’t a windowless room filled with satin pillows and a little boy carefully attached to the floor by an inset ring.
Leonie found a staircase, pausing at the base to listen. She had moved far enough from the side she had entered that it seemed completely quiet again. She couldn’t hear the other person moving around in the house, nor was she sure that she wanted to hear him.
Looking up instead she judged that this must be one of at least two staircases in the big house. It was narrow enough for a single adult to pass, and its wooden steps showed a light layer of dust. No one had come this way for a while. But I don’t have time or the safety to find the other staircase, she thought deliberately. There was something inside her that told her the situation had just become urgent. Douglas was waking up and his heavy-eyed confusion was turning to fear again. It leeched out of his mind in viscous black waves.
Leonie mounted the stairs with ever increasing speed. When she got to the top she was almost running. Douglas mustn’t scream for help. He mustn’t scream at all.
There was a long hallway at the stop. Paneled with dark wood and illuminated by intermittent gilded light fixtures, it stretched far and away as it traversed the length of the house. When she looked to her side there was a smaller door there and she opened it to find another smaller staircase, which showed an even heavier level of dust. Leonie was only guessing that it led to the attic. It didn’t seem like there had been a third floor, but it was such a big house. She moved on. Douglas was closer. She could feel it. He was so near she could reach out and grasp one of his little arms, no more big around than one of her own.
A second door was a bedroom filled with old furniture. A third door showed another bedroom filled with boxes of unopened toys. A fourth bedroom was clearly in everyday use. Leonie paused for a moment. It was simple and austere compared to the rest of the house. Clearly the man she saw mentally as a monster was undemanding in his sleeping habits. A single bed with plain covers was centered in the room and there was nothing on the walls. Next to the bed there was a plain whitewashed nightstand with a lamp and a clock radio, with the kind of numbers that dropped from a continuously moving circle of plastic slips.
The room didn’t tell Leonie what she needed to know so she shut the door and moved on, moving down the wood-paneled hallway with excessive care. At the end of the hallway she found a door that was locked and knew that she had hit pay dirt. She touched the wood of the door and knew that Douglas was waiting for her, biting on his lip to keep from crying out.
“Douglas,” she whispered, pressing her face close against the dark wood. “Douglas, I’m Leonie. I’m going to get you out. But you have to be quiet. He’s in the house with us.”
Douglas didn’t say anything at all. But Monroe Whitechapel did and she spun around with her back up against the locked door. He stood at the top of the other staircase, which was the one Leonie hadn’t time to locate. A tall man with broad shoulders, he was in his thirties and possessed an unassuming, good-looking face, hardly the monster she had pictured mentally.
“Leonie? I don’t know any Leonie,” he said. Whitechapel grinned a predatory smile at her and threaded a key through his fingers in a complicated maneuver that street magicians used, the key moving across the backs of his fingers effortlessly as he looked her over. “A girl,” he added, the smile slipping a little. “I don’t really…like girls.”
Behind her Leonie heard Douglas moan with distress.
“But that aside, whatever are you doing in my house, little girl?” he asked politely. “And how do you know about Douglas?”
Leonie was frozen.
Whitechapel let his lips go back to show an array of white teeth. He didn’t move, but merely stood there, with one foot on the top step and the other two below, his knee bent and waiting to make the last step up. “Tell you what, Leonie,” he said amicably. “I’ll ask you a riddle and if you give me the answer, then I’ll let you go. How about that?”
“A riddle?” Leonie found her voice and couldn’t help the tremor in it.
“Sure. And I’ll let Douglas go, too.” If it were possible his smile got even bigger and Leonie tried to sink into the door. “Here it is. Douglas couldn’t answer it, but maybe you can. Buried ever so deep, piled over with heavy stones, yet I will effortlessly dig up the disembodied bones. What am I?”
“What am I?” Leonie echoed hollowed, the words of her waking nightmare ringing in her brain. What am I? What am I? At least I know where those awful words are coming from. But she didn’t need to answer his riddle. She already had the answers she needed to know. “You won’t let me go. You won’t let Douglas go, either. You’re a monster. Sure you look like a normal guy but you’re like some vicious thing that lives alone in the bayous where no one will dare go. You need to be locked up like a rabid animal, M’su. Angola will be too good for the likes of you.”
Whitechapel laughed uproariously.
Behind her Leonie sensed that Douglas was yanking at his bonds, but his limbs were almost useless from a lack of circulation. But she forgot about him. Whitechapel was laughing so hard at her that he had tears running from his eyes. He didn’t consider her a threat. She was merely a skinny little girl who happened onto him by circumstances. And he was bound to determine one way or another to determine her level of threat. But she had such fire as if she held all the power here, and he hadn’t such enjoyment for years. When he reached up to rub the tears from his eyes he suddenly comprehended that Leonie had launched her tiny body at him and the momentum was enough to carry both of them down the stairs.
-
If you break me
I do not stop working.
If you touch me
I may be snared.
If you lose me
Nothing in life will ever matter.
What am I?
I am hope.
The more of it there is,
The less you will ever see.
What is it?
Together they rolled to the first landing, Monroe Whitechapel landing underneath Leonie as she pummeled his bigger body with flying fists, twisting knees, and kicking feet. In a furious rage she remembered that Granny Simoneaud had firmly instructed her to aim for a man’s “sweetmeats” if he ever bothered her. So Leonie tried with an arching foot and Whitechapel easily tossed her away before she could connect. She slid down three stairs on her back and cracked her shoulder on the solid wood banister. A moan slipped from her mouth.
One of her shoes came off and went flying down the stairs, tipping over the side and disappearing downstairs. A long moment later, the echo of it hitting the marble floor below came whispering back. Leonie ignored it as she scrambled to her feet, as well as the bombarding pain in her shoulder. She froze into place as Whitechapel rose up only feet away from her.
Lying between them on the edge of a step, balanced precariously as it had been on his fingers, was the key to the room that held Douglas captive. Leonie’s eyes flitted down to it and knew she would have to beat this man somehow. Beat him and get the key in order to get to Douglas Trent. Her eyes went back up to him. Six feet tall, he looked taller than most of the men she knew and just as strong. His shoulders were broad and she could see the breadth of his biceps under his T-shirt.
Whitechapel’s eyes narrowed as he watched her watching him. Although his expression was blank, his fists clenched into tight balls of anger at his sides, suspecting that smooth talk and charm would not soothe this child’s rioting emotions like he had so many others. But she was inside his house, inside his territory, and she would tell him what he needed to know. One way or another.
“How did you know about Douglas?” he asked unhurriedly. “Did you follow us from the mall? Someone tell you that it was me? I need to know. You have to understand, I can’t have any complications from this.” He unclenched a fist and used his fingers to rub at a red spot on his chin where one of Leonie’s elbows had connected. “You called him Douglas. Did you know he was there or did he tell you his name?” His eyes skimmed her little figure assessing her worth, gauging the cheap clothing and the remaining single ragged tennis shoe. “You look like trailer trash, so maybe you just broke in. Of course, I saw the window. A bold little thief. And what did you find, a missing little boy instead of ready cash? Is that it?”
“Memories!” Leonie suddenly shouted.
Whitechapel started. “Wha-at?” he stuttered. Suddenly he was disconcerted. His hand dropped to his side as if he were unable to control it any longer. Fingers twitched agitatedly.
“Buried so deep, piled over with stones, yet…” Leonie struggled to remember the words to the riddle. But the answer was pounding at the insides of her skull. She hadn’t come up with the answer herself, but had seen it clearly in Whitechapel’s mind. She resisted a shudder as she tried to recall the exact words. “Yet! Yes, yet, I will dig up the bones. What am I?” Leonie’s face curved in short-lived success, even while she realized the futility of the effort. This monster under a mask of a human would never let them go, particularly Douglas. “Memories. That’s the answer, isn’t it? You said you’d let us go if I could tell you the answer.”
“Disembodied bones,” corrected Whitechapel dully. “Yes, that’s the answer. Smart little girl. I never liked girls.”
The buzzer sounded suddenly and both figures jumped. Whitechapel knew it was the intercom to the main gate. Leonie thought it was the doorbell and abruptly shrieked as loudly as should could, “Help us! Help us! We’re-”
The man who had taken Douglas Trent from a mall by offering him something irresistible, a year’s supply of tokens to the arcade of his choice if he would test out some new arcade games in the mobile unit outside the mall, wrapped Leonie up in strong arms and muffled her mouth with one hand.
Leonie tried to bite him but he was too strong; his fingers dug into her mouth causing the skin of her lips to tear as it rubbed against her teeth. The fear that she had been holding back by sheer strength of will flooded through her like a dam bursting loose. One of his arms tightened around her throat and she strained to find air.
•
Roosevelt Hemstreet came downstairs once more to talk to Jacques Simoneaud about his daughter and what he’d discovered about Monroe Whitechapel. He found that Jacques had left minutes before, a worried Louis Padeaon following in his wake. The volunteer who had replaced Eloise Hunter had barely noticed their leaving.
Without hesitation Roosevelt hurried to his car, rejecting the thought that he should call for backup because there was no real evidence that Monroe Whitechapel was the man who had taken Douglas Trent from the mall the day before.
But his picture appears like the man in the grainy security still, thought Roosevelt. It could be the same guy. But that’s weak. And he’s got a history of arrests, although none for kidnapping. Exposing himself to a child. Peeping. All would lead up to kidnapping little children. A classic pedophile. With a ritzy address in the country. A rich pedophile who decided to do his hunting in another country to avoid getting arrested here. A rich pedophile who’s smart, who suddenly got…what? Greedy? Stupid? Oh, man.
Roosevelt checked his sidearm as he sat in his sedan and made sure it was loaded and ready to go. The nine millimeter Beretta was prepared, the only backup he was going to have for the time being. Then he let dispatch know where he was going, while he wondered if Jacques Simoneaud and Louis Padeaon would somehow beat him to the address.
•
“This is the house,” said Louis. He was sitting in the passenger seat of Jacques’s truck. Beau Sandemonte sat behind them in another truck. He had given Jacques a ride from the construction site. Louis pointed at the sign on the gate’s pillar. “Whitechapel. Oui, I remember where I saw the name before.”
Jacques frowned. “Louis, shut up.”
“But-”
“Just be quiet,” Jacques said gently. He switched the truck’s ignition off and tried to concentrate. Earlier in the police station there had been a rush of fearful emotion that had come ripping into his skull. For a moment he thought it was Babette, but it was not his wife. Not at all. Instead, it had been Leonie.
Babette’s thoughts came faintly to Jacques. Leonie’s in trouble, my darling one. I can feel her fear. Then she’s gone. Nothing at all from her.
I know. Pull over, chère, before you crash your car. She’s still alive. I can feel it.
Jacques got out of the truck and said to Louis, “Stay here.”
Louis nodded weakly.
Jacques went to the intercom and spent several minutes there. He waited and waited and jabbed the button several times. Finally he got an answer. A brusque man’s voice said, “What the hell do you want?”
“City, light and power, sir,” said Jacques without hesitation. He could lie very well when he was properly motivated. “There are problems with the gas lines in this area. We need to check your grounds with a meter.”
Silence came from the other end. Jacques stared harshly at the intercom.
“Why aren’t you wearing uniforms?” came a crackling response thirty seconds later.
Jacques restrained himself from looking around to see how the man could possibly know what he was or wasn’t wearing. “Contractors, sir,” he said blithely. “They don’t got enough fellas to go around, if catch my drift. The city signs my paycheck is all. And well, we got reports of rotten egg smelling gas all around your property, sir, and God knows we don’t wanna have your house blow up with you in it.”
His eyes slowly went up and he saw what they had missed before. There was a small camera mounted on the gate. It was black and small, blending into the wrought iron all around it. If he hadn’t been looking specifically for it, he wouldn’t have ever noticed it.
“Come around the back entrance,” said the man. His tone was neutral. “I never use the front gate.”
Jacques smiled coldly at the camera with a little salute. He hoped Louis would understand that they were being watched by some unknown person or persons. “We’ll be around in a minute, sir. Don’t go lighting no matches or fires, will ya?”
There wasn’t a response.
When Jacques got into the truck he said slowly, “There’s a camera on us, but I think the fella fell for it. He said to come round the back. But he asked why we didn’t have no uniforms.” He paused. “She’s awake again,” he said, wondering what the man had done to his only daughter to make her unconscious and feeling a surge of paternal anger that he was fighting to control. He gritted his teeth and started the truck. “Let’s go. When we see this bastard up close we can explain why we lied.”
Two minutes after their trucks disappeared around a corner, Roosevelt Hemstreet pulled his unmarked sedan up to the gate. He considered the surroundings carefully, made note of the camera, and got out to push the same button that Jacques had.
•
Monroe Whitechapel reached the bottom of the stairs and was reaching for the intercom again when he heard a faint noise from above. It resonated mutedly down to him as if through thick walls and a great distance away; small bodies were fast at work, trying to escape their prison. That girl, again. He cursed under his breath. She wasn’t supposed to wake up so soon. He skillfully flipped the key to the locked room over his fingers and turned his attention back to the second visitor. He discovered with some dismay that a Shreveport police detective was standing at his front gate. Power company people in the back and a cop in the front, all after that girl finds her way into my house. Is it all coincidental? Whitechapel didn’t believe in coincidences, but handling it in the way an innocent man involved remaining frigidly cool. The key vanished into a pocket. I can control this.
“Mr. Whitechapel,” said the police detective. “I’m Detective Roosevelt Hemstreet, SPD. I need to speak with you.”
“In reference to what, Detective?” Whitechapel was hardly ever rattled. Once he’d had the plastic-encased body of a boy in the backseat when he’d been stopped for a speeding ticket. That day he hadn’t even broken a sweat, but when that girl had magically come up with the right answer to the riddle no other child had been able to answer, he’d been shaken. It was as if she had read his mind. He didn’t know how she managed to find her way into the house but he would find out. And if this police officer outside knew about it, then Whitechapel would take care of that as well. He could dig a grave for an adult just as well as he could for two children.
“You might have heard in the news that a child was kidnapped in town yesterday,” replied the deep voice of the detective. “There are reports that he was sighted out in this area.”
“I haven’t seen any children,” Whitechapel lied promptly.
“Perhaps I could leave a flyer with you. Your staff might have seen the child or your wife perhaps might have seen him?”
Whitechapel cogitated. It didn’t sound like the large black police officer knew anything about him and the ones in the rattletrap trucks certainly weren’t cops. And the one in front was holding a sheaf of papers in his hand like it was a pile of flyers. Whitechapel stared at the compact black and white monitor that showed him the expanse of the front gate. He couldn’t see the man’s face all that well but he appeared bored, as if on another stop of many, just making sure that the area was blanketed with the information about the missing child.
It could be a ploy, thought Whitechapel. But if it’s not, then he’ll be suspicious by my refusal. Won’t most people say, “Sure, officer, I’ll do anything to help find a little boy.”? Sure they would, and so will I. “You can leave it at the gate, detective. Or if you’d like you can come around to the back gate. There are some power company people here also. Perhaps they would like to look at the flyers as well.”
The police detective didn’t hesitate in his response. “Sure. I’ll do that.”
While the picture on the little monitor showed the man climbing back into his sedate sedan, Whitechapel didn’t falter. His first stop was a little office next to the foyer, one of the few rooms in the house without a childlike theme. He jerked open a drawer in a burled wood desk and pulled out a Smith and Wesson revolver. Rapidly, he returned to the stairs and took three at a time. It was time to move the children to where no one could hear them, and certainly no one could find them in an ordinary search. And if he had to shoot that little bitch, well, that was all right with him. Then he would deal with the people waiting at the gate.
•
Something was kicking at Leonie; weak, feeble kicks barely seemed to move her leg, prodding her to wakefulness. Her head hurt and her shoulder was aching and the floor she was lying on was cold as if it had been covered with ice. One arm was draped over something soft and plump. “Wake up,” someone insisted in a croaky whisper. “Wake up!”
With a lightning bolt of realization, Leonie remembered Whitechapel and she shot up, pushing herself up with hands and knees. Dizziness assailed her and she caught herself on a wall. She bent over and tried to keep from throwing up the banana the little old woman had given her.
The little voice said, “Can you help me? He’ll be back anytime and he’s so mad at you.”
The dots cleared from her vision and the nausea passed. Leonie managed to look around. She was inside the windowless room of her thoughts. A single bulb burned in a ceiling socket, revealing what she already knew. There were dozens of red, satin pillows on the floor and in the exact center of the room was a metal hook that had been attached to the floor with rivets that prying fingernails couldn’t hope to force up. But secured to the hook was the other person with whom Leonie was so connected. Douglas Trent stared up at her with large brown eyes. His collar-length hair matched his eyes, a light chestnut color, toasted in the sun’s warm light. His face was pale and drawn with worry, but he looked the same as the picture Leonie had seen. He was wearing what he had last been seen in and there were bruises on his arms where he had struggled with Whitechapel. He had shifted his body around so that his bent knees could push weakly at Leonie in an attempt to get her to regain consciousness. Whitechapel had choked her into oblivion and shoved her in the room with his other prisoner, eager to deal with his visitor and get that person away from his home.
Leonie made a noise and knelt beside him. “It’s all right,” she muttered, praying it was so. Her fingers worked the tight knots of the ropes around his arms. He had been tied with his arms behind him and his legs attached to the arms. “My name is…”
“Leonie,” finished Douglas. He swallowed and tried to clear his dry throat. “I’ve…been dreaming of you. Dreaming of my mother. She’s hurt real bad by this. I can hear her crying.”
Leonie hesitated for a moment. She couldn’t begin to understand why an outsider would have this connection with her. It had seemed so one-way, but clearly it wasn’t. She didn’t have a moment to waste. When Whitechapel was done doing whatever it was that had gotten his attention. The doorbell, she remembered excitedly. I screamed. Was it loud enough?
Her fingers seemed like they were all thumbs. The knots were tight so that little boyish fingers couldn’t work themselves free. Not that it was a problem because Douglas couldn’t feel his hands or his feet anymore. Leonie made a disgusted noise and pried one knot loose. It got another one going and in another thirty seconds she had the younger boy free. She threw the ropes away from his body with a sound of disgust.
Douglas groaned as feeling started to return to his limbs with a devastating resurgence of sensation that crossed the border of pain. Leonie rubbed his hands and switched to his feet. “We have to get out of here,” she muttered urgently. She leapt up, ignoring the fiery ache that worked itself down from her shoulder blade to her elbow and gingerly tried the door. It was locked once again. Then she carefully went around the walls of the room. There wasn’t another door, or a window, or any other opening that could possibly allow them to escape.
Whitechapel had intended this room to be his prisoner’s cell. The door was thick oak. The lock was solidly attached. Leonie briefly closed her eyes and tried to calm her panicked emotions. She opened her eyes again and slowly surveyed the room again. He had tied Douglas to the middle of the floor because he didn’t want him to escape. So there had to be a way out.
Leonie looked up. There was an attic door above her. It was the type that would be pulled down with a hanging cord, but of course, Whitechapel had removed most of the cord. She could see the edges of the door and just a little bit of cord that remained hanging from a hole. Kneeling next to Douglas, who was still rubbing his limbs, she said, “Listen, Douglas, we can get out of here, but you have to get on my shoulders.” She pointed upward. “If you can reach up and grab the attic door, we can get up there and escape down the stairs on the far side of the house. I’ve seen them.”
Douglas nodded, a tear running out of his right eye. He wiped it away furiously. “I’m going to kill that man. He’s a bad, bad man. He said that he would give me toys, but I would have to stay with him forever. I’d never see Mom and Dad again. And he hurt you. I can see marks on your throat. You’ve got blood on your mouth.”
“I know, Douglas,” Leonie said as she helped him up. “But cher, we have to hurry.”
“Cher?”
“It’s a French word. Do they call you Douglas or Doug?”
“Doug, mostly.” Douglas considered, a tremor shaking his full lower lip. “Except my mother. It’s always Douglas. Or she middle-names me. When she’s really, really pissed off.”
Leonie smiled faintly. “My maman does that. When she’s very mad.” As she spoke she got Douglas to his feet and briskly rubbed his limbs. “Have you ever done gymnastics, Doug?”
“Sure. Somersaults. Some other stuff. Leonie, are we going to really get out of here?” His voice held a little quake of fear. She knew he was trying to be as courageous as he could.
“Be brave. We can fight him.” Leonie bent her knees slightly and braced her arms against her legs. “Climb up on me and I’ll raise you up to the ceiling.” Her eyes went upward. “I think between the two of us, you can just reach.”
Douglas put one foot on her knee and rested his hand on her shoulder. She couldn’t help the wince and the throbbing gasp that slipped out of her mouth. “What’s wrong?” he said.
“Shoulder’s hurt,” Leonie replied quickly, glossing over the deep-set pain that was working its way down into the tips of her fingers. “But hurry, Doug. We don’t have much time.”
He slowly climbed upward, balancing himself on her body. Leonie didn’t realize it but they were close to the same size, even though he was three years younger than she. She thought she was a strong girl from working in her maman’s garden and helping her grandpapa plow his cotton. But as she started to take on his additional weight, her knees started to shake with effort and she felt as weak as a newborn puppy.
The doorknob started to rattle and both children went still.
-
The more of it there is,
The less you will ever see.
What is it?
It is darkness.
One where none should be,
Or maybe where two should be,
Seeking out purity,
In the king’s trees.
What am I?
Monroe Whitechapel started to open the door of the locked room where the two children were located. The urgent repetitions of the intercom buzzer alerted him that the men from the power company were waiting at the back gate. Re-locking the door, he cursed loudly and went back downstairs.
•
“Hurry,” whispered Leonie, fear of Whitechapel quickly motivating her, and used her good arm to help Doug up. He started to overbalance as one foot stepped onto her shoulder but caught himself on her head. One hand tangled painfully with a handful of her long hair and he started to say something but cut it off just as quickly.
The doorknob’s movement stopped abruptly at the piercing sound of another buzzer and they both clearly heard Whitechapel mutter, “Goddamnit. Now what?” His heavy footsteps went away. The echoes died away as the two children strained to achieve their goal.
“Leonie, I can’t quite reach it,” moaned Doug. He was stretched all the way up; his lean body was a length of extended sinew and muscle, striving for the prize. His fingers tickled the end of the cord and he couldn’t grasp it.
Leonie didn’t dare move for the fear that she would tip him over and the noise would alert Whitechapel. Her entire legs were trembling with effort and her shoulder felt like a red-hot poker had been stabbed inside it. “I’m going to straighten up, Doug,” she whispered hoarsely. “Look at the cord and don’t look away. When I go up, grab on for all your worth, ma p’tite. He’ll be back in a minute. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“On the count of three,” she said and the effort was all she could put into it. The shaking that impacted her legs was spreading to her arms and soon Douglas would be swaying back and forth on her shoulders, unable to keep from pitching over. “One. Two. Three.” And she shoved her shoulders upward, feeling his feet leaving her body, the weight gone straightaway.
Leonie’s head whipped back and he was coming back down. Douglas landed on her with a grunt of pain, causing her shoulder to explode in agonizing sensation, and she couldn’t see if he had gotten the cord or not.
•
Whitechapel looked out the backdoor at the men waiting at the back gate and started to buzz them in. Then he heard a loud thud from above and he knew that he’d have to take care of the children first. Even if he had to kill both of them, he couldn’t risk exposure. He turned around and hurried back to the second floor.
•
Leonie carefully moved Douglas aside to look above them. She held her breath and saw that he had pulled the ladder door down halfway. She got to her feet and jumped up to grab the edge. Her shoulder was shrieking with agony as she held on, but the door didn’t want to move any more. She deliberately jerked up and down on it but it seemed like it was stuck.
Then Douglas’s arms wrapped around her lower body and pulled as hard as he could. The door’s old hinges squealed with protest and pulled downward. Leonie let go with a grateful groan. She used her good arm to pull the steps down, and then motioned at Douglas. “Go. Hurry. If he comes in and sees us, you’ve got to promise me you’ll run. Run until you find a policeman. Promise me.”
Leonie grasped Douglas’s arm and propelled him halfway up the stairs. He reached out with a small hand and found her hand, trying to pull her up with him. “You’re coming with me,” he said determinedly.
Taking a step back, Leonie couldn’t pull free of his grasp. “I have to close the door behind you, so he doesn’t know where you’ve gone. Otherwise he’ll catch both of us. He doesn’t want to hurt me,” she added quickly, knowing it wasn’t true.
Douglas’s face was shocked and as pale as Artic snow. “You have to come. He’ll kill you. He’s told me. He’s killed before. He will hurt you. Leonie. You have to come.”
The door rattled again. Leonie yanked her hand out of his. “Run, Douglas. Run across the attic. There’s stairs on the other side of the house. Go all the way downstairs and find a telephone. Call the police and tell them you’re in Monroe Whitechapel’s house.”
Douglas cast a disconcerted glance at Leonie then stared horrified at the door as it shuddered. Leonie stepped forward and heaved him upward. He scrambled up the stairs and disappeared into the darkness. She pulled back and tried to close the stairs but the mechanism was stiff from neglect and lack of use.
Leonie felt a helpless wave of fear course over her again. She shoved at the stairs once, glancing quickly at the opening door. Whitechapel stood in the opening, his features delineated by alternating shadows and yellow light. Then a low growl of pure fury filled the room as he realized that Douglas Trent was gone.
She knew she didn’t have anything to lose. Leonie plunged up the rickety stairs, silently imploring her legs to move faster than anything had ever moved before. Her head and shoulders were in the attic, her breath was coming and going as fast as a steam train headed up a sheer mountain, and a little bit of hope made her think she had a chance to escape.
That was when Whitechapel’s hand wrapped itself around one of her ankles, holding it as tightly as if it were a handcuff secured around her wrist.
•
Jacques was standing outside the back gate of the compound, looking inside. He’d rung the buzzer on the intercom ten times already and the lock on the gate hadn’t disengaged yet. He stared at the mechanism as if he could compel it to open with the force of his thoughts. Right now he was angry enough to spit nails into two-by-fours and leave only the heads showing. He was aware that Leonie was awake again and her fear was making the three men visibly anxious. Since they were in close proximity, his daughter’s newfound abilities were making themselves patently clear to them in the form of a piercing sensation that radiated to every part of their brains. She was deathly afraid of something or someone inside the compound and Jacques was stuck outside, unable to assuage those fears.
The back gate of the estate was somewhat closer to the house. Lush greenery still obscured their view but Jacques could see parts of the colorful intricacies of the playground with its whimsical trappings. He could make out the hedge animals’ shapes as they stood guard over where children should have been romping in joyful exuberance. A horde of vivid beach balls drifted across the surface of the pool and were surrounded by colorful twirling water slides that rose up like spires of a fairy-tale castle. The utter complexity and expense of the area made exclusively for the lure of children made Jacques shake with outraged discomfort. He was beginning to understand that this man who lived here had an unnatural attraction to children, and not only was a helpless boy inside the trap, but so too was Leonie.
Jacques’s eyes narrowed on the great buildings dimly seen through thick trees and flourishing foliage. Babette was trying to transmit her thoughts to him, but he was becoming too angry to receive anything except that Leonie was feeling a quaking fear that ate up through her little body like a fierce virus intent on consuming every inch of her soul.
Someone was there. Jacques could see a van was parked in a circular gravel lot near a back door but no one was moving within sight.
Beau Sandemonte was pacing back and forth behind him, one hand rubbing at his forehead; his bald head was covered with a sheen of sweat that he wiped away every few minutes as he stared unerringly at the house. Louis was sitting in the cab of the truck with the door open and his feet dangling out the side, his head held in his hands, trying to will away the fear that was infecting all of them. “Maybe he called the power company, non?” he said weakly to Jacques. “To see if we really them.”
“I don’t care if the bastard called our heavenly Father Himself,” Jacques snarled at him. His hands rattled the wrought iron bars fiercely. “I think maybe a truck will break this gate open. I think maybe I break this man’s head open and feed his brains to M’su Berrier’s hogs.”
Louis and Beau lifted their heads to study the heavy gate. “Maybe. Ruin your truck, though, Jacques,” Louis said and added, “That other thing most likely kill the hogs.”
Jacques cursed at the gate vehemently, throwing his hands into the air. He was doggedly climbing back into the truck when the big police officer from Shreveport drove up in an unmarked police car.
“Oh, merde,” said Louis mildly. “The cops.”
•
The bone-crushing grip of Whitechapel’s hand on Leonie’s bare ankle made her shudder in revulsion. Fruitlessly, she yanked on the wooden supports of the attic door, trying to pull herself up, to heave herself out of his relentless hold.
Suddenly, other hands were grasping her wrists and helping to pull. Leonie’s head went back and she found that Douglas had returned to help her. He was wrenching feebly on her wrists even while Whitechapel started to drag her backwards. Her shoulder was no longer on fire; instead, it felt like an explosion of pain had gone off there like a devastating terrorist’s bomb inside her flesh. It ripped through her muscles of her arm and was searing through her back now with the ferocity of a thousand wrathful gods.
Leonie stared into Douglas’s brown eyes. His face was a pale mass of determination tinged with fear. He wouldn’t let her go. She could see the resolve of his expression. He wouldn’t let her die at the hands of his kidnapper. And she knew she didn’t have the breath to plead with him to leave her. Instead she glanced wildly down and saw Whitechapel’s twisted snarl as he pulled at her leg, grappling to get a grip on her other ankle. She lashed out with her free foot and caught him across his nose. His fingers loosened as he howled with sudden pain.
Leonie saw another opportunity and stomped on the hand he put down on a step near her trapped ankle. Then with a twisting movement she brought her knee around and abruptly her ankle was free. She didn’t stop the movement but used the momentum to thrust the knee directly into Whitechapel’s face, putting all of the mass of her body behind the action. Douglas cried out as he was pulled forward by the sudden increase of weight he was holding with his hands. Pain erupted in her kneecap as she connected solidly with his nose. She heard the unsettling noise of something breaking and knew it was not her knee that had shattered.
She didn’t pause to survey the damage. Leonie twisted back onto the ladder and allowed Douglas to pull her up. There was a long moment in time where she couldn’t find purchase, where her feet seemed to move like they would in a dream, eternally stuck in a sea of glue, endlessly seeking the steps so that she could escape that which threatened them so horrifically. She was certain that Whitechapel would recover in that eternal moment; he would reach up once again with maddeningly powerful fingers to restrain her once more and finish what he had started. Then her body was moving, mostly under her own steam, partly with Douglas’s help.
It seemed like Leonie and Douglas couldn’t move fast enough. They were surrounded by blackness and only a rectangle of light shown up in a warm, musty place full of shifting shadows. The floor was finished with rough plywood and their heads almost touched the dark shapes above them that were struts overhead forming the shape of the roof. Boxes and old furniture was piled in every corner with only a narrow passage to allow them through.
Douglas was directing her, pulling her along with him, through a constricted corridor made from someone depositing old and unused possessions in a place where no one would likely see them again. He bounced off a box, causing it to fall and disgorge its contents on the rough wooden surface below. Recovering quickly he tugged at her arm to guide her away from the obstacle. Leonie looked over her shoulder at the patch of light that dimly illuminated the area, knowing that Whitechapel would appear at any moment.
They turned a corner as Leonie saw a shadow block out the little bit of light at the attic opening. She started to trip and Douglas jerked her to her feet. “Hurry,” he whispered. “You got him good, but he’s still coming.”
“I know,” she whispered back and blinked furiously, trying to get her eyes to adjust to the darkness. They slowed to an almost unbearable pace and when Whitechapel called to them, they only stilled for a moment.
“Douglas,” he called and his deep voice made an eerie echo in the stale airlessness of the attic. He sounded congested and she abruptly realized it was because she had broken his nose. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Douglas started to say something and Leonie covered his lips with her fingers, finding them unerringly in the blackness. They were both deathly afraid and she wondered that she could feel the younger boy’s fear so plainly along aside her own.
“We can be happy without her. All I want to do is have fun with you. We can play together. I have a thousand toys we can play with,” Whitechapel’s voice was strangely odd in the staleness as if he were trying to convince himself that what he was saying was true. “I can buy whatever you want. You like arcade games. I can have a hundred of them, just for you.”
Then it was Leonie tugging Douglas along in her wake. She was feeling her way along boxes and pieces of furniture, wincing and biting her lip when she knocked her shin on an old rocking chair. She felt a pile of something that felt like knobby baseball bats and quickly grabbed one with the hand of the injured arm, fully intent on using it for some form of meager protection. She risked looking back once and saw that Whitechapel was inside the attic, blocking out the light from below, inching his way behind them. From his slow rate, she guessed he wasn’t that familiar with the attic and that perhaps he didn’t spend much time in this place. Down below in the terrifying house full of toys and games he would have the advantage, but here, they had the darkness and it was on their side.
“Hide,” she whispered to Douglas. “Hide in the boxes and I’ll lead him away from you.”
“No.” His childish voice was low but firm. In a second, Leonie realized that Douglas probably had made the first step into adulthood. Whitechapel had forced nature to speed its course with him. He would never be the same. “No. I’m going with you.”
Leonie knew they didn’t have time to argue. She directed his hand to hold onto the waistband of her jeans and continued through the stark darkness. When she found a door, she was elated. But upon opening the undersized aperture, she found that the stairs inside didn’t lead down. They went up. And they could hear Whitechapel moving rapidly through the attic, closing in on them. He tripped over the box that Douglas had upended and they heard him curse.
The two children went into the doorway and Leonie carefully shut the door behind them, hopeful that Whitechapel might think they had found the door that led down instead.
•
“What the hell are you doing here?” Roosevelt demanded of Jacques, Louis, and another man he didn’t recognize.
Jacques was halfway inside his truck, the door wide open, one hand on the steering wheel, and an indomitable expression tainted with anger. “She’s inside there,” he said quietly.
Roosevelt had pulled the sedan up so that it blocked the gates. Leonie’s father gave him a grim look and added, “Move your car, M’su detective.”
“How do you know she’s in there?” Roosevelt couldn’t help the question. All the rumors he’d heard about the Lake People were swirling around in his head like a mass of angry bees. What if Leonie was speaking nothing but the truth? What if she really knows where the Trent boy is, and she had come to what? Rescue him? His face showed his troubled thoughts. And I didn’t believe a word she said, because it sounded like a little kid making up some big story. Shining a cop on.
Louis shrugged almost carelessly. “We know. Just take our word on it. And we need to get in there before it’s too late.”
“MOVE YOUR CAR, GODDAMNIT!” Jacques suddenly screamed at Roosevelt. A little drip of spittle flew from his mouth as he yelled at the large black man. Despite himself Roosevelt took a step backwards. Jacques’s voice went down in volume, but the virulence was still there, and the slight French accent unconsciously thickened. “You want a child’s death on your hands. Not one, non? But two. Are you so stupid that you can’t understand that not everything is as night and day as in a police manual?”
•
The staircase was darker than the attic. Leonie ignored everything except the feel of Douglas holding onto her waistband and moved upward. One hand felt along the steep, narrow stairs. The other held the object she’d picked up before, afraid to let it go. She let it poke the air ahead of them, not wanting to careen into something and cause unnecessary noise that would alert Whitechapel of their location.
How can this staircase be so tall? she wondered with some trepidation. Only two floors and an attic and- Leonie found the door with her head, except it was tilted inward, to follow the slant of the roof. Her head’s impact made a resounding thud on the door and both children hesitated in frozen anxiety. She put the baseball-bat-like object between her legs and felt for a knob or a latch and time seemed to hang in limbo.
“Hurry, Leonie,” Douglas whispered frantically. His fingers tugged at her jeans.
There was a little sliding mechanism at the top of the door and Leonie found it with a snort of relief. She slid it back with one hand and retrieved her makeshift weapon from between her legs. There was a thundering noise that made them both start violently. Leonie had a passing thought that the previously clear blue day that it had been had suddenly become fraught with a thunderstorm. Even in the darkness of the stairwell, a flash of lightning could be seen.
Then it repeated itself and Leonie knew exactly what it was. Not wasting even another microsecond, she used her bad shoulder to shove the door open to the roof of the large house. Exploding out the opening, she dragged Douglas with her and out of the corner of her eye she saw Whitechapel at the base of the stairs, firing a pistol at them. No, he was firing a pistol at her alone, its muzzle tracking her movement. In the darkness he had fired above their heads, trying to make them give up so that he could still have the boy.
Whitechapel was roaring as loudly as the retort of the gun. “I WON’T LET YOU GO, DOUGLAS!” It was then that she knew that he had lost all sense of reality. He believed that Douglas belonged to him and that Leonie was taking the boy away from him. Up until this point in time he had been impervious to harm. He had laughed at the authorities’ attempts to find previous missing children who he had taken, but this time it was this little scrap of a child who was thwarting him and he couldn’t have it. He would kill them both to prevent it.
Leonie yanked Douglas away from the opening and used her foot to slam it shut. She knew that it was a poor barrier at best. The larger, stronger man didn’t even have a sliding lock to prevent him from coming after them. She shoved the younger boy away from her and shrieked at him, “RUN, DOUGLAS!”
This time Douglas ran, scrambling up the peaks of the roofs.
•
Jacques stopped as they heard a new noise. The four men’s heads turned as one toward the back of the big house. The unambiguous sounds of gunshots carried back to them, deadly whizzing noises that rippled on the wind.
“Merciful Dieu,” prayed Louis and Jacques couldn’t even clear the dry knot of pain from his throat to say anything.
Only seconds later as Roosevelt was calling for backup on his radio, they all saw the little boy waving crazily from the roof. He had seen them and was leaping up and down as if it would save his life by the very action. But Roosevelt ignored the child and shot the mechanism of the gate instead, utilizing the strength of the other men to push the gates apart.
The little boy stopped for a moment and twisted around to stare at something the men below couldn’t see. Another sharp popping noise came flying across to them.
•
Leonie turned back to the opening. It started to open rapidly and she threw herself on it, using all of her weight to pound it back down. With a bone-jarring hit, she knew it worked for a moment. Whitechapel screamed with pain as the solid wood connected with his head and there was a loud series of crashing noises as he fell back down the stairs a little ways. She dragged herself to her feet and ran after Douglas.
Halfway across the peak two more shots rang out as Whitechapel fired from within the staircase, trying to eliminate his small nemesis. Leonie ducked and ran faster, scrambling up the steep peak of the roof to discover that Douglas was already on the opposite side of the house, frantically looking for a way to get down from. Then he was yelling loudly at someone she couldn’t see and waving his arms back and forth, “Help us!”
Leonie hesitated and tripped. She slid down one crest, skinning her elbows on the roughhewn tiles of the roof and caught herself just before she fell onto a huge glass skylight. She looked down and saw the wondrously creepy carousel she’d passed earlier. The animals seemed to sneer at her, the light of the sun bouncing off their intricate carvings and jeweled accoutrements.
Then Whitechapel picked her up by her hair, turning her body toward him, and thrust his face into hers. “You little bitch,” he growled at her. His face was a perverted mask of frenzied emotion. He was ready to rip her to shreds and throw the pieces off the roof. “How did you know Douglas was here? You couldn’t have known. My plan was perfect.”
An eerie calm came over Leonie. One of her hands rested on Whitechapel’s shoulder as if what he was doing wasn’t causing excruciating pain to her scalp and neck. She answered him coolly, “I knew because he’s missing.”
“Missing,” Whitechapel echoed numbly. The incredible anger started to slip away from his face as he pondered her answer.
“I can feel his mother’s pain. She misses him like you stole a part of her soul.”
“What a crock of bullshit,” he cursed vehemently, giving her a furious shake like he would correct a disobedient animal. Whitechapel raised the Smith and Wesson and cocked it again. But Leonie was already shoving the thing she had picked up in the attic toward his body. When she came into the light she saw that it was a broken off wooden horn of a unicorn that been replaced with another at some point in time in the past. There had been a pile of replacement pieces for the carousel inside the attic, legs, horns, and poles that could be used in the future or could be discarded without thought. Without hesitation, she thrust the sharp tip of the unicorn’s horn into his chest. She felt resistance and her hurt shoulder erupted into more pain than she would have ever imagined, but still she pushed until the carved horn cracked in her hand and there was nothing left to push.
Whitechapel made a gurgling noise and dropped her. With utter disbelief, he looked down at the horn sticking into his chest. Leonie bounced off the glass of the skylight, the motion causing the large pane to shudder and another more terrifying noise followed. The sound of glass splintering was just as chilling as a spider web of cracks appeared beneath her. She stared horrified at the man she had just stabbed. He stood there for a second, blood beginning to spill from his chest, a strange strangling noise coming out of his throat, and he said with amazement, “But you haven’t solved the last riddle…” Then his finger tightened on the trigger and another shot erupted from the pistol, the very last one left in the weapon.
There was an immediate burning sensation that scorched like a runaway fire across her cheekbone and Leonie winced away from the pain. Then Whitechapel fell onto her and the glass shattered under the extra weight. His body twisted to the side and went into the room below first, and somehow Leonie was pulled in with him. Both of them fell into the carousel room.
•
Roosevelt found the two bodies in the room with the carousel. From the amount of blood he could only assume that both were dead. One was a larger man with brown hair and brown eyes, blood streaming from a broken nose and from the corner of his mouth. His strangely gored body was lying across a great horned, carousel beast that Roosevelt couldn’t identify. Two horns had pierced his back and one had burst through his throat, fixing him in place like a skewered chicken. The other had broken off before it could go all the way through. There was another wound in his chest with a broken off shaft of gilded wood sticking out. This was Monroe Whitechapel, who Roosevelt barely recognized from his driver’s license photograph and it was obvious that he was dead.
The little girl was lying on top of him, her blood-soaked black hair hanging down his side. Somehow she had ended up on top and the body of the older man had cushioned her fall. However, it didn’t seem to matter because her head was covered with blood and she was as still as night.
Jacques Simoneaud burst into the room and stared dumbfounded at the sight before him. His eyes were fixed firmly on his daughter’s still form. He stepped forward with a trembling hand outreached and Roosevelt held up a warning arm, saying, “I don’t think she’s...”
There was a small groan of pain that made Roosevelt a liar, and the little boy yelled imperiously from above, “She’s alive! I heard her! Call an ambulance!”
Roosevelt was motioning at Louis Padeaon to do just that and Louis swiftly turned away to find a phone. Jacques cradled his daughter in his arms, gently pulling her away from Monroe Whitechapel, cupping his hand over the wound on her head. Roosevelt couldn’t help but stare for a long moment, and then he glanced up and said, “Douglas Trent?”
“Yes, that’s me,” called Douglas from the skylight. “Can you call my mom? And please get me down from here. I don’t want to go through the attic again.”
Roosevelt looked at the blood covered little girl in Jacques’s arms again and hoped she would make it. “Sure, kid. You hurt?”
“No. I’m not hurt.” Douglas stared down at Leonie. “She saved me from him.”
“I know,” Roosevelt whispered. He stopped to ensure that Whitechapel was dead by putting his index and middle fingers to the pulse point at his neck. “I just don’t know how. I’ll be right up there.”
There didn’t seem to be anything else to say.
-
One where none should be,
Or maybe where two should be,
Seeking out purity,
In the king’s trees.
What am I?
I am a unicorn.
A box without hinges, key, or lid,
Yet golden treasures inside are hid.
What is it?
The other child had a television set with full cable hook-up. It received twelve channels including PBS. The small TV had been welded to a little platform, which in turn had been welded to the rebar that constituted the walls of solid cement that made up the place that he spent most of his days inside. It was six feet wide, ten feet long, and barely tall enough for him to stand inside. There was a toilet in the back and a little sink with running water. A simple single bed with an iron headboard and footboard was covered with cartoon character-infested blankets and pillows and sat in the corner farthest away from the facilities. The entire area was big enough for the child to pace back and forth inside, but his left hand was handcuffed to a chain that was attached to another plate in the wall that had also been welded to the rebar inside the cement. He knew it very well because he had tried to pry himself free on more than a dozen occasions, leaving him with bloody, aching fingers and agonizing failure.
If he looked up he could see the cement block that was set in place above him, that which kept him from escaping his cell. The child had watched Monroe Whitechapel move it many times, using this dungeon-like place to hide children, who he called his toys, when he was faced with possible discovery. Or when he had other things to do.
As soon as Douglas Trent’s name was mentioned on the evening news the night before, the child in the cell knew what Whitechapel had done. He had done it before. He had even told the child about it. Once he had described to him in detail about two boys he’d kidnapped and murdered in Mexico, all the while he’d left the child in the cell for a month, with only tap water and dried foods to survive on. The child had been deathly afraid that Whitechapel would never return, that something would happen to him, that he would get caught or killed, and the child would be left to starve to death inside the compact hell-hole.
Whitechapel used to tell the child many things, things that were secrets, all because the older man knew the child would never be able to tell anyone else. He’d stay above and whisper them down to him and include some insane riddle with the same proviso, “If you answer it, I’ll let you go.” But the child never came up with the right answers.
Then it had happened. The child saw it on a breaking action story from channel 5, WAFB news, his very favorite with blonde-haired anchorwoman Raquelle Turner. She appeared dressed in a red suit-dress with matching lipstick and a marvelously white smile. A serious look came over her beautiful face as she stood in front of Whitechapel’s home at the front gates, pointing inward to indicate the large house. The bronze nameplate was visible over one of her lovely shoulders and made no bones about what house really was behind her. After all, invasion of privacy rules didn’t matter much because Monroe Whitechapel was dead. It was a fact that both appalled and elated the child.
Film footage showed paramedics taking away a little girl on a stretcher, IVs attached to a skinny arm, blood-soaked bandages wrapped around her head, and people who followed with anxious faces and batted reporters aside like they were vermin. Then a man-sized, closed black bag was carried out by the coroner’s office. The reporter relayed that preliminary information indicated that this was the body of Monroe Whitechapel, age 35, a Shreveport native and local philanthropist known for his charitable actions. Apparently, he had been guilty of the kidnapping of the missing ten year old boy, Douglas Trent, who had been found alive and in good condition inside the house.
The child watched with horrified fascination.
The story became more interesting as it was suggested that a local psychic was responsible for locating Douglas Trent and reporters were obviously dying to sell their souls for more information about the injured little girl. But then Douglas Trent was escorted outside by a large black police detective and his parents ran helter-skelter across the lawn to fiercely hug the boy who had been missing less than twenty-four hours.
Pressing his face almost against the screen, the child stared at Douglas’s image. One close-up was used for the rest of the story and the child reached out with eager fingers to follow the lines of his face on the TV. With brown hair and brown eyes he could be the child’s younger brother. They resembled each other and the child knew exactly why Whitechapel had been unable to resist the child he’d coaxed from the mall’s arcade.
The child knew that Whitechapel had meant to kill him and keep Douglas Trent in his place. The child was getting too old for Whitechapel’s tastes. He realized he had been confined in the cell more often for longer periods of time and the countdown of futility had begun.
The child had some food in the cell and he lasted as long as he could. He was at first fascinated by the news. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the TV screen; he couldn’t bear to turn the set off. Then as more news came out about the little girl who had located Douglas Trent the child became angry. Her condition was critical; she was in a coma and they weren’t sure if she would live or die. Brain damage was mentioned. They didn’t know how bad it was.
If she could find him, then why can’t she wake up and find me?
Then as days passed, the child knew that no one was coming for him. Not his own mother. Not the police. Not the other little boy who had been freed. Not Leonie.
And for the first time in his young life, he knew what it meant to hate. The child hated Leonie because he knew he was going to die and she hadn’t rescued him.
The child looked at the handcuff around his wrist and knew what he had to do.
-
A box without hinges, key, or lid,
Yet golden treasures inside are hid.
What is it?
It is an egg.
Saturday, July 20th - Buffalo Creek, Texas
Bound by age, comfort and zest,
The inquiring hand could not rest.
But given to her heart’s desires,
She gave to us - our worst quagmires.
And so now we wallow in our grief,
And seeking to close the box we weep.
While famine, plague, and other woes,
Best ourselves - and our foes.
What is it?
Buffalo Creek lay southeast of the Dallas/Fort Worth metroplex, a tiny little black dot on Rand McNally’s map. With only twenty-thousand people in residence it wasn’t a big place but it had a colorful history. Tonkawa, Kickapoo, and Waco Indians once called the banks of the creek that gave the town its name home. The Shawnee Trail ran directly through the town and heralded thousands of cattle being driven north to Kansas City and was the first impetus for settlement. Then the county blossomed with the growth of cotton and made rich men out of the ones willing to work hard at enhancing that image. The black soil was a heartfelt godsend to the agricultural missions of those men and its enhanced fertility gave birth to a boom of wealth.
As time passed, tourists began to make use of the automobile, and the town became something else. A town full of homes with elaborate wood ornamentation on Victorian homes, it became a tourist Mecca, the home of people who loved to restore that which is old and broken. Bed and breakfasts appeared in the form of gingerbread-clad houses full of remembrance and dripping with stories of vibrant characters who roamed through the town through every era of American history. Once the infamous outlaw Bayou Billy rode into town in a model-T to visit with his curvaceous mistress, the equally iniquitous Rosalita, and ended up shooting up the bordello before escaping lawmen and fleeing back to Louisiana. A dozen movies had been filmed in the town ranging from directors such as Hitchcock to Frankenheimer who exalted the authentic settings. It was picturesque, beautiful, and the jewel of the county.
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