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  CHAPTER 1


  NETTED AND CAGED


  (Monday Night―Tuesday Morning)


  Everything was a dark blur to Jason Hunter as he gradually regained consciousness. His entire body felt numb. As his mind began focusing, he realized something was very wrong ― things were still murky black. The reason he couldn’t see anything was due to a blindfold over his eyes. Then he became aware his mouth was biting on cloth and could feel a gag had been stuffed into his mouth and then tied tightly around his head. When he tried moving, he couldn’t very well, as his wrists, arms and legs had been bound with rope. Naturally, he struggled against the ropes for a few minutes, but his captors had done their job very well. Prickles of pain darted through his wrists and ankles when he tried loosening the ropes. Just those simple movements quite exhausted him. Briefly a wave of nausea shuddered through his body and then he drifted back into unconsciousness.


  The next time Jason woke up, he came to more quickly, but his situation had not changed at all for the better. His body began sending all kinds of messages, telling him he was in peril. By now his wrists now were totally numb and his bladder was sending painful, “I have to go now,” signals. Although his gag was saturated with his own saliva, his body felt very dehydrated. With his stomach empty, it was rumbling for some food. He had no idea how long he had been tied up but the way his body felt, it seemed like at least a day.


  Frustrated, he tried to make his mind remember how he had gotten into this situation. Yesterday he had been a carefree, fourteen-year-old, just beginning to enjoy his summer break from school. He had been planning to hang with his friend Daniel, maybe go bike riding or play some games. Instead he had ended up going to City Park because his second cousin, Vic Encino, had called and insisted that he go to the park with him. Jason had tried to get out of meeting Vic, because they really didn’t get along very well, but his mother, Edith, had said he had to go.


  One of his parent’s big things was maintaining family relationships. Even though the Encinos were not close relatives, they were considered “family.” “We need to socialize with them every now and then, so I want you to go to the park with them today,” Edith had told Jason. “It won’t hurt you to play some ball with your cousins.”


  That’s easy for Mom to say. She doesn’t have to spend the day with Vic and his annoying little brother, Kyle, Jason thought.


  Normally, Jason would have elected to ride his bike to the park, but Vic and his mother, Janet, insisted on picking him up at his house and driving them there.


  It was annoying that Vic was always trying to prove how much better he was than Jason or anyone else. They never could have just normal time to talk or have fun. Instead, every activity was always a challenge, designed in such a way that Vic would have the advantage. As for their get-togethers being family time, Vic’s mom would often use these “family” occasions to get away, go shopping, or get her hair done, figuring because Jason was older, he would serve as a temporary companion or sitter for her two kids. Janet liked to posture that she was the caring soccer mom, happily catering to kids in the community, but Jason figured her real motive in picking him up was to make certain that he would actually be there. Sure enough, that was the plan this time. When they arrived at the park, Janet dropped them off and told them that she would pick them up around 2:00 p.m.


  The three boys, Jason, Vic, and Kyle, wandered around the park for a while. It was a large park with a lake, gardens, picnic tables, playground areas, and baseball fields. Eventually they ended up at one of the baseball fields where they played a hitting game devised by Vic. In Vic’s rules, everything that Kyle did or didn’t do (he was not coordinated at all and rather useless at baseball) somehow went onto Jason’s score. But at least they were doing something fun that would pass the time away until two.


  Around 11:15 that morning, one of Vic’s friends happened by and said, “Hey, Vic, are you getting ready for our Little League practice? ”


  “Oh, that’s right, we start in fifteen minutes,” Vic replied.


  “Sorry about that, Jason. You don’t mind watching our practice for a couple of hours until my mom gets back, do you?” That was so typical of Vic. Of course, all along, he had known about the practice. He had just wanted someone to help him warm up so he would look better to the rest of the team.


  This time Jason wasn’t buying into Vic’s little scenario at all. “No, Vic, I think I’ll just head on home now since you will be playing with your team. Kyle can stay with you and watch your team practice. ”


  The park was over four miles from his house, but Jason didn’t want to sit around the park with nothing to do, when he could get back home, eat some lunch, and do something with his friends. Now, I really wish I had brought my bike here, he thought. But it is a beautiful day and I’m wearing comfortable clothes. His outfit consisted of a San Francisco 49ers team baseball cap, an Ocean Pacific tee shirt, brown camouflage cargo shorts, and his favorite sneakers, a nicely broken-in pair of red Converse Chuck Taylor high-tops. Besides, the walk probably will only take me only thirty minutes or so.


  Boy, was he regretting that decision now. Through the fog in his brain Jason struggled to remember what had happened during his walk home. He remembered strolling down one of the park pathways that led to the east exit, which was a relatively direct route home. Everything was typical of a nice summer day in the park. It hadn’t been crowded at all. In fact, he hadn’t seen anyone around where he walked. Then, just as Jason arrived at the park exit and access street, he had suddenly felt a sharp prick in his neck. Surprised and stunned, he had reached up and discovered a little sharp dart had hit him. Right away he felt disoriented, but immediately there were a couple of people there to help guide him. All he could remember was being walked like a zombie to a nearby van, with his “helpers” shoring him up on either side. After that everything went dark.


  Obviously somebody had planned to kidnap him, or maybe someone else walking down that path. Traveling down that park pathway had led Jason into the most frightening event of his young life.


  Jason knew from assemblies at school that there were men who preyed on young kids and he had heard stories about kidnappers who wanted large ransoms for their victims. But it puzzled him why he had been chosen. His family was considered well-off, but not wealthy. They lived in a normal tract house and both his mother and father worked. Edith, his mom, worked at a software company and his father, Bill, ran the family import/export business that mainly dealt in antiques. The family had some money but not the big money professional kidnappers would target. They were not particularly prominent in the community, just family-oriented, normal parents. He involuntarily shuddered and a chill ran up his spine as he began to think of the other option. Scared and frustrated, he screamed into his gag, but all that came out was a garbled gurgle.
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  CHAPTER 2


  JASON IS MISSING


  (Monday Afternoon)


  Daniel Holmes was looking forward to the summer ahead with the same happiness that his best friend, Jason, had expressed. He had some morning activities during the week, but they were things he liked doing. Five days a week he had a conditioning class at the local YMCA, which included a variety of activities. Sometimes it was running or swimming and other times it was lifting weights and doing floor exercises. Also, he was taking a guitar class several days a week, which was something he wanted to do for a long time.


  He had some talent as a musician, singing in the school choir, and now he had a chance to expand his musical horizons by learning to play the guitar. Secretly, he had dreams of playing in a professional band some day; now he was developing some real skills, not just playing rock star video games like most of the other kids. Daniel carefully cultivated the rock star look (as much as his parents would let him) by keeping his curly black hair long and always wearing black high-top Converse All Stars. In the summer he completed the look with band tee shirts and denim shorts. At the same time, he liked keeping fit and in shape so that the other kids wouldn’t think he was a nerd or a wimp.


  Although Daniel was nearly a year older than Jason and an inch taller, they were in the same grade at school because his birthday was a few weeks later than the school district deadline for registration. As a result, he acted just a little more assured than most of the other students in his class and tended to avoid his classmates who were more immature. Daniel and his parents had only moved to the Silicon Valley from the east coast a couple of years ago. School could be a difficult adjustment in a completely new environment. Since their last names both started with the letter “H,” Daniel was put in the same homeroom class as Jason. By doing some people-watching, looking for potential new friends at the school, Daniel immediately noticed that Jason was wearing red Converse high-tops, and this gave him an opening to make friends. Actually, all it took was the comment, “Hey, cool chucks” and a conversation was started. The two quickly discovered they had common interests and abilities. Within a couple of months they had become best friends, and were spending a lot of their time together.


  This day Daniel was looking forward to some game-time with Jason in the afternoon, but there was a message from him on his cell phone. “I will be at City Park until about three o’clock with my cousins. See you after that. ”


  On hearing the message, Daniel figured Jason would come to their session in a bad mood because he remembered how his friend often complained about his cousins. Daniel tried calling Jason back around noon, but he didn’t answer his cell. Since Jason was at the park, Daniel decided to use the extra time to practice his guitar. In his lesson that day, he had been taught how to play a new chord progression, which required a lot of practice in order to get his fingers in the right places on the fret board.


  Around three o’clock Daniel decided to head on over to Jason’s house, even though he hadn’t heard anything more from him. When he arrived at the house there was no answer, so he figured he would just wait until Jason arrived back from the park. While waiting, he tried another call to Jason’s cell phone. Again there was no answer. With nothing else to do, Daniel sat in the wicker rocking chair out on Jason’s front porch, hoping that his friend would soon arrive home or return his phone message.


  About forty minutes past three, a 2007 Toyota Prius pulled up and out stepped Jason’s mom, Edith. “Hi, Daniel, are you waiting for Jason? I thought he would be back here by now. Maybe the Encinos were delayed. ”


  “Could be, but why isn’t Jason answering his cell phone? I even tried texting him, with no reply to that either,” Daniel explained.


  “I don’t know, but I think I will give Janet Encino a call. She was the one who took the boys to the park and she said that she would be bringing Jason home sometime after two.”


  Edith dialed Janet’s cell phone and as she talked, Daniel saw she did not like what she was hearing. “You’re telling me that Jason left at noon by himself?” she exclaimed in disbelief. “Why didn’t you drive him back home? What do you mean you weren’t there? Little League practice? I thought this was supposed to be a fun day in the park for the boys.”


  Needless to say, Edith was getting worked up with the news that no one seemed to know where her son was. After disconnecting from Janet, Edith immediately tried Jason’s cell number again. Still there was no answer.


  “Daniel, do you have any ideas where Jason might have gone? Do you think that he stopped to see someone on the way home, or perhaps went to the Westfield Mall to look at video games or other electronics?” Edith anxiously asked.


  “Maybe, Mrs. Hunter, but the last time I heard from Jason, he was counting on our gaming session this afternoon and was sorry that our meeting was going to be delayed. I would think that getting out of the park early would have meant he would try to get back home here. Since he didn’t have his bicycle, it’s possible he tried taking the bus and got lost or maybe he stopped somewhere for lunch. But neither of those things would take more than an hour.”


  “What if he ran into someone he knew on the way home or somebody offered him a ride and he ended up going to their place? Jason can be impulsive sometimes.”


  “Hopefully you are right, Mrs. Hunter, but why hasn’t he called? I wonder if his phone battery went dead or something happened to it?”


  Edith was now nervously pacing around. “I think I should begin calling everyone I know until I find out where he is. Would you be willing to do the same?”


  “Sure, I’ll help out. But I just had another idea. What if he stopped in at Mr. Hunter’s store since he was near the downtown and had some time to kill?”


  “Good idea, Daniel, but unfortunately my husband is out of town on business, so Jason would have no reason to go there.”


  As the conversation between them got increasingly more frustrating, Daniel began to get a very anxious and sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. But until every friend and acquaintance had been contacted there was still hope of a simple explanation for Jason’s whereabouts.


  For the next half hour, Daniel and Edith tried calling everyone they could think of who might have seen Jason that day. When all was said and done, there were a lot of people on the lookout for Jason, but no one had any real information.


  With no solid leads, Edith felt it was time to bring in the authorities. First she called several local hospitals, but no one had any reports of a fourteen-year-old boy being admitted with injuries. Then she called the police. After a few transfers she was connected to a detective in the missing persons unit who took down the basic information about Jason, and then said that a police officer would be sent out immediately to her house. Finally, she called her husband, Bill. He didn’t answer his phone so Edith left a brief message about Jason and told him to call her back immediately.


  Now the waiting game began.


  CHAPTER 3


  THE POLICE ARRIVE


  (Monday Late Afternoon)


  About fifteen minutes after her telephone call to the police, a Ford Crown Victoria sedan pulled into the Hunter driveway. Two detectives from the missing persons unit got out and knocked on the door. When Edith answered, the two showed their identifications and introduced themselves. Lieutenant Antonio Garcia was the initial spokesman and the rugged-looking officer in his early thirties introduced his partner, Detective Andrea Spencer, who was younger, with thin features and brunette hair cut in a pageboy style. Edith responded by introducing Daniel as one of Jason’s friends helping her look for him. She invited them to come into the house and sat down with them in the living room.
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  “Mrs. Hunter, I know that you are concerned about your son and want some action right away, but before we can do anything, we need to find out what you know so far. Please tell us everything that you can about Jason’s activities for today.” Both officers had notebooks out and began writing.


  Edith recapped the events of the day as she understood them, mentioning how Jason was off to City Park with his cousins, the Encinos, his failure to return home, and how she had been calling around to his friends. “I thought he was with them and Janet Encino until at least 2:00 p.m. but apparently Jason decided to leave the park around noon because his cousin had Little League practice. I was surprised to find out that she wasn’t with them at the park.”


  “Was Jason permitted to go around town on his own?” Lt. Garcia asked.


  “Sometimes he would go places on his bike, but the rule is that he communicates his whereabouts at all times if he isn’t at home or school,” Edith replied. “If he was going someplace that we didn’t know about, he was to ask permission first. That’s one of the main reasons we let him have a cell phone.”


  Lt. Garcia asked her to give them Jason’s cell number, service provider, and the Encino’s address and telephone numbers. “We will check out the calls on his cell number and we definitely have questions for the Encinos we would like to ask.” Garcia then asked Daniel what he knew about Jason’s activities for today.


  Daniel told the lieutenant about the message Jason had left on his cell phone that morning while he was at the YMCA, and that he hadn’t heard anything from him since. “I have tried to reach him on his cell several times this afternoon because we were planning to get together and play some video games. But I never got a response. Not calling me back is not like Jason. He likes to keep things organized and moving, especially since he was the one who changed our meeting time.”


  Lt. Garcia then asked Edith, “We need a complete description of Jason—what he was wearing and a photograph we can borrow.”


  “Jason is fourteen-years old, about five feet five inches tall and weighs about 125 pounds. He has medium sandy blond hair, which is almost yellow. I think I have four or five of his school photos in the desk that you can take. He was wearing a white and blue print tee shirt, brown, camouflage-patterned shorts, and red sneakers,” Edith described.


  “Not just any red sneakers,” Daniel added, “but red Converse Chuck Taylor All Star high-tops. They are very distinctive in appearance.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. They are quite noticeable. I had a pair of chucks when I was your age. Glancing at Daniel’s feet Lt. Garcia continued, “I see they are still considered cool today.” Garcia closed his notebook and stood up to take the photographs from Edith. “Detective Spencer, why don’t you talk to young Daniel outside while I talk in private with Mrs. Hunter?”


  Det. Spencer and Daniel went outside and sat on wicker chairs. The Hunters had a nice, old-fashioned, covered porch that overlooked the street and neighborhood. Andrea Spencer spoke first. “Daniel, I know that this is difficult for you right now, with your friend missing, but we have to ask a lot of questions in order to get a clear picture of the situation. Now, how long have you known Jason?”


  “We met at school about a year and a half ago. My parents and I had just moved here from Maryland. Jason was one of the first persons I was able to make friends with.”


  “How well would you say that you know him?”


  “I would say over the past year we have become best friends. We certainly have spent a lot of time together.”


  “How does Jason get along with his parents? Are there any problems you are aware of?”


  “As far as I know, they are getting along great. Jason has never talked in a negative way about them and I don’t ever remember him being grounded or in trouble at home since I’ve known him. Whenever I have been over at his house, his parents have always made me feel welcome and comfortable. Outgoing, just like Jason, they make you feel like family when you are in their company. They always seemed interested in what Jason and I or his others friends were doing, in a way that was respectful of our space.”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Hunter sound like great parents to me! What about with other family members? Does he have brothers and sisters?” the detective continued.


  “No, Jason is an only child, just like I am. Maybe that’s one of the reasons that we get along so well.”


  “Were there any problems that Jason had at school? Any problems with other kids?”


  “I don’t think so. Jason can be very charming when he wants to, and I believe most of the other kids think highly of him. He has a brilliant, analytical mind, and schoolwork comes easily to him. Yet, he never brags about his intelligence or tries to act as if he is better than other people.”


  “Were some of the other kids jealous of him...perhaps resenting his success and popularity?”


  “If there are people who don’t like Jason, they sure haven’t made themselves known to me.”


  “How about girlfriends or other romantic entanglements? Is there anyone special that he is seeing?”


  “Jason doesn’t have a steady girlfriend but he does like socializing and having fun. He often goes to school social activities like dances and mixers. Diana Miglione and Laura Friesen are two of the girls that he likes to socialize with.”


  Smiling, Det. Spencer said, “Jason sounds like a really nice kid, but does he have any hidden secrets or problems that you knew about? Did he ever experiment with drugs or alcohol?”


  Shaking his head, Daniel answered, “He never indicated an interest in using drugs to me. Although we didn’t speak often about it, I think that getting high didn’t have a lot of appeal to Jason. He always seemed much more interested in how things worked, playing sports, games, or trying out new interests and pursuits than just sitting around smoking a joint or sneaking a beer from his father’s liquor cabinet.”


  “Daniel, I really appreciate your candor about things. You know that it is very rare for someone to just go missing, run away or disappear without some sort of personal reason behind it. Usually there is a burning issue in someone’s life that leads them astray or gets them in trouble with their parents or the law. From what you are telling me, there are no such issues in Jason’s life. So what do you think has happened to him?”


  “That very question has been eating away at me ever since I realized that something has caused Jason to go missing. I keep going over and over in my head what could have happened to him and no good answer comes to mind. How could a young teen, with no problems in his life, be playing in a public park in broad daylight one minute and then go missing the next? It just doesn’t make sense.” Daniel hung his head in frustration.


  “That clearly is the question that we are facing today. What kinds of answers have you come up with so far?” the detective asked, hoping the young man might be able to come up with a suggestion or possibility.


  Again, shaking his head as he hesitantly voiced his thoughts, Daniel replied, “I’m really afraid...that some sort of serious harm has come to him. I know that he would try to contact someone with his cell phone if he could. That’s what bothers me the most. There have been no messages or calls from Jason to anyone I have talked to today...most likely because someone has prevented Jason from doing so...


  “A second possibility is that somehow he has rubbed someone the wrong way and that person responded with violence. While Jason can be very pleasant and charming, I know that he sometimes will speak impulsively if he sees something he doesn’t like. That is one of the reasons that we hit it off as friends...because I also don’t like a lot of the immature or rude behavior that we see from so many people today.


  “Another possibility is that somehow Jason stumbled into some sort of crime going on—a drug deal or gang rivalry—and he was the innocent bystander in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  “And my worst thought is that he is in the hands of a predator—someone who saw an attractive young kid by himself and pounced.”


  “Wow, Daniel, you talked about Jason having an analytical mind. I would say you have the same. You should consider a career in law enforcement.” Detective Spencer reached into her purse, took out a business card, and handed it to him. “If you think of anything else at all, don’t hesitate to call me. It doesn’t matter what time of the day or night.”


  She stood up, placed her hands on Daniel’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes as she said, “Daniel, honey, please know that we will do everything in our power to find your friend.” Stepping away she continued, “We have a very good team in place and now we have a lot of work to do in order to track down Jason. Thank you again for your cooperation and assistance.”


  Back inside the house, a similar conversation was going on between Detective Garcia and Jason’s mother. “Mrs. Hunter, now that we have pretty much exhausted all of the innocent possibilities as to why Jason is missing, we have to take a look at the unpleasant ones. Jason could have come across a crime scene or criminal activity. His actions could have been totally harmless or inadvertent. But, unfortunately, a lot of people are killed or injured due to just this reason. This particular scenario doesn’t appear too likely to me at this time. We haven’t heard of any major criminal activities going down at City Park recently and with the park in use a lot, and regularly patrolled by the police, gangs have tended to stay away, especially during the day.


  “The next possibility is that Jason is the victim of a sexual predator who saw him wandering through the park and decided to act. This possibility is highly unlikely also, because usually predators take some time to stalk and check out their victims before acting. The stalker would have to know the victim’s schedule of activities prior to grabbing him in order to prepare a way to capture him. The fact that Jason went missing in broad daylight would make this type of crime particularly brazen and difficult to execute without being seen by someone. But it is possible. Have you noticed anyone strange hanging about or has Jason mentioned anything about incidents at school or on the way there?”


  “Jason never mentioned anything to me recently. Aren’t these type of crimes usually committed on younger kids because they are less likely to be aware and easier to subdue in an attack?” Mrs. Hunter asked. “Jason is fourteen and in good physical shape. We have talked to him about resisting, shouting out loud, or trying to run away if he was ever accosted. Wouldn’t you think that there would be at least signs of a struggle if an attack on him had occurred?”


  “Your point is well taken, Mrs. Hunter. And the fact that he went missing from the City Park area, a place that he didn’t normally frequent, makes it highly unlikely that someone was out to get Jason specifically, unless they had been already following him for some reason.”


  Lt. Garcia continued, “We also should look at the possibility of an actual kidnapping for ransom. This is the classic missing-person crime. When a young boy is kidnapped, the crime is usually due to some previous action on the part of the parents. The crime is typically done for revenge or to settle a debt—either financial or personal—or to extort a large sum of money from a wealthy family.”


  “I don’t know what to say to that, Lieutenant Garcia. My husband and I have some financial means, but we certainly aren’t what the average person would describe as rich. We are not involved in any organized crime and we have a very low profile in the community. When you look around Santa Clara County, there are literally hundreds of people better off than we are—millionaires with very high profiles. A lot of money has been made here and has stayed here. I work in the marketing department of a software company. Why would we become targets?”


  “I can’t answer that at this time, but maybe your husband can shed some light on this when he arrives back here.”


  “Bill is currently on a business trip out of town. As soon as I can get in touch with him, I will have him get on an airplane,” she said.


  Taking a deep breath, as if he was about to address something unpleasant, the lieutenant said, “Mrs. Hunter, there is one more possibility that we must explore. Is there any circumstance in Jason’s life that would cause him to run away from home? Are there any family problems you haven’t mentioned, or has Jason been secretive about some part of his life lately?”


  “I can’t believe you are asking me these questions,” Edith snapped back angrily. “I have been patiently spending over half and hour describing everything we know about Jason and his social environment. We are a loving family and there are no problems that I know of with Jason. I’m sure Daniel and his other friends will back me up on this!”


  Somewhat embarrassed, Lt. Garcia apologetically said, “I’m sorry to upset you, Mrs. Hunter, but you would be amazed at how many parents don’t really know what goes on in their children’s lives. Then, when a crisis erupts, they are often the last people to find out. When I commit a team of police officers on a missing person’s investigation, I have to be sure that we have all the pertinent information so that we don’t waste our time looking in the wrong places.”


  “I know that you are trying to do your job, Lieutenant Garcia, but we are wasting precious time. Jason has been missing for over five hours now. He’s a wonderful person who must be in terrible danger. Can you stop talking about it and do something out in the field? I totally believe that he would do the right thing if he was capable of it. Please do something now to find him!” she implored.


  “All right, Mrs. Hunter, we’ll get a team on it right away. Please be aware that we may have to question you again until we get a real lead. Also, we would like you to give us permission to put a tap on your telephone in case there is a ransom call. I am going to leave Detective Spencer here with you now. I will ask for around-the-clock surveillance and someone will always be here at the house until we hear something.”


  “Do what you must do. Please find my son!” With that Edith burst into tears.


  CHAPTER 4


  THE POLICE INVESTIGATE


  (Monday Evening)


  Upon leaving Mrs. Hunter, Lt. Garcia talked with Detective Spencer by their squad car. “Andrea, I am going to activate this case with a full team for now. I want you to stay here with Mrs. Hunter until I can get the team in place and someone to relieve you. Did you learn anything more from talking to the boy?”


  Detective Spencer reported, “He seemed to back up everything that the mother said. There aren’t any skeletons in Hunter closet that I have been able to find. No drugs, family abuse, involvement in crime, or potential for teen pregnancy. He’s popular in school and getting good grades. Jason sounds self-motivated, happy, and an unlikely candidate to run away from home. The only area of potential so far may be teen jealousy or resentment, but it doesn’t sound like it would come from Jason’s immediate circle of friends.”


  “Damn, this is the worst type of missing person’s case! Already five hours has passed by. An intelligent and charming poster boy kid with loving family and friends has suddenly vanished into thin air from our showcase, downtown park, in our low-crime rate city, in the middle of broad daylight. If the media gets on this before we find anything substantial, I sure hope we can come up with some good answers for the mayor, chief of police, and every concerned parent when they ask us, ‘How could this happen here?’ ” His frustration and fear came through loud and clear.


  Garcia got on his cell phone, reported to the captain of detectives that a new case was opening up, and began assembling a team. He was able to get six other officers to help right away. Because of the long lapse in time, the lateness of the day, and the City Park location of the alleged crime, he had the team meet at the park baseball fields in order to save some time.


  * * *


  The team met at City Park around 6:15 p.m. Lt. Garcia quickly briefed everyone on the developments and information they had so far. He wanted to take advantage of the remaining hours of daylight so he had Sergeant Humphrey Jackson and Detective Will Nguyen canvass the park for any possible clues. Also, he asked them to try and establish what possible route (or routes) Jason could have taken for his walk home and if there was still anyone there at the park who might have seen Jason earlier that day.


  Since Jason’s house was located to the east of the park, Sergeant Cynthia Nuñez and Detective Robert Barclay were sent to the residential streets just east of the park. Their assignment was to go door to door for several blocks, showing Jason’s picture and finding out if anyone had actually seen him in those particular neighborhoods. After doing this, if time permitted, they were then to work their way to the south neighborhoods surrounding the south exit, the gateway to downtown.


  Sergeant Jim Malone, who had expertise in technology and financial forensics, was given Jason’s cell phone number and asked to pull a report on all his recent calls and to identify who he had called and received calls from in the past few months. He was also asked to check out telephone records and financial information on the Hunter family. “Won’t I need a warrant for this?” he asked Lt. Garcia.


  “Mrs. Hunter has reported her minor son as missing, so there is no problem getting his records,” Garcia replied. “I want you also to check out if there is any Internet business going on with Jason. Does he have a personal website or account on one of the popular social sites that young people like? Or is there any other buzz on him put up by other kids that might provide motives or clues? As for Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, just get the general financial information that any business could get. Mrs. Hunter says that they are comfortably well off. See what can you find out that backs that up. If you find discrepancies, we’ll go for a warrant and take a closer look. Right now, I don’t want any more pressure on the family then they already have.”


  The sixth member of the team, technical assistant Samuel Washburn, was assigned to install the telecommunications setup at the Hunter home. This included tapping the existing telephone lines, adding extra telephones to monitor conversations, and setting up recording devices to record any incoming calls. Although he still wasn’t sure of the true nature of Jason’s disappearance, Garcia didn’t want to be unprepared in case the Hunters were contacted by kidnappers wanting a ransom.


  Lt. Antonio Garcia assigned himself the task of visiting and interviewing the Encino family. As the last people to have seen Jason, that anyone presently knew, he was hoping they could provide him with some leads or insight into Jason’s mindset and activities before his disappearance. He told the team that they should meet again at the station around 9:30 that evening to pool the results of their efforts and organize shifts to man the telephone at the Hunter household.


  CHAPTER 5


  WHAT THE ENCINOS HAD TO SAY


  (Monday Night)


  Approximately fifteen minutes later, Lt. Garcia was driving down Halstead Street, located in one of the older neighborhoods, in the southeast part of town. Garcia parked his car in front of a gray duplex, 1243 Halstead Street, which was the address he had been given for the Encino family. He rapped sharply on the front door of the first unit. Soon, a short woman, with medium brown hair tied back in a ponytail, wearing designer jeans, a blue work shirt and flip-flops, came to the door. “Are you Janet Encino?” the lieutenant asked, shoving his identification badge at her. “I’m Lt. Garcia from the police’s missing persons unit. May I come in and ask you some questions?”


  The woman frowned, looked at his badge then asked, “What is this about?”


  “I think you know, Mrs. Encino. I have just received a report that a fourteen-year-old boy named Jason Hunter has gone missing, and that you and your family were among the last people to see him. We need to talk and I think it would be easier inside than out here on the doorstep.”


  “All right, come in,” she grudgingly replied. She led the lieutenant into the living room and indicated that he could sit. Garcia found a chair not covered with toys or papers and sat down. “Sorry, things are a mess but it’s hard cleaning up after two young boys.”


  Garcia took out his notebook and prepared to take notes. “So, you live here with your two sons, and their names are...?”


  “Victor and Kyle. Victor is the oldest, age thirteen and Kyle is eleven.”


  “Is there a Mr. Encino?”


  “Yes, but we are currently separated. He lives in the Stockton area now.”


  “It is my understanding that you arranged with Edith Hunter to pick up Jason and spend the day in City Park with him and your sons. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, with our family situation in a little bit of turmoil, I think it is important that the boys stay in touch with their other relatives to maintain some stability in their lives.”


  “So, how are you related to Jason?”


  “My mother and Bill Hunter’s father were brother and sister, so we are second cousins. Both of our families have lived in the area for generations and we have remained in touch. It’s what our parents wanted us to do.”


  “Please tell me, to the best of your ability, the sequence of events that occurred after you picked Jason up at his house.”


  Taking a breath and thinking a moment, Janet Encino then said, “We drove over to the park. I remembered that I had a couple of errands I needed to complete and I wanted to get some lunch for the boys so I dropped them off at the main entrance. They are used to playing together and I didn’t think that they would want to wait around in the car with me when they could be enjoying themselves in the park.”


  “So, after you dropped them off you never saw Jason again?” Lt. Garcia asked, his pen poised to write her reply.


  “I don’t know what could have gotten in that kid’s head to run off like that. I thought that they would be perfectly happy wandering through the park and playing baseball in one of the fields.”


  “Mrs. Hunter told me that Victor had Little League practice at 11:30 this morning and that’s why Jason wanted to leave...since there would be nothing for him to do except watch other kids play baseball,” the lieutenant said.


  “That was Victor’s fault. He didn’t mention anything about practice to me when we set up the date with Jason’s mother,” she said, not taking responsibility.


  “Is Victor here? I would like to talk to him,” Garcia asked.


  Janet got up, went to the staircase, and yelled up the stairs, “Vic, come down here!”


  “I’m busy, Mom, can’t it wait until later?” Victor called back.


  “Victor Encino, come down here at once! There’s a cop who wants to talk to you!” she again yelled another octave higher for emphasis.


  A few minutes later Victor came skulking down the stairs. He was wearing the latest in logo athletic wear, including a Raiders tee shirt, Adidas shorts, and a new pair of Nike running shoes.


  Janet told him, “Sit down on the couch.” Then she faced him and said, “Vic, dear, this is Lt. Garcia from the police department. He wants to ask you some questions about Jason.”
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  “It’s not my fault he ran away. I didn’t tell him to leave,” were the first words that tumbled from his mouth.


  Searchingly, Garcia looked Victor in the eye and said, “Son, I’m not here to blame anyone. I just want to know what happened to Jason and apparently you were one of the last persons to see him before he disappeared. Tell me exactly what happened at the park.”


  “When we got to the park, Mom let us off and Kyle, Jason, and I decided to walk around the park for a while. We got bored just looking around and decided to play some baseball. I have invented a cool new hitting game, and because I made it up, I let both Kyle and Jason play on a team against me. It was awesome. We were having fun playing the game and then my friend, Sammy, happened by and reminded me that we had Little League practice starting at 11:30 that morning. Jason got all pushed out of shape because he wasn’t on the team and couldn’t participate in the practice. That, and the fact that he was losing badly in our hitting game, I guess got on his nerves and he decided to go home. At least that’s what he said that he was going to do.”


  “Can you remember the time that he decided to leave?” the lieutenant asked.


  “The Little League practice was scheduled to start at 11:30 so it must have been around then. I don’t remember seeing him after that because I was involved in the practice. He could have hung around for a while and watched our team like my little brother Kyle did.”


  “Did you see Jason talking to anyone else at the park while you were with him, or maybe just after he left you?”


  “I can’t remember anyone in particular. There were quite a few people gathering around the baseball fields getting ready for practice and once I got with my team, I pretty much forgot about Jason.”


  “Did you notice anyone following you or hanging around when you were playing the hitting game?”


  “No, I don’t remember anybody. When I’m playing ball that is my main focus. I want to become a professional player, you know.”


  “Since you were playing baseball, do you remember if Jason brought his own mitt, bats or balls to the park?”


  “Jason had his own mitt, but I brought the rest of the equipment in my Giants duffle bag.”


  “Did he take his mitt with him when he left?”


  “I guess so, since it wasn’t with my equipment.”


  “Tell me this, Victor,” Lt. Garcia pointedly asked, “if you knew that you had baseball practice, why did you plan to go to the park with Jason? Wouldn’t it make more sense to do that on a day when you didn’t have other things to do?”


  “Yeah, I guess it does. But I forgot about practice. I’m just a kid, you know,” Victor cunningly replied.


  A kid with some attitude when it came to his cousin, Jason, Antonio thought to himself. Aloud he continued, looking at both mother and son, “Can you think of anything else that happened this afternoon that might help us locate Jason?”


  When both Victor and Janet Encino replied in the negative, Garcia took a business card out of his coat pocket and handed it to Janet. “If either of you do happen to think of anything else that might be relevant to this case, please don’t hesitate to call me, day or night. Don’t bother to get up. I can let myself out.”


  As the lieutenant was walking down the driveway, he could hear Janet and Victor arguing rather loudly. “You stupid kid!” Janet Encino shouted. “Why didn’t you tell me you had Little League practice this morning? Now you’ve made me look bad to the police and people will think I’m a bad mother.”


  Victor shouted back, “Well, if you are so close to the Hunters, why do you always arrange to be gone when Jason is around?”


  Lt. Garcia again thought about what the Encinos had said. There has got to be something they aren’t telling me. I just can’t think what it could be, he said to himself.


  * * *


  Later that evening, at the police station, their team meeting was another series of dead ends. Jackson and Nguyen reported that no one was able to identify Jason in City Park. There were several trails that went through the eastern part of the park, but eventually they all converged at the east entrance. Jason would have had to walk through that entrance if he had wanted to take the shortest route home. That area of the park was primarily gardens, but there was a maintenance building located at the northeast end of the park. To be on the safe side, they had checked out the building but had found no signs of recent activity there.


  Nuñez and Barclay had covered several blocks of homes on the east side. Again, no one had seen Jason and he hadn’t been seen stopping in at any of the small stores or restaurants in that area. Because of the lateness of the day, they hadn’t had enough time to canvass the neighborhood that bordered on the south entrance of City Park, but so far that type of investigating had revealed nothing.


  Sergeant Malone reported that Jason’s cell phone showed no activity after 9:30 that morning. He would be getting a complete printout to study, but a cursory glance at recent phone activity had indicated all Jason’s calls had been local—most likely to his parents and friends. As to the Internet, Malone hadn’t found out much. Evidently Jason didn’t have a page on any of the social sites and a search of his name hadn’t brought up any blogs or negative hits. Financially, the Hunters were solvent, with good credit ratings and they appeared to be current on their mortgage, bills, and taxes.


  In the meantime, Washburn had set up the phone links. Currently the telephone was being monitored by Detective Andrea Spencer, who was at the Hunter house with Edith. The only telephone activity so far had been calls from concerned friends and one from Bill Hunter, who had told Edith he would get on the next red eye flight back to San Francisco and be back home by morning.


  The team then agreed on a schedule of shifts at the Hunter house for the next couple of days.


  CHAPTER 6


  THE WAITING GAME, PART I


  (Tuesday Morning)


  Bill Hunter came charging through the front door of his house. “Edith, I’m home! Where are you?” he yelled. Walking into the living room he saw Jim Malone, who was covering the early morning shift. “Who are you?” he demanded.


  “Hello, Mr. Hunter. I’m Sgt. Jim Malone of the missing persons unit. Mrs. Hunter is back in the bedroom, but she has been having a very difficult time resting or relaxing.”


  Just then Edith appeared at the doorway. “Bill, I’m so glad that you are home. I’m at my wit’s end trying to make any sense of what is going on.”


  Bill went over to her and gave her a big hug. “I’m with you now, dear. We’ll go through this ordeal together.”


  Tears gathered in her eyes as Edith said, “I can’t imagine who would want to harm Jason. He’s such a friendly and nice person.”


  Bill had Edith sit down on the couch and he put his arms around her as he said, “I’ve been going through the same soul-searching and I can’t for the life of me understand why this is happening. We have always lived an honorable life. We raised Jason to be the same way. Why would someone want to kidnap him? I simply can’t believe he would just get up and run away from home for no apparent reason.”


  Edith said, “I know that there are some really rotten people out there, but how did Jason get on their wave length? Have we done anything to offend someone so much that they would take our son from us?”


  Sgt. Malone intervened. Calmly he said, “Please don’t beat yourselves up this way. We have a process to take you systematically through your relationships and events that may help us garner leads. And remember, although this is obviously cold comfort, that this could be the work of some predator or crazy person who doesn’t even know who you are. Now that you are home, Mr. Hunter, I know that our team leader, Lt. Antonio Garcia, would like to talk with you. Should I have him come over now?”


  “I guess so. We need to do whatever we can to help find Jason. Edith, let’s go brew up some strong coffee and I would like you to tell me everything that you can remember about yesterday.” Taking his wife’s hand Bill led Edith into the kitchen while Malone dialed up Garcia on his cell phone.


  “Tony, this is Jim. The husband is back home now and says he is ready for the vetting process. Why don’t you come over as soon as you can?”


  * * *


  Lt. Garcia arrived at the Hunter house about forty-five minutes later. Andrea Spencer was with him, as it was time to relieve Jim Malone on the twenty-four hour watch. After the two were introduced, Mr. Hunter suggested they go into his study to talk. “I think we will be more comfortable in there and it is private. I have a feeling that you are going to be asking a lot of personal questions.”


  The lieutenant responded, “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Hunter. Before we get started, I want to assure you that we intend to do whatever it takes to find Jason for you. But...I must say that this is one of the more puzzling cases that I can ever remember dealing with.”


  “Why do you say that, Lieutenant?” Bill Hunter asked.


  “Because we have so very little factual information to go on. All we have is the knowledge that Jason is missing and a fairly accurate timeframe for when he disappeared. We have been unable to find any evidence at the park or in the surrounding area. We found no sign of a struggle and everyone we have talked to, so far, has seen absolutely nothing. If he was kidnapped, whoever did it was very quick and well prepared. It’s like they waved a magic wand and he just disappeared.”


  “So now your thinking is that Jason was kidnapped?” Bill asked.


  Nodding his head, Lt. Garcia said, “If we eliminate the possibility that he was running away, we think he must have been grabbed by someone and quickly taken out of the area for the trail here to be so cold. The next issue is whether he was kidnapped to extort a ransom or was he taken for more sinister reasons?
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  “Usually when someone’s innocent son is kidnapped, it is to extort a ransom, or exact a revenge for some personal affront as perceived by the kidnapper. Has anyone been harassing you or your family lately? Like a disgruntled employee or someone that you may have had a disagreement with in the past?”


  “I can’t think of anyone off hand,” Bill replied. “We try to be outgoing and friendly at work. Mostly we are home and family oriented. Our time is spent at home raising our son when we are not preoccupied with our jobs.”


  “Tell me about your business. I understand you import and export antiques,” the lieutenant asked.


  “Hunter & Sons Antiquities was started by my grandfather at the end of World War II and has been our family business ever since. My grandfather was a member of one of the Army’s teams that was sent to recover the vast amount of art and treasure looted by the Nazis during the war. In the course of his tour of duty, he got to know a lot about art and antiques and met a number of major European and American collectors. After his discharge from the service, he decided to continue dealing in antiques and so Hunter Antiquities was founded.


  “At first the business was just your standard, import/export type of business for people who wanted to buy and sell collectibles. But gradually over the years, the business evolved into more of a shopping and proxy buyer service for clients who wanted to keep a low profile during the negotiating process. The clients could then get more of a true market price that wasn’t inflated to reflect the wealth and status of the buyer. And Hunter & Sons was a perfect venue for medium-priced art—the kind of items that would not get much recognition in a high profile catalogue like Christie’s or Sotheby’s.


  “In the 1960s, grandfather’s health started to fail, so he brought in my father and trained him in the business. After dad put in thirty more years, he turned it over to me in the mid 1990s. Now, I mostly deal with clients who live in northern California, but I regularly travel to the east coast and sometimes Europe to meet the needs of my clients.”


  “Is your business successful?” Lt. Garcia pointedly asked.


  “Oh, yes. My work is mostly on commission but even medium-priced, quality artwork comes with six-figure price tags these days.”


  “Have you had any problems with your clients lately?”


  “Again, I can’t think of anyone offhand. Our policy is to deal strictly aboveboard, and we are very careful to authenticate the art or antiques prior to its sale. Occasionally, we get burned by clever forgeries, or find an item is not what it was purported to be. In these cases we are quick to refund the client’s money. We have insurance to cover the liability so usually, if a customer is angry over a bad transaction, it is aimed at the seller who tried to pull a fast one. In this business, your reputation is your livelihood. Both my grandfather and father told me that it is better to give up money in the short run to protect the name Hunter & Sons in the long run.”


  “How do clients usually come to do business with your company and do you check out your clients at all before agreeing to work for them?” the lieutenant asked.


  “Dealing in art and antiquities is a cash business. We are talking large amounts of cash. While we would never willingly take money from a criminal or be a part of a money-laundering scheme, it is not possible to verify the source of all of the income that passes through our business. We do verify that new clients, whom we mostly get from personal referrals, indeed have the money they claim to have for obvious reasons. The IRS and Treasury Department keep a close eye on businesses like ours and especially on large cash transactions. They are quick to step in if something seems suspect.”


  “Mrs. Hunter stated that you are ‘low profile’ in the community. Would you agree with that assessment?”


  “Oh, yes. My business runs on discretion. That’s why we are mystified that a kidnapper would choose to take our son. We make a comfortable living but we don’t come even close to having the huge amounts of money or high profile that any Silicon Valley CEO has. But if there is a ransom demand, I will do everything in my power to pay it. Nothing is more precious to us than our son. I deal with fabulous art and rare antiques everyday, but nothing I have ever looked at can hold a candle to seeing my son smile at me.”


  “All we can do at this stage is to wait for contact from the kidnappers to see what they want. Unfortunately, based on what I have heard from you and Mrs. Hunter, I am becoming more concerned that this is an abduction for reasons other than ransom.”


  Sadly, Bill sunk his head in his hands. “You are not giving me much to hope for. I can’t handle the thought of Jason in the hands of a pervert.”


  “I am so sorry, Mr. Hunter. Until we are able to find any solid leads, all we can do is wait and hope for the best. I am going to review everything we have learned with the team again today. There has got to be something out there.”


  “Can’t you put out an all points bulletin with Jason’s description and get his picture in the media?” Bill Hunter asked.


  “We would do that if we had some idea of who the kidnappers were or if this was a runaway situation. With your case, I don’t think that anything positive would be accomplished by posting an APB right now. If Jason is being held for ransom, then you could spook the kidnappers and they might figure it is easier to cut their losses, kill Jason, and disappear. If he is being held by a predator, all that will do is make the predator more aware that he is being pursued, speed up his timeline if murder or torture is involved, or cause him to go even further underground.


  “That is my analysis for now, Mr. Hunter. We can bring in an FBI Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team right now if you want. They can take over the investigation probably within twenty-four hours,” Lt. Garcia explained.


  “God, this is agonizing. What did my poor son do to deserve this? What did we do to deserve this?”


  Getting up and opening the door, Bill called out, “Edith! Come here and sit with me. I need your support now.”


  The Hunter’s tortuous wait for news or contact from the kidnappers continued all day long. But the telephone was strangely and ominously silent.


  CHAPTER 7


  A PRISONER’S LIFE, PART I


  (Tuesday Evening)


  It seemed like endless hours of painful waiting before Jason heard what sounded like a door opening and lights being switched on. A pair of hands grabbed him and the rope connecting his hands and feet was cut. Then he was roughly dragged to a chair and made to sit upright. Something was placed on his chest and then his blindfold was taken off. At first the light was blinding. As his eyes automatically squinted shut, trying to adjust to the light, there were a couple of camera flashes. Next, his gag was removed and he was given a couple of squirts from a water bottle.
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  Jason’s eyes began adjusting to the light; he could see a darkly-dressed figure wearing a ski mask. Struggling to speak, Jason said in a dry, harsh-sounding voice, “Why am I here? Why have you kidnapped me?”


  The masked figure’s response was to viciously slap Jason across his face. In an ominous-sounding low voice the figure said, “Shut up, kid. Listen carefully and listen good. If you want to survive you will do exactly what you are told and when you are told it. Otherwise, you will be left hogtied and gagged for the entire time you are our guest. Understand what I am saying?”


  Still hurting and shocked from the slap, Jason nodded his head in agreement. The ski-masked figure, who Jason guessed was a man, continued, “Now, I am going to untie these ropes and give you some food. If you need to pee there is a little port-a-potty over in the corner of the room. You are not to speak unless I ask you to. Understood?”


  Again Jason shook his head yes.


  When the man began untying the ropes, Jason’s elation at being freed was offset by prickling pain as the blood circulation gradually began to return to all parts of his body. After the man had finished removing the ropes, he told Jason, “There is a bag of food on the table. I will be back in a little while. Remember what I told you and what will happen if you don’t obey.”


  The man wearing the ski mask then left the room and Jason heard the door being locked.


  Although he wanted to get up right away, Jason couldn’t move yet until he got his circulation restored. His feet were still asleep and Jason began swinging his arms back and forth in order to get them functioning. Then he started lifting his legs with his arms to get the circulation going enough so he could get up and walk. He kicked off his chucks and quarter socks that he had been wearing and hand massaged his bare feet. When there was enough circulation so he could stand up, he stumbled over to the port-a-potty, which was actually a small training toilet for little kids. By now he didn’t care. After so many hours (or was it days?) of being tied up and unable to deal with his bodily functions, Jason could finally relieve himself.


  Next Jason dealt with his hunger pangs. Turning around he saw that beside the chair was a little folding table upon which sat a bag from a fast food place and beside it the water bottle from which he had received a couple of squirts earlier. Inside the bag was a cold burger and a small bag of fries but to the ravenous Jason, it was a gourmet meal.


  After eating the food, and drinking most of the water, Jason began to feel almost like a normal human again. His hunger satisfied, Jason then surveyed his holding cell. It appeared to be a basement-type of room. It was large, at least twenty feet by thirty feet, with a couple of square columns in the middle that were probably for support. There were no windows except for a small square one at the top of one wall, made of opaque glass. The room had a couple of hanging light bulbs, which initially had seemed blinding but now gave off only a dim light. Over in one corner was a dirty mattress on the floor; the place where he had initially been put when brought there.


  As Jason was contemplating his situation, the masked man unlocked the door and came into the room again. He was carrying a plastic laundry basket with some items in it. “Now that you have had some food and drink, it’s time to clean you up.” The man took out a small liquid soap dispenser, some more bottles of water, a sponge and a small towel. “This is for you to take sponge baths with. I see that your clothes are dirty and you peed in your pants. Take off your clothes and put them in the basket.”


  Red-faced with embarrassment, Jason realized the man was right; he hadn’t been able to hold everything back. “Don’t worry, kid, nobody’s going to hurt you unless you don’t cooperate. Here is a pair of shorts you can wear while your clothes are being cleaned.” The man tossed a pair of dark blue elastic gym shorts at Jason. “Now strip off your clothes and put those clean shorts on. I won’t even look,” the man said with a sarcastic laugh.


  As Jason changed clothes, he checked the pockets of his cargo shorts to see if any of his possessions were still there but found nothing—no wallet, cell phone, Swiss army knife, keys, or change. So far, his captors were always one step ahead of him to make sure that his only choice was to comply with their demands. The only good news was that it seemed their motive behind his kidnapping was for ransom. Those flashes earlier were probably some pictures for a ransom note and so far the man hadn’t made any attempt to molest him.


  “Now put all of your dirty clothes in the basket and bring it here,” the man ordered.


  Jason took the basket over to the man. When he set it down, the man grabbed his right leg and before Jason could react, had attached a metal cuff to it and locked it shut. He could then see that it was attached to a chain that was fastened around one of the center columns in the room.


  The man explained, “This gives you the freedom to walk around the room. Just don’t do anything foolish like trying to escape if you know what is good for you. One other thing, I want you to take this bandana and tie it around your head like a headband. From time to time you will be asked to blindfold yourself. You will immediately move the bandana down over your eyes when asked. Understand?”


  Jason mutely nodded yes, as the man handed him a folded red bandana. After he had tied it around his head, the man continued, “I am going to leave you now for the night. I want you to clean yourself up and get some sleep. Remember the rules about no talking or making any noise if you want to maintain your freedom to move around the room.”


  After the man left, Jason used some of the water and the sponge and soap to clean himself. There were indentations on his arms and legs made by the ropes, which he carefully cleaned and massaged. He patted himself dry with the towel. Although still trapped in a nightmare situation, the fact he had been given soap and water was a good sign. Also good was the fact the man had taken care to hide his face from him. If he was going to be killed, why would the man bother? Still, Jason felt very alone and helpless. Everything from his former “normal” life had now been taken away from him, including all his personal possessions and his freedom.


  All but one thing.


  Jason remembered that he still had his red high-top chucks. Quickly he went and grabbed them before lying down on the mattress. It wasn’t much, but at least he still had one possession that was part of his normal life—one thing, on to which he could physically hold.


  Even though he hadn’t been active, due to the fact he had been tied up for a long time, Jason suddenly realized that he was very tired again. Soon, he dozed off into a restless sleep, still clutching onto the canvas uppers of his chucks.


  CHAPTER 8


  THE WAITING GAME, PART II


  (Wednesday)


  Things were becoming strained at the Hunter house. Tuesday evening was just like the day—no contact of any sort. The only break from the unbearable silence and waiting was when the police shift changed. Occasionally a friend or acquaintance would check in to see if there was any progress, but when Bill or Edith would answer “no,” the conversations would end quickly. It’s hard to be sociable and talk about regular things when your son is missing and that thought dominates every moment of the day.


  Bill talked to Ellie Planting, his store manager and assistant buyer, Wednesday morning. When Ellie learned that Jason was missing, she quickly assured Bill not to worry about the store or business. She would take care of everything. “I will tell any customers that you are still out of town on your business trip.”


  He told her, “If anything seriously important comes up, call me on my cell phone. We want to keep the home telephone line always clear.”


  Edith, who had called in sick on Tuesday, talked to her boss, Michael Shumley, at ADM Software, and he immediately granted her personal leave request when he heard the reason for her absence. “Take all the time you need. Let us know if you need any resources from the company.” Michael, who had met Jason several times at company picnics, continued, “I can’t believe anyone would want to hurt Jason. He’s such a neat kid.” Unfortunately, his reassurance had the opposite effect on Edith and it took her a few minutes to compose herself.


  * * *


  Wednesday continued on like Tuesday, with no news and no contact from the outside world or from any kidnappers. Around 11:00 a.m. Lt. Garcia dropped by their house with a new report. He had had his team continue canvassing neighborhoods around the park, but with no results at all. “My team has interviewed all the park employees that worked onsite Monday, but nobody has seen or heard anything. They specifically looked at anyone who had responsibilities on the east side of the park, but the supervisor said that employee assignments weren’t by park area, but rather by need. Also, some of the garden maintenance work is now farmed out to private contractors, a program the city put into place last year in order to save money. When I personally talked to the garden maintenance contractor, he told me that no one from his company was scheduled to be at the park on Monday. They only were scheduled to work there on Thursdays.


  “Now, Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, please do not give up hope. Sometimes kidnappers will wait to contact their victim’s family until later, so the disappearance will have the maximum impact on them.”


  * * *


  Edith and Bill’s appearances became more haggard looking as they aimlessly wandered around the house. Neither of them had any appetite and could only doze off intermittently before something would reawaken them to the harsh reality of Jason’s disappearance. They waited for the daily mail, which normally came in the mid-afternoon, in case there was a letter about Jason.


  Still nothing.


  Around 3:30 Wednesday afternoon, there was a knock on their front door. When Edith answered it, Daniel was standing there. “I know I shouldn’t bother you, but I had to come and find out if you have heard anything new.”
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  “It’s okay, Daniel,” she replied as she opened the door and gave him a big hug. “You are his best friend so I know this waiting must be as agonizing for you as it is for us.”


  “I know I’m just a teenager, but if there is anything I can do, even if it is only something routine like mowing the lawn or going to the store, please ask. This sitting around doing nothing is killing me!” he explained.


  “We really appreciate your thoughtfulness, Daniel. You have been such a good friend to Jason. Hopefully his memory of those good times is an incentive for him to get through the ordeal he is now facing.”


  CHAPTER 9


  A PRISONER’S LIFE, PART II


  (Wednesday)


  Jason was awake and standing up the next time the man came to the door. He could only lie on the mattress for so long before he had to move or get up. Now that he had some freedom to move about, but nothing to do and no place to go, he decided he would spend a lot of time keeping his body fit. He only had two pieces of clothing to wear—the blue shorts and his chucks, but he was glad he had at least some clothing on when he did sit-ups, push-ups, and stretching exercises on the bare cement floor. Also, he wanted to have shoes on if he ever got a chance to escape from the room.


  “Hey, kid, put on your blindfold and then you’ll get some breakfast” the man called after opening the door a crack. Obediently, Jason pulled down the bandana and waited. He could hear the man bringing in something, probably a tray, and put it down on the table. “There’s some cereal and I also brought you some comic books and a CD player. When you hear the door shut, you can take off your blindfold.”


  Because the man said “breakfast,” Jason guessed it was probably Wednesday morning.


  Breakfast turned out to be a bowl of cereal with milk and a small bottle of orange drink. Jason wasn’t as hungry as the day before, but he still needed food in his body and with not much else to do, his meal was quickly consumed.


  Finished eating, Jason began looking over the comic books. He found they were old, well-thumbed-through Superman and Batman comics. Luckily he hadn’t read them before and now he had something fun to do. Next, he checked out the CD player. It was an old Walkman that had a best of Eagles disk in it and there were also Pink Floyd and Jethro Tull disks as well. 1970s rock wasn’t exactly Jason’s musical taste, but he figured he could learn. Reading old comics and listening to classic rock is a lot better than sitting around doing nothing, he told himself. Jason started planning his day: First some exercises, then a track from the CD player and finally a story from one of the comic books.


  Five minutes later he heard the door open again, and a voice called out, “Blindfold on.”


  After Jason complied, the man came in and began fumbling with the tray.


  Impulsively Jason said, “May I ask you a question?”


  Taken off guard, the man said, “Sure.”


  “Will I be able to get my clothes back soon?”


  The man gave a sardonic laugh and said, “By all means, kid. I’ll check right away with the hotel laundry service.” The man then fumbled around with something in a bag and continued speaking. “I don’t have your clothes now, but I do have something for you.” With that the man came over to Jason and forced a rubber ball gag into his mouth. The gag had some sort of a lock on the back, and he clicked it shut. “Sorry, kid, but you talk too much. There is a hole in the ball if you need a drink of water.” With that the man left the room, and locked the door shut.


  Jason cursed his bad luck. This was a big step backwards. Why couldn’t I just keep my big mouth shut? he asked himself. But the more he thought about it, the man had probably planned to gag him anyway, as he had had no idea Jason would ask him a question when he came in the room.


  Naturally, Jason tried to adjust the ball but couldn’t get it to budge. Resigned to his fate, Jason went back to his planned regimen of listening, reading, and working out, but had to include numerous pauses and breaks. Wearing the gag was exhausting and tended to slow him down when doing his exercises. When he tried to sip some water through the hole in the ball, much of it drooled over his face and while doing exercises, his saliva drooled out from the edge of the ball.
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  * * *


  About five or six hours later, the man returned and removed the gag. Jason’s jaw felt sore from being stretched in an open position for so long. He kept opening his mouth, yawning, and rolling his jaw around. Drinking water helped, but captivity was beginning to take its toll.


  Being kidnapped really sucks, I hate this, he thought as he dozed off on the mattress.


  This time Jason fell into a very deep sleep. He didn’t even hear the man call through the door twenty minutes later. When there was no response, the man threatened to come in and kick Jason around so that he would not forget to obey his commands. But Jason was fast asleep. The man just placed the dinner tray on the table and then took the port-a-potty out for cleaning. After returning it to the basement cell, the man left and bolted the door from the outside.


  CHAPTER 10


  TAKE ME OUT TO THE BALL GAME


  (Thursday)


  Daniel’s parents were becoming concerned about his mental state. They understood the anguish faced by Jason’s parents, but they were starting to see a similar strain on their son. He went through the motions of his morning activities, but once he got home, he acted in a very lethargic manner—sitting around moping, toying with the computer, and not spending any time playing the guitar.


  Since Gary and Melinda Holmes were both accountants, running a tax and financial services business out of their home, they were acutely aware of Daniel’s day-to-day routine more than most parents.


  “Gary, we have to do something to get his mind off of Jason, even if only for a short amount of time. Have you ever seen him this depressed?” Melinda asked.


  “No, I haven’t, and you are right, Melinda. He needs a break from all of this stress.”


  “Okay, here is what I propose. Take him to the baseball game today. The Giants have a home game at one this afternoon. I can get you two tickets online and I will watch the business this afternoon,” she suggested.


  “That sounds like a great idea, but don’t you want to come along too?” Gary asked.


  “No, I have a lot to do, and I think Daniel is more likely to open up on a one-to-one basis with you. I want you to drive to the game. Everything about Jason’s disappearance is a very sensitive subject to him. If he does open up a little, I think a private setting is needed. You don’t want to be talking about a kidnapping while riding on BART or CalTrain.”


  Melinda’s idea turned out to be an excellent plan. On the drive to the ball field, Gary and Daniel talked sports and other light topics. The game turned out to be a good one, with the Giants finally edging the Astros 5-4. They had both gotten into the game by yelling and cheering. Gary could see that Daniel’s demeanor had greatly improved. On the way home, Daniel finally opened up about how Jason’s disappearance was affecting him. “Dad, I don’t know what to do about Jason. Have you ever experienced a situation like this?”


  His dad replied, “No, I never have been this close to a kidnapping before, but I have experienced the sudden and unexpected loss of a good friend. When I was a senior in high school, my best friend went out drinking with a bunch of buddies and they ended up in a fatal auto accident. He was severely injured in his neck and spine and lingered on for a week of agony before he died. God, that was a wrenching experience! For months afterwards, we beat ourselves up about it. We kept asking ourselves, ‘Why hadn’t we stopped them from going out? Why hadn’t we been with them to help them at the accident scene? Why were we spared and their promising lives taken?’ ”


  “I never knew you had this kind of experience,” Daniel softly commented.


  “Eventually you move on and your mind wants to bury the memory of it. It’s still painful for me to talk about it twenty years later. Eventually you finally realize that the actions of other people are not your fault and that too many good people die young. I’ll never get to be with my friend again, but I will always retain the memory and impact of the good times we had together. Nobody can take that away from me. So, if it turns out that Jason is taken away permanently from us, you, too, will experience the grieving process. It won’t be easy on you, but you will survive. I think your friendship has been a positive experience for both of you. That is what you should celebrate and that is what you should remember. No scumbag criminal can take that away from you.”


  Gary looked over at Daniel and he could see tears welling up in his eyes. For the first time that week, his son was showing an emotional reaction to the fear and worry that had been bottled up inside him. “Let it out, son. You’re not less of a person for loving your friend.”


  Gary turned up the radio and they listened to music all the way home, each lost in their own thoughts.
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  CHAPTER 11


  THE WAITING GAME, PART III


  (Thursday)


  Thursday was even more of a downward spiral at the Hunter household. Edith had dark bags under her eyes and her hair was unwashed and unkempt. Bill was unshaven and cranky from lack of sleep, proper food, and exercise. There still had been no word from the kidnappers and the Hunters dreaded hearing today’s report from the police. More and more they sensed that the police were now thinking of this disappearance as an act of a predator who had no intention of returning Jason to his home.


  And the thought of that was too much to bear. Edith had taken to looking through photo albums of family pictures, remembering the happier days of what seemed like a very distant past. It was as if Jason was a ghost already and these few pictures were all that remained of him.


  Bill wanted to vent his anger and frustration but there was no way to do that without upsetting Edith even more than she already was. Over and over Bill blamed himself for not being there for Jason, spending too much time out of town on business, or not doing more things with his son when he was there and had the chance.
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  Today’s meeting with Lt. Garcia had not gone well. After Garcia had explained, “The team has gone over the entire area again and re-interviewed park workers and local people. Right now I feel we are at an impasse, a dead end. Let’s call in the FBI to take over the investigation because they will take a fresh look at things. Perhaps they can discover new leads using their much greater resources.”


  “Didn’t we discuss this earlier and you said it was bad to put out an APB and bring in outside help because it would put Jason’s life in imminent danger?” Bill Hunter asked.


  Garcia replied, “That was two days ago. Since then not one thing has changed or broken in this case. Maybe we should try some new ideas.”


  Just then Garcia’s pager rang. Looking at it he said, “I have to take this call. Please excuse me.” Then he went into the other room.


  When he returned, he said, “I am sorry Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, but an AMBER Alert has just been issued for northern California and especially for the south Bay Area. I must follow through on this because the law requires our immediate and urgent response. As soon as I am able to, I will return and finish this conversation. In the meantime, our twenty-four hour surveillance team will remain in place here, just in case there is any contact from the kidnappers.”


  CHAPTER 12


  A PRISONER’S LIFE, PART III


  (Thursday)


  Again Jason was up early, or what he thought was early. As onerous as his captivity was, he was becoming more used to it, and starting to think of ways to get some advantage on his side. The first thing he did was eat most of the food that had been left from the previous night. He was amazed to have actually slept through one of the man’s visits.


  Once finished eating, he spent a lot of his early time exercising and stretching. He had a feeling his captors would probably want to keep him gagged for a good portion of the day and he felt that during that time he should just listen to the CD player or rest, instead of fighting against the ball gag. What he wanted was to save what strength he had left for the unknown future ahead, and to ensure he was prepared if an escape opportunity presented itself.
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  After a solid hour of exercises, Jason rested for a while, sipped some water, and then decided to do a thorough search of his holding cell. The chain attached to his ankle allowed him to move around most of the room and so he took the opportunity to check out each wall and listen. Also, he wanted to figure out where he could place himself strategically when the door opened so he could see outside the room. Even though he would be putting the bandana blindfold over his eyes, he experimented with how far he could leave it up and still appear blindfolded. Using this maneuver, he hoped to see something that he most likely wasn’t supposed to see. Jason was blessed with excellent vision and he wanted to use it to his advantage if possible. He felt the man who had come into the room was feeling confident that he was totally in charge and Jason was just a scared and intimidated kid.


  Jason’s chain wasn’t long enough to reach all the way to the door into his cell room, but he saw that the doorknob was on his right, which meant the door would open to the left. Further, he figured if he moved the chair and table back about two feet from where they currently were, he would have the maximum view of what was beyond the doorway. His hope was that he would see some sort of exit door to the outside, besides a stairway to the next floor up.


  It was only about fifteen minutes later that Jason heard the man approach the doorway. As before, the man called out, “I have some food for you. Put your blindfold on now.”


  Jason lowered the bandana, but not all the way, as he had practiced.


  After the man came in and busied himself placing several items on the table, Jason glanced over to the door, which had been left wide open. Through the tiny slit of vision he saw a stairway and two other doors. The only problem was that he couldn’t really determine where those doors went. He hoped he could get a better look the next time the door was opened.


  Meanwhile, the man had left a meal of two doughnuts, a small carton of milk, and a new bottle of water. There were also some more comic books on the tray.


  Since Jason had recently eaten last night’s food, he decided to save one of the doughnuts and some of the milk for later. Calculating carefully, he positioned the chair so he could get another good look at those hallway doors.


  It wasn’t long until the man came back. After he told Jason to put on the blindfold, and Jason complied, the man walked right over to him. Again, as he had feared, the man stuffed the rubber ball gag into his mouth and locked it. “Don’t make any noise in here and don’t resist, kid. If you cooperate, I’ll be back earlier this time to remove the gag.”


  Jason was quiet, not that he really had any choice in the matter. True to his word, the man came back after only a few hours and removed the gag. He also brought an additional reward—a couple of plastic snack cups, one with strawberry gelatin in it, and one with pieces of fruit.


  * * *


  Although it wasn’t a pleasant existence, at least Jason was being treated a little better than before. Thankfully, he could move around, had comics to read, the music player to listen to, and was being given more food. Because he had saved his reading time for when he was gagged, even that part of his day was less burdensome than before. Jason wondered to himself, Where had the comic books come from? They obviously have been read a lot—most likely by kids.


  It was hard for Jason to imagine that another kid was participating in his captivity. One comic book even had writing in it. The letters were faded and not well formed, but someone had written what looked like F-E-N-C-I-N-G in capital letters inside the front cover at the top of an ad for Three Musketeers toy swords and action figures. Jason daydreamed for a while that he had a sword and could slash his way out of his prison cell.


  That evening, Jason was given a real hot meal, with two chicken pieces, mashed potatoes, peas and a biscuit. He was also given a soda with ice and a straw in a cardboard cup with a plastic cap. After the meal, Jason walked around and spent another half hour doing exercises. He cleaned himself with the sponge, soap, and water, especially around his face and the cuff on his leg that had created chafing and minor cuts. For the second night in a row, he was able to get some deep sleep.


  CHAPTER 13


  THE FORCE OF DESTINY, PART 1


  (Friday)


  Friday morning was very quiet at the Hunter household. There still had been no contact from Jason’s kidnappers on Thursday, making the Hunter’s situation even more desperate. But child abduction was a big public topic of interest in the news media.


  Yesterday’s AMBER Alert had been all over the news both Thursday afternoon and evening with carryover into the morning news shows. The story was a tragic one about a broken family and neglected kids at the core of it. A young mother and her new boy friend, who had a background of gang-related violent activity, had gone to her ex-husband’s house where her two kids were living with their father and grandmother. They had stormed the house and taken the kids away at gunpoint, after shooting up the place and wounding the father. The father had had full custody of the kids because the woman had drug-addiction problems and as a result had neglected the two kids. This had been a big point of contention during their divorce proceedings and afterwards, because the husband hadn’t wanted their children exposed to his ex-wife’s lifestyle any further.


  The kids were grabbed in the Contra Costa County town of Martinez, and reports had the abductors driving them through the Bay Area and back to the San Jose area. There were several high-speed chases reported during their escape. Each time the police had to back off because the man was using the kids as human shields and constantly had them in harm’s way. Finally, the couple had ended holed up in a rundown house, south of San Jose where there was a long standoff that took over eight hours to resolve.


  Because of the location, Lt. Garcia’s missing persons team was heavily involved during the stand-off stage. The team was exhausted and they were pulled off the shifts at the Hunter home that they had maintained since late Monday. Instead, the communications at the Hunter house were being manned by their technical assistant, Samuel Washburn, who had been asked to camp out there until relief could be arranged.


  Around 9:15 a.m., a call came into Bill Hunter on his cell phone from Ellie Planting. “How are you doing, Bill? Has anything positive developed yet?” When he replied no, she continued, “I am so sorry to bother you, but a big sales opportunity has come up and I need access to the special safe.”


  “What’s going on, Ellie?” Bill asked.


  “Mr. Ricardo called and has finally decided to buy the Albioni necklace. He wanted to come in and complete the transaction this morning because he was leaving town this afternoon.”


  Ricardo was an eccentric, elderly collector, who had been a customer for the past several years. Each sale took some time to complete because Ricardo would often waver in his decisions just at purchase time. It usually took four or five meetings to complete a single transaction. But he had ended up purchasing several very expensive items and the commission on this sale would keep the business running for several months.


  “I could just brush the guy off if you don’t want to come in, or tell him that you are still out of town on business, but I know you have been trying to make the sale for a long time,” Ellie commented.


  “That’s okay, Ellie. I think I will come in for a little while. I will deal with this, check on a couple things, just to get away, if even for a short time. I really need a little break from the horrible frustration I am experiencing here at home.”


  After disconnecting, Bill went to Edith and explained to her what was going on at Hunter & Sons. “I hate to do this, but I really have to go. I’ll just be gone for a little while and then come right back. If there is a call for ransom, you know Samuel will have it recorded. If it is a live person, be sure to make them put Jason on the telephone so you can hear his voice.”


  About fifteen minutes later, after shaving and making himself more presentable, Bill got in his car and headed downtown to the Hunter & Sons store. When he got there, he used his key to get in the back door. From there Bill went into the front area. The sales room hadn’t opened yet when he walked in so Ellie immediately went up to Bill and again expressed her sympathy and concern.


  “Ricardo hasn’t gotten here yet. I will page you when he comes in. Oh, and a package just arrived for you. I put it on your desk,” she explained.


  Bill thanked her then went into his private office and closed the door. He sat down at his desk, started up his computer and checked his email.


  The package on his desk was medium-sized and addressed to William Hunter from the Asmodean Art Gallery in Chicago, Illinois. When Bill opened the package his jaw dropped. Inside were four things: Jason’s baseball mitt, a picture of Jason in captivity, bound and gagged and squinting in the flash of the camera, a 7 x 10 inch manila envelope, and a note that looked as if it was printed from a home computer on plain paper.
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  The note read:


  Mr. Hunter.


  As you can see we have your son Jason. If you want to see him alive again, you have only this one chance to get him back. To do this, you must follow these directions exactly and immediately. You must get $50,000 in unmarked bills without calling any attention to yourself. That means absolutely no contact with any tellers or bank officials. We know you have the resources to do this. Place the cash in the brown manila envelope we have provided for you. Put the envelope in a small briefcase along with some business papers. Then you are to go to the public library on Second Street. Go to the oversized book collection in the basement. Find catalog number M1503.V484 F72, which is an opera score entitled The Force of Destiny by Giuseppe Verdi. When you find the book, you will discover that it is hollowed out when you open it. You are to place the envelope containing the money, this note, and the picture of your son in the insert, and return the book to the shelf in exactly the same place. Make sure that no one follows you or sees what you are doing at either location. Then return to your home and wait for news of Jason’s release. Do not tell the police anything about what you have done. Do not talk to anyone you know about this before or after you do it. Your son will be killed if you do not comply exactly and completely with these instructions.


  An important member of our organization has intervened on your behalf in this matter. He wants you to know that there is no personal grudge against your family. He is sorry for the anguish caused to your family this week. To make up for it, he has insisted that the ransom be kept very low and told us to finish our business and get away as soon as possible. Do not ruin this golden opportunity to make your family whole again by trying to involve the authorities or pursuing us. As soon as you read this, get going on your part of the transaction.


  A huge wave of relief flooded over Bill. At last there was word on Jason. Not only was he alive, but his kidnappers wanted to return him. He was hopeful that things would work out okay in the best way possible.


  Immediately Bill began to act. First, he went over to his all-in-one FAX/printer and copied the note and picture. Then he opened a locked, fireproof, hidden compartment in the floor where an electronic key was kept that was needed to open the special safe. He put the copies of everything in an envelope and took the key. Once he inserted the key in the side of his special safe, it opened. From inside, he carefully took out the Albioni necklace. Then he placed the envelope, with the copied note and picture, inside the safe. After that he took out a second key, which opened his safe-deposit box at the bank. Once the safe was closed, he replaced the electronic key in its hidden compartment. In the bottom drawer of his desk was a small carrying case, in which he sometimes carried his laptop computer. In it he put small bills of sale and other office papers from his desk. The original letter, manila envelope and photo that the kidnappers had enclosed in the package were also put in the carrying case. As for the baseball mitt, he decided to leave it in his desk drawer for now.


  Bill exited his office holding the case with the Albioni necklace and went over to Ellie. “Here is the necklace. I really must leave now and get back home. I want you to handle the sale to Ricardo. I will split the commission with you. If for some reason he backs out again, just put the necklace in the office safe for now.”


  “Okay, Bill, I will take care of things here. I really appreciate your coming in today. God speed to both you and Edith.”


  Quickly Bill left the sales room, went back to his office and grabbed the small briefcase. He left through the back, the same way he had earlier entered.


  In his business dealings, Bill often had to pay out large amounts of cash on behalf of his clients in a very discreet and rapid manner. As a result, he usually kept between $50,000 to $75,000 in his safe deposit box at the bank.


  Leaving, he got in his car to drive to his bank. Because he had parked behind his store location, he was able to see if anyone was around. He could see no one when he started the car and drove away.


  The bank had two areas where you could park. Bill drove to the second area, which was mostly hidden from the street and parked the car. Entering the bank, carrying case in hand, he avoided the main teller area and went directly to the safe-deposit box window.


  After filling out the request form, Bill was led into the vault area. He noticed, in passing, only one other customer in there. The bank employee, Adrian Evans, led Bill to the location of his box. They then turned the two keys together and the small door opened. Adrian then pulled out the oblong box for Bill and took it to one of the viewing rooms. “Let me know when you are ready and I will help you replace it.” He then left Bill alone and closed the door.


  It didn’t take Bill very long to get the money sorted out and packed in the manila envelope. About five minutes later he rang for assistance. Shortly, Adrian Evans came back again and took the box. As they rounded the corner of the safe-deposit box storage area, Bill nearly ran into the other customer, who was also ready to leave. “I’m so sorry,” the man said, “I didn’t mean to startle you!”


  “No problem,” replied Bill, “I wasn’t paying attention, either.”


  After the man left, Bill and Adrian lifted his box into its opening, then closed and locked the doors with their two keys.


  After signing out, Bill surveyed the bank floor. So far so good, he thought. He hadn’t seen anyone he knew, the bank didn’t have a lot of customers inside, and nobody seemed to notice him. Briefcase in hand, he quickly headed for the exit, left the bank and got into his car.


  “Next stop the public library,” he said under his breath.


  The library had a parking garage right next to it, but Bill didn’t want to appear on any surveillance tape, so he decided to park on the street. He cruised around the block and was lucky to find a parking place about three quarters of a block away. Bill walked to the main entrance of the library and entered. There was a security guard who asked to see inside his briefcase. Bill opened it and when the guard saw that there were just papers and an envelope inside, he quickly waved Bill on through. Inside the main lobby, Bill located the stairway to the oversized bookroom in the basement floor. Again he used the stairs to avoid being in the elevator with anyone.


  It didn’t take him long to locate the book. He had memorized the Library of Congress number M1503.V484, and once he found the “M” section and rows, it only took a couple of minutes to get there. The book was cloth-bound, about twenty inches tall, two inches thick, and over a foot wide. Looking around the room, he saw absolutely no one and hadn’t noticed anyone near when he had come down the stairs. At the end of the row was a study table on which he decided to make the transfer. As stated in the note, the cutout area began about midway through Act I of the opera. There was plenty of room for the envelope.


  Probably the kidnappers were envisioning a lot more money when they had plotted out their nefarious business, he thought as he closed the book. Again Bill looked around to see if anyone was noticing him nearby or even in the general area. Seeing no one, he stood up, took the book and placed it back on the shelf where he had found it. La forza del destino (The Force of Destiny) it read in large bold letters in Italian and English. He hoped that it was a good omen for the return of Jason.


  Quickly, Bill left the area, exited the library, again with a very brief glance at his briefcase by security, and got into his car. He headed home to Edith. It was 11:30 a.m. and he had done his part to perfection. Still, all he could do now was to wait for the kidnappers to release Jason.


  CHAPTER 14


  THE FORCE OF DESTINY, PART 2


  (Friday)


  Jason was getting used to his early morning routine of exercises followed by walking around the room. It was the only activity over which he had any control; it really helped pass the time besides easing his fear and frustrations. After what he figured was about two hours, he heard the door open slightly and once again the man’s voice telling him to put on his blindfold. Complying, he waited. He heard the man bring in his breakfast tray and then leave. Lifting his blindfold, he found it was the usual: cereal and milk with a small juice drink. About twenty minutes later, the man returned. This time he didn’t call out as he wore the ski mask.


  “Come with me kid. You are going to take a shower. Put the blindfold on.”


  I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This sounds promising, Jason thought to himself.


  With the blindfold over his eyes, he heard and felt the man unlock the cuff on his leg. It really felt good to have it removed. The man then led Jason out of the room where he had been confined since the kidnapping, whenever that was. They continued walking in a straight line for about thirty steps when the man ordered, “Stop! Now turn to your left. We will be going up some stairs. Now put one foot up and forward onto the step.”


  Carefully feeling with his right foot, Jason inched forward and started the climbing process. The steps were steep and narrow and sometimes he tripped or stumbled slightly. He was glad he had his chucks on to prevent him from stubbing his toes. To Jason it seemed the stairs veered to the right and then back up in a reverse angle. After they reached the top, the man guided him down another hallway and through a door.


  The masked man told him. “All right, kid, we are now in a bathroom. I want you to clean up and take a shower. Don’t take too long and let me know when you are finished by knocking on the door.”


  When he heard the door shut, Jason ripped off his blindfold. He couldn’t believe it. He was in a normal, full-sized bathroom, with a stand-up shower and glass door. There were towels on the sink plus a wash cloth and bar of soap. In the shower he found shampoo. Jason turned on the shower and quickly took off his shorts and shoes. When the water had heated up, he adjusted the temperature, got in the shower and let the water roll over him. This is heaven! he thought as he savored this luxury after days of just sponge baths.


  He took his time showering and scrubbing his scalp and hair with the good smelling shampoo. His hair had become matted and greasy due to no care all week, plus having to wear the bandana a lot while he was awake. Reluctantly, he got out of the shower and dried his body and hair with the towels.


  After making full use of the facilities, Jason knocked on the door. To his surprise, the man immediately opened the door and a pile of clothing—his original clothing, now all cleaned—was thrust into his hands.


  “Kid, get dressed and then come out here when you are done.”


  Once more Jason couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Maybe this hellish existence is finally coming to an end, he wondered to himself. As he put on his underwear, shorts and tee shirt, he realized how important simple things, like wearing clean clothes, were to his dignity and happiness. Putting on his socks, lacing up his chucks and then putting on his cap, Jason stretched a little and walked around. It felt great to be wearing his regular clothes again.


  He must have been enjoying his elation a little too long as the masked man barged in and said, “Hey, kid, we have to get going. It looks like your ransom is going to be paid and we have a long way to travel. We need to know something about your friends. Who on your cell phone is your most trusted friend? It needs to be someone who is not living at your house and who can get around town on a bike or drive a car. Your life may depend on it!”


  “Call my friend Daniel Holmes first. He’s my best friend and very reliable.”


  “Okay, Daniel it is.” Then the downside hit again. “Kid, did you use the toilet while in the bathroom?”


  Jason nodded his head up and down.


  The man said, “That’s good because we are going to have to tie you up again.”


  Jason’s first instinct was to resist, but the man grabbed him and held his arms next to his body. It was then that Jason heard another person come into the room behind him and a blindfold was quickly tied over his eyes. As on the first day, he was gagged with bandanas and his arms were bound behind his back with ropes. He was led from the room and down a corridor. Next, a wood door opened and then a vehicle door. The two men lifted Jason and then literally dumped him on the floor of the vehicle. They then tied his feet with more rope and covered him with a canvas tarp. Soon the engine started and they were off.


  CHAPTER 15


  THE RESCUE


  (Friday Noon)


  Daniel had gotten through his morning a little better on Friday. Even though the empty ache of worry about his friend was there, he was able to put it into the back of his mind while he swam some laps, followed by his conditioning exercises at the YMCA.


  Guitar class, which followed, was even better. His instructor decided to have a mini, in-class concert and they played through all the music he had learned since the class had begun. Even the new song he had started learning on Monday, which had some difficult chord progressions, just clicked into place. Playing those songs was soothing to Daniel’s mind, and he realized there was a real therapeutic value to music. What he had learned from his dad, the day before, about not bottling his feelings internally, had helped relieve some of the stress and tension. Playing music was now another way to relax. Though the past week had been full of emotional turmoil, Daniel had learned some important ways to deal with adversity.


  When he arrived home, his mom had lunch waiting for him. While eating with her, he shared about what he had done in his morning classes. Finished eating, he went to his room in order to go on his computer and rest a little. While he was looking through his emails, he heard his cell phone ring. Picking up the phone, he automatically looked at the caller ID number. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was Jason’s number! Eagerly he said, “Jason, is it really you?”


  “Is this Daniel Holmes?” a strange voice asked.


  Hesitant at hearing the unknown voice he replied, “Yes...who are you?”


  “Listen carefully and listen well. You have only one chance to get your friend Jason back. Are you by yourself where no one else can listen or hear what you are saying? Are you at your home? Do you have a bicycle?”


  “Yes, to all three questions.”


  “You are to leave immediately after this call finishes. Do not tell your parents or anyone else where you are going. You are to sneak out of your house, take your bicycle and ride quickly to City Park. When you get there, go around to the northeastern side of the park. There is a maintenance building for the gardens about 200 yards from the access road. Go inside that building and you will find your friend. Be warned and careful. If anyone is seen following you, or if we see any police or other authorities, Jason will be killed. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, I do. Is Jason okay?”


  “He is for the moment. Don’t mess this up! Go now!”


  At first Daniel was shaken by what he had just heard on his cell phone and just sat there for a few moments. Then he determined to act on this call because all week he had been helpless to assist his friend. However, as much as he wanted to help Jason, he realized, also, that he was at the mercy of unknown criminals who might be lying to him or even trying to lure him into a trap. So he decided to leave a note in his room for his parents, just in case something went very wrong.
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  He folded the note in half and left it on his desk.


  His bicycle was still in the front of his house where he had left it after returning home from his guitar lesson. He saw that his mom was working in the home office, which also faced the street. She seemed involved in her work, so Daniel was able to sneak up to his bicycle and quietly walk it away. Rather than be seen on his bicycle in his own neighborhood, he walked it down the block to the corner before he hopped on it and sped away. Once astride, Daniel rode as fast as he could to the park, only stopping for ongoing traffic and traffic lights, being careful not to do anything a policeman might question.


  About fifteen minutes later, Daniel arrived at the park, going around to the northeast side of the park. He wasn’t exactly sure where he was supposed to go, but when he got closer to the edge of the park and the end of the garden area, the maintenance building was pretty obvious.


  Arriving at the building, Daniel braked to a halt, jumped off his bike, and went to the entrance. The door was slightly ajar and not locked. He decided to take his bike inside with him as a precaution against being observed by someone else, and to be able to get away fast if there was any danger.


  “Jason!” Daniel called out. “Are you in here?” The building had a long hallway with a lot of side rooms. He continued to walk his bike down the hall and call for Jason. About half way down he heard a response—a muffled sounding cry—a lead to pursue. The sound led him to a back room where again the door was slightly open. Looking inside, he saw what appeared to be a restrained human figure. “Jason,” he tentatively called out again, “is that you?”


  Letting go of his bike and not waiting for a reply, Daniel burst into the room. In the dim light he saw that it was indeed Jason. “Jason, it’s me, Daniel!” he shouted. Taking a closer look, he exclaimed, “God, what did those bastards do to you?”


  Quickly Daniel pulled off Jason’s blindfold and then worked at untying his gag. “I wasn’t sure that I would ever see you again. Are you okay?”
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  Jason tried to reply after Daniel finished untying the knots in the bandanas around his head and the rag was pulled out of his mouth, but the words were difficult for him to form at first. “Daniel,” he said, hoarsely, but it came out more like “Han-nel”


  “Don’t try to speak just yet, Jason. I’ll get you some water and then work on these ropes.”


  Luckily, Daniel had a water bottle attachment to his bike frame and it was half full. He went back into the hallway, unhooked it from his bike and brought it back to where Jason was lying on the floor. After pulling Jason up into a sitting position, Daniel held it up to his mouth in order for his friend to drink some of the water.


  Next, he took out his pocketknife and began cutting at the ropes binding Jason’s hands and elbows. “You must be sore from being tied up this way. Let’s get you up and out of here as quickly as possible.”


  By now, Jason was now able to speak in more of a normal voice, “Thanks, Daniel. It is so good to see a friendly face again. Parts of my arms and legs are still numb from the ropes.


  “Do you have any idea of how long you have been here?”


  “I think it is has been about an hour since I was left here. I’ve been tied up this way since this morning, when I was told the ransom was going to be paid. They put me in the back of a van and drove for about an hour before they left me here.”


  Daniel finished cutting the ropes binding Jason’s ankles and knees. “Can you get up? Here, let me help you. I think standing might help get your circulation going again.” Then he helped Jason get up from the floor. Once up, Jason began waving his arms and rubbing his wrists. Then he worked on his legs.


  Pulling his cell phone from his pocket, Daniel said, “I’m going to call your parents and the police now. If those kidnappers are still around watching us, we are going to need some help. What is your parent’s home number?”


  After Jason told him, Daniel dialed the number. After about three rings, it was answered by Bill Hunter. “Hello, Mr. Hunter, this is Daniel. You aren’t going to believe this, but I am here with Jason. He was left off at City Park in a maintenance building on the northeast corner of the park. For some reason, the kidnappers called me to come find him. Please tell the police to get someone out here right away. The man on the phone was real threatening about involving the authorities when he talked to me. We may still be in danger, although I don’t see anyone else around. After hanging up, we are going to move to the outside of this building. I’ll put Jason on the phone now.” He handed the phone to Jason.


  “Dad, is that you? Yeah, I’m all right. Just some bruises and cuts. Come take me home.” After a few seconds, he continued, “Hi, Mom. I’m free. Yes, I’m okay. I love you too. Can’t wait to see you and get home.”


  When Jason handed the phone back, Daniel closed his phone as he asked, “Jason, do you think you can walk yet?”


  “Oh, yeah, anything to get out of this place.” The two friends walked down the hallway of the maintenance building to the door where Daniel had entered.


  “Let’s sit outside so the police can find us,” Daniel suggested.


  “Sounds great to me,” Jason answered. “I haven’t seen sunlight for four days.”


  Outside, not too far away, was an old park bench. The two sat down. “I need to call my parents now,” Daniel said. “Part of the kidnapper’s instructions was to leave home without telling anyone or you would be harmed. So I did. I need to tell them things are okay.”


  Daniel called home and told his mom what had happened. He even told her about the note in his room. “You can go read it so you will see the situation I was put in.”


  Just as his call was concluding, they heard a vehicle pulling up. Turning, they saw it was a police cruiser. Now that the police had arrived, Jason and Daniel were safe. They heaved a joint sigh of relief that Jason’s ordeal with the kidnappers was finally over.


  Little did Jason know the aftermath would be even more distressing.


  Part II: The Aftermath
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  CHAPTER 16


  REUNION


  (Friday Afternoon)


  The patrol car pulled up to the front of the maintenance building, near to where Jason and Daniel were sitting on the bench. Getting out the patrolman asked, “Are you Jason Hunter and Daniel Holmes?”


  “Yes,” chorused the two boys.


  Then the patrolman told them, “Just remain where you are while we secure the area.” Speaking on his car radio, the policeman sent in the needed information. In a matter of minutes, several more patrol cars arrived, plus an ambulance with a medical team, and some plain, yet “official-looking” cars.


  Immediately a number of the uniformed police officers and plain-clothes men got out and began going over the area around the maintenance building. Two of them went inside the building to check it out.


  Lt. Antonio Garcia got out of one of the plain cars and came up to Jason and Daniel. “Welcome back, Jason. Hello, again, Daniel. Jason, my name is Lt. Antonio Garcia. I have been heading up the police team that has been working on your disappearance. How are you physically? Are you in need of any immediate medical attention?”


  “I have some cuts and bruises, but can walk around okay,” Jason replied.


  “We will have you looked at by the EMTs and a doctor. Our first concern is your health and well-being. Being a captive often affects your body in many ways, especially if you were kept restrained.”


  Just then more cars arrived. Bill and Edith Hunter hurried out of their car and came running over to where Jason was sitting. He jumped up and shouted, “Mom! Dad!” The three Hunters were quickly in a long, family embrace. It was a very emotional moment for them, especially after all the low points of the week.
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  Bill said, “We are so relieved that you are safe again, Jason. We were afraid that we would never see you again.”


  Edith was overcome by tears. “Jason, we love you so much. Life without you was unbearable.”


  “It was horrible being kidnapped, Mom. But one of the things that kept me going was thinking that somehow I had to survive and get back to my family and friends. It feels great to be free. Thank you for whatever you did to make it happen.”


  After a few minutes, Lt. Garcia came up and said, addressing the Hunters, “I know that you want to continue your reunion, but there are some important procedures that we must complete first. Jason needs to be examined by a doctor to make sure that any medical issues are dealt with. There is an ambulance here with an emergency medical team.” Turning to Jason, Lt. Garcia continued, “They will take a preliminary look at you, Jason, and then take you to the hospital for a complete examination by a doctor. Mrs. Hunter, you are welcome to go along with him in the ambulance.


  “Jason, you have been the victim of a major crime, and we will need to go through a debriefing process in order to let us know exactly what happened to you, which can help us find the criminals that did this to you and your family. Most likely this has been a very traumatic experience for you, Jason, and we will also provide you with some counseling services to help you cope with things.


  “In the meantime, I will talk with Daniel about how he came to find Jason and I will need to find out about any role that you had, Mr. Hunter, in his release. Did you pay a ransom to secure Jason’s release?”


  Bill Hunter nodded his head indicating yes.


  On the access road, cars continued to converge. A couple of police-beat reporters had picked up on Jason’s rescue and already two camera crews had arrived.


  Garcia talked to some of his team members. “Sergeant Jackson, bring the medical team over now. We need to get Jason out of here. Sergeant Nuñez, go talk to the media people and tell them I will make a statement shortly. Detectives Nguyen and Barclay, check inside the building for any evidence and bag it. Sergeant Malone, go stay with Daniel over there and make sure he is kept isolated from the press.”


  Things happened very quickly after that. The EMTs came for Jason and assisted him over to their ambulance. They asked him if he was in any pain or if there were any places on his body that were still numb.


  Jason replied, “I’m still a little sore from being tied up, but right now I feel so happy just to be free.”


  The head EMT told Jason, “That’s great that you are starting to feel better. I want you to sit in the wheel chair here. Our standard operating procedures require that we admit you to the hospital that way. I can see a number of small cuts, bruises, and rope marks. At this point they don’t look serious or life-threatening, so I think it is better for the doctor to check you out completely before those are treated and bandaged.”


  Quickly they loaded Jason into the vehicle. Mrs. Hunter came along, as did Sgt. Nuñez. Bill Hunter said that he would drive the family SUV over to the hospital. A minute later the ambulance left.


  Bill walked over to where Daniel was sitting with Sgt. Malone. He shook Daniel’s hand and then pulled him up and gave him a big hug as he said, “Daniel, I can’t thank you enough for your bravery and assistance in getting Jason back. I know what you did had to have forced you to break rules that your parents expected you to follow, but you showed real guts coming over here on your own and helping Jason in his time of need. I would be happy to talk to your parents about it, in case there are any problems. And I would be honored to help you get home or take you along if you would like stay with us while we are at the hospital. You’re like one of the family now.”


  “Thanks, Mr. Hunter. You know that Jason is my best friend. I had to go try and help him no matter what the consequences were or I couldn’t live with myself. I still don’t understand why the kidnappers chose me instead of contacting you first. I did call Mom already, and I think she isn’t really mad at me for sneaking out of the house like I had to. I had left her a note in case things didn’t work out and I told her to go read it. I would appreciate it if you talked to her also.”


  Lt. Garcia then came over and said to Daniel and Mr. Hunter, “Both of you will need to give me complete statements about your role in Jason’s release. It seems now that he was indeed the specific target of the kidnappers and we want to find out why. This needs to be done right away so that we have a chance to pursue them. Right now, and for the next hour or so, Jason will be under the doctor’s care at the hospital, so this would be a good time to get your statements, since there is nothing you can do at the hospital except wait.


  “There are a lot of media people around and I need to talk to you before they approach you for comments and information. Remember, you are not obligated to speak to them if you don’t want to. The best place to make your statements would be at police headquarters. I am going to have Sgt. Malone take you there right now. I will give the reporters here a brief statement so they have something to report. Hopefully they will leave you alone for a while. Daniel, do your parents know that you are here?”


  “I just talked to my mom a few minutes ago, but I will need to tell her that you want me to go to police headquarters.”


  “Your parents need to be informed because you are a minor and they have a right to be at your debriefing if they wish,” Garcia replied.


  “I would be happy to talk to Melinda and Gary Holmes,” Bill Hunter interjected. “I know they must be upset that Daniel came over here without their knowledge, but he had a similar day as myself in terms of dealing with the kidnappers, so I think that would help smooth things over. Also, I would be willing to act in loco parentis for Daniel during his interrogation if they are willing. After what he has done for my family, I know I will be very protective of his interests. It would probably save time and also help put the picture of what went down today in place.”


  “Please, call it a debriefing, not an interrogation!” Garcia exclaimed. “We are on the same side here,” he said with a little laugh and big smile.


  Bill Hunter called Daniel’s parents and after a lengthy conversation, it was agreed Daniel could proceed to the police station and that Bill would temporarily look after his interests and be responsible for bringing Daniel home later. Then Bill helped Daniel load his bicycle into the back of his Ford Explorer and together, with Sgt. Malone, drove to police headquarters, which was about six blocks away.


  Meanwhile, Lt. Garcia went over and addressed the media, telling them, “A missing persons/kidnapping case has just been resolved with the safe return of the victim, a fourteen-year-old boy. The case is still under investigation and that means no names will be released at this time.” He concluded by saying, “A more detailed statement will be released when there are more facts and information to give out.”


  Naturally, the media reporters were not satisfied with the brief statement. One of them insisted in asking, “Isn’t it true that this young boy was taken from one of our city streets in broad daylight? Are things safe here anymore?”


  Garcia replied, “You know that if someone is determined to commit a crime, they can do so almost anywhere. This crime was particularly bold and brazen in its execution. To counter this type of crime, we have a dedicated police force and missing persons unit that do everything possible to protect our citizens, and especially our children. Our police officers are continually looking for ways to make the streets safer and crime free. Please don’t pre-judge us until the case is completely investigated. Also, please take into consideration the age of the young victim. He needs time to recover from his ordeal. That is all I have to say today.”


  CHAPTER 17


  BILL AND DANIEL TELL THEIR STORIES


  (Friday Afternoon)


  About a half hour later, Bill Hunter, Daniel, Lt. Garcia and Sgt. Malone were seated in one of the interrogation rooms in the police station. Drinks had been provided so Bill and Daniel would be comfortable talking.


  Lt. Garcia started the process by telling Bill Hunter and Daniel, “This conversation is going to be recorded. Your statements are a part of the official investigation of the kidnapping of Jason Hunter. The unusual process of interviewing two people together is partly due to the fact that Mr. Hunter is acting as a temporary guardian for Daniel Holmes, fifteen, and a minor. Also, it is partly due to the fact that each person had a significant role in the return of Jason.


  “Let’s start with you, Mr. Hunter. Did you receive a ransom note, and if so, where and how, since there is no recorded contact with the kidnappers from your house.”


  Swallowing, Mr. Hunter began his testimony. “Friday morning I was called down to my business in order to open a special safe that only I have access to because a client had finally decided to purchase a very expensive necklace that was locked in the safe. I received the call from my office manager, Ellie Planting, on my cell phone. When I got to the office, Ellie mentioned that a package had just arrived and she had placed it on my desk. Inside the package was Jason’s baseball mitt, a picture of him in captivity, a manila envelope, and a ransom note. The note was very explicit about what I had to do. It ordered me to start immediately, following their instructions, as this was my only chance to get my son back.


  “The most unusual thing about it was that the ransom asked for was very low, only $50,000. The note said that this was due to the intervention of an important person in their organization who was sorry for what my family had to go through this week so that’s why the amount was so low. Another reason given was that they knew I could get that amount in cash without using a teller or other eyewitness who would have to notify the authorities if I withdrew it from an account. The note seemed almost apologetic, like they didn’t really mean to take Jason, but since they had, all they wanted was a token amount for his release.”


  Bill went on to explain going to the bank and to the library where he had left the money, Jason’s picture and the ransom note inside the hollowed-out book. “I then went home to await word on where Jason would be dropped off.”


  “Did you tell anyone else about this?”


  “No one on the outside, although once I got home, I told Edith. It was the first thing we had heard all week, and Edith needed some hope. We just waited at home after that until we received the call from Daniel that Jason had been found.”


  Lt. Garcia then said, “Daniel, tell us what happened with you.”


  Daniel explained: “Like the Hunters, I had been depressed all week and was just starting to deal with it, when I received a call from Jason’s cell phone on Friday, about 12:30 in the afternoon or so. Instead of the call being from Jason, it was from one of the kidnappers. After making sure that I was alone, the kidnapper then ordered me to sneak out of my house and bicycle down to City Park if I ever wanted to see Jason alive again. The whole thing seemed strange. I wondered why the kidnappers put everything on me, a teenaged kid, when clearly Jason’s parents or someone with financial resources must have paid a ransom for Jason. And the whole rescue had to rely on me sneaking away from home so my parents wouldn’t immediately find out or try to prevent my going. But I knew that I had to go, no matter what the consequences or odds against me. I had to be there for my friend, as I know he would for me. At least I had the good sense to leave a note for my parents, in case something did go wrong, or if this was a trick to also kidnap me.”


  Then Daniel went on to describe what had happened when he arrived at the maintenance building: “After calling out for Jason, I walked through the building, still calling his name. I heard a noise and followed the sound and found Jason in a back room. I untied his blindfold, removed his gag, gave him some water, and cut the ropes binding his hands and feet. Next, I called Jason’s parents to let them know and then called the police. After that I helped Jason get mobile and out of the building. Luckily the kidnappers were no longer around, as they had threatened during the phone call.”
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  The lieutenant then asked them, “Is there anything else that either of you remembers that might be pertinent to the case? It seems very clear from your accounts that the kidnappers had a plan all along that involved avoiding any possible contact with the police. It also seems clear that Jason was definitely their target all along. The question now is why? What could they possibly hope to gain from this and why was it so important that they went for Jason in broad daylight in a public park?”


  Lt. Garcia went on, “This is the strangest case of abduction that I can remember. We have to ask: ‘Was this a case of mistaken identity? Was Jason mistaken for a much wealthier look-alike? How did the kidnappers know he was going to be in the park that morning? Was he set up by his thirteen-year-old cousin? How is that even possible?’ After all, the kidnappers seemed to know exactly what they needed to do to grab him. I don’t think that they would be following instructions from a self-absorbed kid. Nothing seems to make any sense. The only good thing so far is that we have Jason back.”


  “Well that is the important thing,” Bill Hunter replied. “Can we go over to the hospital now? I really want to be with my son.”


  CHAPTER 18


  WHAT THE DOCTOR ORDERED


  (Friday Afternoon)


  At the Silicon Valley Medical Center, Jason was given priority admittance, and then taken to an examination room. There, he was introduced to Dr. Timothy Cartwright. The first thing Dr. Cartwright did was ask everyone except Jason to leave the room. “I think a one-on-one examination is best. There is a comfortable waiting area outside.”


  Dr. Cartwright started the examination by checking Jason’s weight, blood pressure and body temperature. The doctor determined that Jason was a little dehydrated and ordered a four-hour IV to replace salts and fluids. His tongue was a little swollen from enduring the different gags during his captivity and there were a lot of minor cuts, bruises, and rope marks on his arms, legs, and face from the different restraints that had been applied to Jason.


  The doctor cleaned and treated all these minor injuries with first aid medication and gave him some antiseptic mouthwash to sooth his tongue. “I am not going to bandage any of the cuts or sores until tomorrow, if at all. These minor cuts are better off exposed to air and the natural healing process.” Then he asked Jason, “Were you able to get any physical exercise during your captivity?” Jason nodded his head and described how he had made a point of doing a daily regimen of exercises in order to help him make the best of a bad situation. “That was very smart of you, Jason. It seems you have some good survival skills.”


  Next, Dr. Cartwright advised Jason to go slowly in resuming his regular eating habits so his body would have a chance to readjust from the inadequate food that he had received from the kidnappers. “I am sure you must be having some hunger pangs right now, so I have ordered up a simple meal for you to eat right away.”
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  Then the doctor asked Jason, “Were you ever drugged or given drugs at all during your captivity?”


  Jason answered, “I was initially captured by being struck with a dart that basically immobilized me. I remember going in and out of consciousness during the first couple of days, while I was tightly tied up.”


  Dr. Cartwright explained, “I think you might have had a bad reaction to that tranquillizer. If they gave you more while you were unconscious, you could have had an even more severe reaction. Normally, the drug dose from a regular tranquillizer dart like that would only last a few hours at the most. It sounds as if you were under its influence for nearly two days. I would like to have some blood work done on you to make sure it is out of your system completely. Right now, you show no physical symptoms of the tranquillizer, but to be safe I would like you to spend tonight at the hospital for observation.”


  “After the initial two days of captivity, they began treating me a lot more humanely. Maybe my reaction to the drug was why,” Jason replied.


  “Jason, sorry to be blunt, but I have to ask if you were ever sexually abused or molested in any way while captive?”


  “No, to my great relief. I was really worried about that when I first regained consciousness, but nothing of that nature ever happened, other than getting slapped in the face once, when I asked why I was kidnapped.”


  “You are fortunate your kidnappers were not predators also. You will have enough other things to deal with in the next few days without that burden to deal with. I want you to know that your physical healing will be a simple process. Your body absorbed a lot of physical abuse, but you are strong, young and resilient, which should make your recovery time for any injuries very short. You may not think so, but you acted very bravely throughout your ordeal. Although your mind will create doubts about your actions while in captivity, you did what you had to do, which was to survive. Never forget that. However, the mind is a very complicated thing and you will experience a whole different set of emotions over the next few days. Right now, you are feeling pretty good because you are suddenly free from a cruel captivity. Later, you will probably feel other emotions, such as embarrassment, humiliation, sorrow, and anger. These mood swings are part of the mental healing process that you will need to go through.


  “There is a very good counselor that I want you to have at least one session with. Dr. Eileen Socorro is really good to work with and I hope I can persuade her to see you right away. There is nothing wrong with you physically, but you have been through a terrifying experience that has repercussions for which you may not be ready. She can help you understand that phase of your recovery process.


  “Now, let’s get started on your recovery. I’m sure you haven’t eaten for a while. I’ll have your food brought in here now and have the nurse administer your IV. Later, they will take a small blood sample to do a toxic scan. A secure, private room will be set up for you to stay overnight. I will explain what is going on to your family and the police. If there is any change in your physical condition, have the nurse page me immediately. I will check on you periodically during your stay here. See you later, Jason.”


  “Thank you, doctor.”


  There was a tray of food that had been left outside during the examination and Dr. Cartwright personally brought it into the room and gave it to Jason. “Eat up, Jason. I’m going to update your parents on your condition.”


  Dr. Cartwright left the examination room and went to talk with Edith Hunter. She was upset at first when he told her he was going to keep Jason at the hospital overnight. When he explained to her the medical reasons why this was important, she calmed right down. “You can stay with Jason as long as you want and there will be security and police here overnight as well. After what he has been through, we don’t want to skimp on his medical care when he needs it the most.”


  Dr. Cartwright also told her, “I’m going to contact Dr. Eileen Socorro, the best psychologist I know for this type of situation. I want Jason to have at least one counseling session with her. I’ll see if she can meet with him tomorrow morning while he is still here at the hospital. Then you will be able to take Jason home for the rest of the weekend, with all the basic debriefing requirements met and a medical discharge. If you will excuse me, I am going to call her office right now.”


  Just then Bill Hunter, Sgt. Malone, and Daniel arrived from the police station. Edith went over to them and gave them the report on Jason’s condition that she had just heard from Dr. Cartwright. “It looks like we will be delayed another day before Jason can actually come home. Apparently there was more physical damage than we first thought.”


  CHAPTER 19


  THE AUTHORITIES DEBRIEF JASON


  (Friday Afternoon)


  Once the doctor left the examination room, Bill, Edith and Daniel went in to see Jason, and continue their reunion. “Jason, honey,” Edith said, “I’m sorry that we can’t just jump up and take you back home, so you can be in your own room and bed tonight.”


  “I know, Mom, the doctor told me that he wants to monitor everything for twenty-four hours and run some tests. Also, he wants to give me an IV to replace liquids I might have lost.”


  Just as if on cue, a nurse came in, wheeling a tray with a portable IV setup. “I have an IV for Jason Hunter. Is that you?” she asked, pointing to Jason. “It will just take a few moments to set this up and then you can continue with your lunch.”


  She took Jason’s left hand, rubbed part of his inner arm with a cotton swab dipped in alcohol, found a vein, and quickly inserted the IV needle, which she then taped to his arm. “There, I hope that wasn’t too painful for you. The doctor has requested a four-hour IV for your symptoms of dehydration, although your situation is not severe.”


  The nurse then left the room and the Hunters and Daniel continued with their reunion. About fifteen minutes later, Lt. Garcia and Sgts. Nuñez and Malone entered the small room. “Sorry to interrupt, but I would like to get Jason’s statement now,” Garcia said with a smile. Then he introduced his fellow officers to Jason. “I know you have been through quite a lot already today, so I have arranged that we can take it right here in this room. Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, since Jason is a minor, you have the right to be present. The only one who doesn’t have a right is Daniel. However, since he has had a part in your rescue, and is your best friend, I don’t have a problem with him staying, unless it would make you uncomfortable, Jason.”


  “No, I guess not. Best friends don’t usually hide many things from each other, and knowing Daniel, he would figure out a way to get the information out of me anyway,” Jason said with a grin.


  “Jason, I don’t want things to be awkward for you,” Daniel interjected.


  “Daniel, it’s okay. I’m just putting you on. You’ve already seen me at my worst today, and you risked your life to come find me. Please stay.”


  “Then we are agreed to proceed with everyone present. Sgt. Malone, I want you to run the video camera, and Sgt. Nuñez, take notes and assist me, please.” After a few minutes of setting things up, the police officers were ready to begin.


  Looking into the camera they began. “This is Lt. Antonio Garcia. We are at Silicon Valley Medical Center where recently rescued kidnap victim, Jason Hunter, is recovering from his ordeal. His parents are present, as he is a minor, and also his friend, Daniel Holmes, who found Jason at the drop-off point in City Park. It is 3:15 p.m. Jason, please take us through the entire sequence of events as best you can remember of your kidnapping. Give us every detail you can. You never know what may become important in the investigation. Occasionally Sgt. Nuñez or myself may need to interrupt with additional questions, or to clarify specific points. You may begin when you are ready.”


  Jason began his account by describing how he had gone to the park with the Encinos and then his decision to leave when he discovered that his cousin, Vic Encino, had Little League practice and had expected him to sit around and do nothing until Janet Encino returned. Then he described how he had quickly been taken prisoner after the sharp dart hit his neck, followed by the subsequent blackout. Upon awakening, he had then found himself a helpless, tied-up prisoner.


  Next, he described the second day, which at best could be called torture, until finally a masked man had come in and untied him. After giving him some recovery time, the man had had him remove his soiled clothing, gave him a pair of gym shorts to wear and then attached his right leg to a chain. Jason described the better treatment he had received after that on Wednesday and Thursday, where he had had freedom to roam around his cell and was given the comic books and CD player. He talked about how he had used an exercise regimen to keep himself fit and ready to resist or escape if possible


  Jason described how the man with the ski mask had treated him—taking away everything he owned except for his chucks, coming in sometimes and gagging him for no apparent reason, and requiring him to blindfold himself whenever the man had come into his cell. He described his elation this morning when he had been allowed to take a shower and was given his own clothes to wear again. At that time, the man had told him the ransom was going to be paid and asked Jason who among his friends should they contact.
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  Jason finished his account by explaining how he had been tied up, gagged and blindfolded by the man and his partner, just like he had been on the first day. “After that I was placed on the floor of a van, covered with something and driven for a long time before they dropped me off at the maintenance building where Daniel found me.”


  Lt. Garcia asked Jason, “Please describe the ski-masked man as best you can.”


  Sgt. Nuñez then asked, “Could you describe the cell in more detail?”


  After Jason responded to those questions, Lt. Garcia asked, “Were you ever able to figure out where you were being held prisoner?”


  “I’m pretty sure it was the basement of an older house. There was no bathroom down there and I had to climb rickety stairs when I was taken for my shower on Friday.”


  During Jason’s statement, you could see the impact it was having on his parents. Bill became very grim-faced and held his head in his hands, while Edith got teary-eyed, followed by flashes of anger over the treatment of her son. Daniel listened mostly with a frown on his face that alternated with angry determination.


  Jason’s statement ended with: “I was so happy today when my blindfold was finally pulled off and I could see that it was Daniel and not the man with the ski mask.”


  Lt. Garcia concluded the debriefing by asking, “Jason, is there was anything else you saw or heard that would help identify your kidnappers?”


  “They always seemed to be one step ahead of me in the way that they controlled my actions and prevented me from learning much about them. As much as I wanted to resist, I never really got an opportunity.”


  “Thank you, Jason, for your account. What you went through was not pleasant and you handled yourself with courage and determination to survive. You are a very brave young man. I know that my fellow police officers feel as angry as I do about the way you were treated. We would like nothing better than to find the criminals who kidnapped you and put them away for very long jail sentences. This concludes the interview.”


  The camera was turned off and the two sergeants gathered up their notes and equipment to leave. Sgt. Malone came up to Jason and said, “Hang in there, Jason. You’re awesome!”


  Sgt. Nuñez put her arm around Jason’s shoulder and gave him a little hug. “Usted es la persona más valiente. You’re the bravest kid I’ve seen in a long time. You deserve a medal for what you have been through!”


  Lt. Garcia was next. “Jason, you’ve been a real trouper today. Good luck to you and I hope your recovery is rapid. Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, I would like to talk to you outside about the media coverage of this. Maybe Daniel could stay here with Jason while we talk.”


  * * *


  Out in the hallway, Lt. Garcia told the Hunters, “The media is aware of this crime and I was able to hold them off today with the promise of a more complete statement tomorrow. Since a lot of people were aware of Jason’s disappearance, and there is no sex crime involved, thank God, I think eventually Jason’s name will be leaked to one of the stations or newspapers. My question to you is: Should we release his name tomorrow and have some control of the consequences, by agreeing to a basic story of what happened? We’ll keep it simple and stress the fact that he is now safe and ask the press to help with his recovery by saying that interviews are off-limits due to his age. With everybody having the same information right away, you will avoid competition among the stations to find out Jason’s name and try to interview him on the sly.”


  “And our other option is?” Edith Hunter asked.


  “To not release his name and hope that no one in the media finds it out. That is highly unlikely to be successful, since some of the press was already at the rescue site and probably already have photos of Jason. To be truthful, it probably is just a matter of time before the information gets out,” Lt. Garcia said.


  “Sounds like we’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t,” Bill Hunter said.


  “We live in a media-oriented world now,” said Garcia, “and a kidnapping is always a big story. Personally, I think it is better to present your version to the public than rely on theirs.”


  “I would like to see the statement before it is released,” Bill replied.


  “Fair enough. We will need to meet sometime in the early morning to go over it. Say my office at 9:00 o’clock tomorrow morning?”


  “Okay,” Bill agreed.


  * * *


  Inside Jason’s room, the two boys talked about their circle of friends. Daniel said, “When I get home, I am going to call all the people I called when you first went missing. They all have been concerned about you and need to hear that you are safe. This is something you don’t want to do, because it will force you to relive what you just described over and over again. When I think about what was done to you, I get filled with anger to think that someone out there targeted you and then treated you so harshly.”


  “Daniel, this was the most horrible experience I have ever had to endure. One of the things that kept me going was thinking about how I had to survive and somehow get back to my friends and family. I want you to tell everyone how much their friendship means to me. I always took it for granted until it was taken away. Now I know how important their thoughts and prayers were to my very survival.”


  “Jason, this has been a very emotionally draining week. I’m sure that the same thing is true for some of your other friends. I was sinking fast into a deep depression until my dad took me to a ball game on Thursday, to get me away from it all. On the way home, I finally got up the courage to ask him what I should do. He told me to let my emotions out instead of bottling them up and becoming more depressed. He told me to celebrate our friendship. To remember the good times we have had because nobody could ever take them away no matter what happens in the future. All I know is that really helped. Today, I had focus again, and luckily for you, that was when the kidnappers called.”


  “Wow, Daniel, you are a true friend!”


  “Our friendship is strong and I hope it will remain strong, but I sure would like to get back to the more carefree life we had before, where the biggest deal of the day was who got the top score in whatever game we were playing. This whole week has been way too intense,” Daniel said.


  At that point, Mr. Hunter walked back in the room and said, “Come on, Daniel, I’m going to take you home. I think Jason needs some rest and I understand they want to move him to a more secure room.”


  “Take care, Jason, I’ll see you soon.”


  Jason put out his hand for Daniel to shake. “I’m sorry I can’t give you a hug with this IV in my arm. Thanks again for all of your help today. I knew you were the friend I could trust the most.”


  CHAPTER 20


  THE MEDIA IS INFORMED


  (Saturday)


  It was just after 9:00 the next morning when Bill Hunter arrived at the main police station. After parking in the lot across the street, he went in the main doors and soon was directed to Lt. Garcia’s office. “Good morning, Mr. Hunter. Please have a seat and I will be right with you. Would you like some of our fabulous police department coffee?”


  “No thanks, I had plenty at home.”


  “How is Jason doing?” the lieutenant kindly asked.


  “He had a rather restless night. I think some of the demons and emotional shifts you described to him yesterday have started to arrive. I am glad he will be having a session with Dr. Socorro this morning.”


  “Your son has been through hell, that’s for sure. It’s almost unbelievable to me that his kidnappers would put a fourteen-year-old kid through what he endured. Are you sure there are no secrets in the Hunter closet that this relates to?”


  “Lt. Garcia, I have been wracking my brain ever since I heard the entire story of his ordeal, trying to think who I could have possibly offended or crossed in a business deal. I can’t think of anything or anyone! And who could hate Jason so much that they would target him for that kind of torture? You’ve seen what a nice and pleasant kid he is even under stress and adversity.”


  “I have to agree that it makes no sense right now, Mr. Hunter, but there has to be something in your past that triggered this. Somebody sure knew a lot about your business operations for the whole ransom scheme to work.”


  “Yes, but why go to all that trouble and then only ask for $50,000 like it was an afterthought. That envelope I was given would have held two or three times more cash.”


  “It still might be possible that Jason’s kidnapping was a mistake. A misidentification that wasn’t recognized until the middle of the week. That might explain the change in his treatment and why the kidnappers seemed to bail out at the end. It might also explain why you weren’t contacted right away. Maybe the kidnappers were actually contacting someone else...like the family of the boy they thought they had grabbed.”


  “All I can say is that I sure am grateful that Jason was released. Maybe someone did intervene on his behalf like the note said. That’s the only thing we know right now that makes any sense of the perpetrators’ actions at the end.”


  “I have to admit that Jason’s case has been a tough nut to crack. Unless there is some break in what we know, I fear it might never be solved. But let’s work on what you came here to do...make the right statement for the media.”


  “I don’t know where to start, Lieutenant. There doesn’t seem to be a motive, we certainly don’t want to humiliate Jason with a complete description of how he was tortured by his kidnappers, and we don’t want to make them look like kidnappers with a heart because they released him with an apology and a discounted ransom.”


  Lt. Garcia thought a moment then said, “I think the best approach is to go Joe Friday. You know, ‘Just the facts, ma’am. Just the facts.’ ”


  “You mean keep it short and simple? Just give the bare minimum of information?” asked Mr. Hunter.


  “Exactly. How about if we say something like: Fourteen-year-old Jason Hunter was taken Monday from City Park by kidnappers who were able to drug him with a paralyzing dart. Then they walked him to a van where he was taken away, most likely out of the city. Jason was kept in a basement cellar during the time of his captivity. Fearing the pursuit of the police, the kidnappers avoided all contact with the Hunter family until Friday, when they were able to get a ransom note to Mr. Hunter at his office. After payment of the ransom, Jason was delivered back to a City Park maintenance building. He was found there later by one of his friends who had been contacted by the kidnappers on Jason’s cell phone. By all accounts, Jason acquitted himself bravely while in custody of the kidnappers. He is now in the process of recovering from his captivity. The Hunter family would greatly appreciate it if he could do so without having to go through interviews or additional questioning that would force him to relive his ordeal. If anyone has additional information about this case or saw anything pertinent in City Park on Monday or Friday, please contact the police hot line...”


  “I think that sounds like a good outline,” Bill said. “The problem could be the question and answer session afterwards.”


  “That is always the case. Our media is pretty aggressive, but I think that they would be sympathetic to the idea that Jason has suffered enough already and needs some space. It also might help if you could compose a family statement to be released at the same time. This would diffuse their need for an interview with you or Mrs. Hunter.”


  “Okay.” Bill grabbed paper and pen and began writing.


  When finished, he showed it to the lieutenant who read it out aloud so they both could hear it: “The Hunter family is grateful to the authorities for their efforts to recover Jason and to our friends for their support during this very difficult time. Jason is now recovering from the ordeal of his captivity. He wishes to express his thanks for everyone’s thoughts and prayers this past week.”


  They both agreed the statement was brief and to the point.


  * * *


  Around eleven that morning, Lt. Garcia presided over a brief press conference. There was a good crowd, with all the local network television affiliates present, reporters from the San Jose and San Francisco newspapers, plus a couple of reporters from the news radio stations. Lt. Garcia introduced himself and then read the two prepared statements from the police and Jason’s family.


  Then the lieutenant announced, “I will now take questions from the floor.”
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  The Channel 5 reporter asked the first question: “Could you repeat all the names of the family members?”


  With a smile Lt. Garcia repeated the names and then spelled them for accuracy.


  Next, Channel 4’s reporter then asked: “You said that Jason was taken right from City Park in broad daylight. How was this possible?”


  “We believe that the kidnappers must have been in hiding near the exit and were lucky that no one else was around or saw them when they attacked Jason. When we examined that area of the park on Monday, we saw no signs of a struggle anywhere. After the kidnappers hit Jason with the dart, evidently they just walked him to a waiting vehicle.”


  Channel 4 followed up by saying, “So, just like that, a young teenager was grabbed and taken away in a few seconds?”


  “Apparently so,” Garcia replied.


  News Talk Radio then asked, “Do you think our streets are no longer safe for our children any more?”


  “As I told you yesterday, it is difficult to stop a determined criminal if they choose to commit a crime, even in broad daylight. We advise parents to be vigilant and we try to provide training to young people through school assemblies and other outreach programs. Although the training couldn’t help Jason at the time of his attack, it did help him later during his captivity to survive his ordeal,” explained Lt. Garcia.


  Channel 11 asked, “Could you describe what you mean by Jason’s ordeal? What was his captivity like?”


  “Again, the Hunter family and I are requesting that you cut Jason some slack here. He is a minor and has been through a very difficult time.”


  “Understood,” Channel 11 continued, “but could you give us a little more idea of what he went through?”


  “Well, you already know that he was drugged with the dart and perhaps tranquillizers later. He was also tied up most of the time and kept isolated in a basement room until yesterday when he was brought back to City Park.”


  The San Jose paper then asked, “Usually kidnappings for ransom involve high profile wealthy families. By all accounts we have been able to find, the Hunters are just a typical, Silicon Valley family, living comfortably, but not wealthy or high-profile in the community. Why do you think the kidnappers targeted their son instead of the offspring of a well-known, top-ten CEO?”


  Lt Garcia shuffled some pagers then replied, “That still is one of the unanswered questions in this investigation. It could be that the kidnappers were targeting someone else and took him by mistake. That might explain why he was returned so suddenly on Friday. Or, the kidnappers had misinformation and perhaps thought the Hunters were a lot wealthier than they actually are. Until we catch them, we won’t know for sure.”


  San Jose paper followed up by asking, “Do you have any leads or ideas as to who the kidnappers actually are?”


  “I can’t comment on that right now. This is still an open investigation, although we are very pleased that the young victim has been returned to his family.”


  Channel 7 was next and asked, “You said in your statement that the kidnappers contacted one of Jason’s friends to find him when he was released. Do you have any idea why Jason would be released to a teenaged friend instead of his parents, who, I assume, paid a ransom for him?”


  “It is unusual. Even Jason’s friend doing the rescue said it was unusual. My guess is that the kidnappers were taking great lengths to stay away from the police and wanted to ensure more time for their getaway.”


  After a couple more brief questions about details, the press conference was ended.


  The consensus among the reporters was that this seemed to be a very strange case, quite unlike what they usually would hear in a kidnapping. Although most news media had long-standing policies to leave minor victims alone, especially when requested to by the parents, their editors had told them that if it was possible, this time, to find out more about what was going on. They were told to find out more about the Hunter family business and/or financial resources. Also, to see if they could talk to or interview some of Jason’s friends—especially the friend who had been called on to rescue Jason when he was released.


  As one editor told his reporter, “I’m sure that kid has a lot more information than was being revealed at the press conference.”


  CHAPTER 21


  THE COUNSELING SESSION


  (Saturday)


  Jason woke up Saturday morning about 7:30, after a restless night. When the nurse checked on him, she told him there was a shower down the hall he could use. After finishing his shower, Jason put on his regular clothes. It was great to be free and he wasn’t going to wear the flimsy hospital gown any more since there wasn’t really anything wrong with him other than the cuts and bruises that were now healing nicely.


  The previous evening had been uneventful, just spent visiting with his parents. His mom had absolutely refused to leave him Friday evening and so ended up asleep on the other bed in his room. She was more exhausted than Jason. The stress of the long week had taken its toll on her as much as on him.


  Bill Hunter was the errand guy, taking Daniel home, picking up some things for Jason and Edith from their home, arranging for food delivery from the hospital cafeteria, and even remembering to pick up a couple of candy bars for Jason. They ended up watching television in the room, curious to see how the news media would present his story. Actually, there was very minimal coverage, mostly just the brief statement that Lt. Garcia had made at the rescue site. Then they watched some mindless adventure movie on a cable station. As soon as the movie was over, Bill left for home. He was equally exhausted and was really looking forward to a good night’s sleep for the first time in a week. Plus, he had that appointment with Lt. Garcia in the morning.


  Dr. Cartwright stopped by about 8:30 a.m. and examined Jason. “Looks like you are doing great. I don’t think I need to put on bandages, as everything seems to be healing nicely. Do you have any places that still hurt? Any headaches or dizziness?”


  Jason replied, “No.”


  The doctor said, “I should know the results of your blood tests later this morning. As soon as I do, if everything checks out, then you will be released from the hospital. See you later.”


  While Cartwright was with Jason, Edith had gotten up and dressed. When the doctor left, they decided to go down to the cafeteria for some breakfast. Edith told Jason, “After we eat, you know you have your counseling session. When Dr. Socorro arrives, I will take a cab home and get things ready there. Your father will come here and wait for you to finish your hospital business. Then he will check you out and bring you home. Tonight, we’ll have a feast to celebrate your coming home!”


  * * *


  Dr. Eileen Socorro arrived at Jason’s room around 9:15 a.m. She was very striking in appearance, with olive skin, dark facial features, beautiful long chestnut-colored hair, and a thousand watt smile.


  “Good morning, I’m Dr. Eileen Socorro, and you must be Jason and Mrs. Hunter.”


  “Hello, I’m Edith Hunter. Thank you for adjusting your schedule to fit him in and being willing to come here to the hospital. I know you would prefer to use your own office. Dr. Cartwright has raved about you, so I hope that you can help Jason. I’m going to leave you now and head home. My husband, Bill, will come here to meet you and Jason after your session. Then he will take him home when he is released from the hospital.”


  Dr. Socorro smiled again and said, “I hope I can assist such a handsome looking young man. He doesn’t seem to need any help in the looks department!” Jason blushed on hearing that. “Edith, don’t worry about a thing. I think Jason and I will hit it off just fine. Take it easy, and be sure to take care of yourself. I’m sure this past week has been absolutely miserable for you.”


  After Mrs. Hunter left, and they got seated, Dr. Socorro began by saying, “Before we start talking about you, I want to ask if you know exactly what it is that I do?”


  “I understand that you are a psychologist and you help people deal with their minds and mental processes.”


  “That’s a pretty good definition. So you are handsome and smart. I think that we are going to get a lot accomplished today. Are there any particular questions that you would like to start with?”


  “Dr. Cartwright said that I would go through a series of different emotional states as part of the recovery. What exactly did he mean?”
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  “What he meant was that whenever someone is exposed to a very stressful and life-threatening situation, as you were, sometimes the events that happened to you are so difficult to deal with emotionally, that your mind creates mental images, states, or event scenarios to cope with the memory of it. Sometimes, the event is so painful that the mind completely blocks it out. Extreme cases of this are called amnesia. In other cases, the mind will play these images over and over again until the person is able to understand or at least come to grips with why it happened the way it did. Or, the event could remain hidden in your subconscious and reoccur as daydreams or nightmares. Your mind can be very creative in seeing the events in different ways. Your actions were courageous, or your actions were an embarrassment, or the thought of your actions may cause you sorrow, or great anger. Or your mind sees the whole event as such a horrible thing that even the mention of it by others is humiliating. This would be especially true when a person must do something morally degrading or something that causes him to lose all self-respect in order to survive.”


  “How long does it take for these images to get resolved?” Jason asked.


  “Recovery time is different for everyone. For some people, those who are not afraid to look objectively at themselves, their self-doubt about their actions can resolve itself quickly and eventually the mind pushes it out of the way or into the background. Others, especially if they do not receive any counseling or help from anyone, can never get it out of their minds, and they can even go on to actually perpetrate the same acts on new victims.


  “Jason, I want you to know that I have read through your statement to the police already. That was part of the deal in order to have this appointment right away. So I have a pretty good idea already of what you have been through. You were put through some pretty frightening experiences for anyone, much less a fourteen-year-old boy. I am sure everyone has been telling you how brave you were, and you were. But now your mind is starting to doubt that.”


  “I’m starting to feel some guilt already that I have put everyone I know through a horrendous time.”


  “That is a common reaction among kidnap victims. In a way, it’s like you cheated death, and got to see how all of your friends and family would behave at your funeral service. Just remember that part of the strength of love is being able to survive through adversity. You feel guilty because you put all these people who love you to the test. They passed the test so how do you respond? You respond by reaching out to them, because you have seen how your life has already touched them. Now you have a chance to do something positive for them, a way to return that love and affection.”


  “How do I do that?”


  “All you need to do is give them simple gifts: your time, when they need companionship, your assistance when they help, your laughter when they need cheering up, and your support when they have their times of crisis.”


  “Yes, I think I understand that. Yesterday, my friend Daniel asked me what to say to our friends who were contacted when I went missing. He felt he should call each one back to relay the news that I was safe and asked me if I had any message for them. I asked him to tell everyone how much their friendship means to me. Before, it was something I took for granted until it was taken away. Now I know how important their thoughts and prayers were to my very survival.”


  “What a wonderful thing to say and a great thought to share with your friends, Jason. You are very mature for your age. No wonder everyone was so upset when you went missing.


  “But now we need to spend a little time on your own personal demons. Clearly, you have a good base of support from your family and friends. Now we should look at things building up inside you that only you can deal with. Let me start by asking how you were able to sleep last night? Was your sleep sound, or did you toss and turn, or have any nightmares?”


  “I was somewhat restless...maybe from all of the inaction and sitting around. I woke up several times and vaguely remember having a nightmare, I think.”


  “I am afraid that these nightmares may continue for a while until your mind sorts out the violence that was done to you. I was appalled to read the things that they did to you. Much of it seemed to be aimed at humiliating you over and over again.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “They kept you tied up just about the entire time. Sometimes you were completely tied up and the rest of the time you were on a hobble leash, like a farm animal. That was a form of humiliation. Then all of the gags. You were gagged even when drugged and then later your captor put a ball-gag in your mouth for hours at a time for no apparent reason. That was another way to humiliate you. Same thing with your blindfold. They made you wear it all the time on your head and then have it ready to cover your eyes instantly when they wanted to come into your cell. They took your clothes away and gave you only a pair of gym shorts to wear for several days.


  “Jason, I know this is unpleasant to talk about, but I don’t think your mind has figured out how to process this yet, and someday your complete recovery from this ordeal will require that these humiliating images be erased or at least put into perspective. The important question here is the why. Why was this done to you?”


  “I don’t understand the why of this either. I never did anything to deserve this.”


  “It seems as if you were put through the equivalent of a college fraternity hazing ritual, which included humiliation, bondage, and sensory deprivation. Then your real brutal treatment was ended.”


  “Yes, I was treated very poorly at first, but later in the week it seemed like they were backing off from that. They gave me comic books to read, a CD player to listen to, and better food. They even gave me soap and water to clean up with.”


  “Yes,” agreed the doctor. “It’s like you had a guardian angel or some unknown protector. Almost a reverse ‘Stockholm Syndrome,’ where the kidnappers start bonding with their kidnap victim.”


  Dr. Socorro continued, “Jason, I hope that this part of the conversation hasn’t been too upsetting for you. You had to endure a lot of pain and isolation these past five days and that has got to have taken a physical toll on your body. There has been a mental toll as well and it will help in your recovery if you understand that they were playing mind games with you.”


  Shaking his head in agreement, Jason said, “I hated the things that they did to me. But I tried to never let my spirit get totally broken. I was even starting to spy on them a little by cheating on the blindfold at the end. I always kept my chucks on in case there was a chance to run away. I used whatever freedom they gave me to work out and keep fit. They could tie me up, gag me, isolate me in a dark basement, but I wasn’t going to let them break me. That’s how I got through that horrible week.”


  “You have an indomitable spirit, Jason, and a great mental attitude. I’m very impressed with what you just told me. It shows real heart. Even so, don’t be surprised if you go through some ups and downs, peaks and valleys of emotional reactions, moments of depression or self-doubt. You have a great mind and the mind is a complicated entity. Is there anything else that is bothering you or causing you worry?”


  “No, but thank you for trying to help me understand what has happened to me,” he replied.


  “You’re welcome, Jason. It has been a pleasure to meet and talk with you. I think you are a very fine young man. If anything should come up that causes you mental anguish due to your ordeal, I would be pleased to talk to you again. Here is my card. It has my office and cell phone numbers on it.”


  When Dr. Socorro opened the door to leave, Bill Hunter was waiting for them in the hall where there were a few chairs. After introducing herself, she told him, “Jason and I had a good discussion. I think he will do just fine recovering from this week’s experience, but be prepared for an occasional set back or two. That is very normal when someone has undergone what Jason had to endure. Mr. Hunter, you should be very proud of your son. Not only is he intelligent and handsome, but he has the heart of a lion, real courage and fortitude. I rarely see this in someone so young! Good luck, Jason. Call me if you need to talk some more. Otherwise, I will be just another, broken-hearted suitor waiting in the wings,” she said in a fluttering voice and batting her eyelashes as she turned and walked quickly down the hallway.


  “She sure seems like quite a character, Son,” Bill Hunter told Jason. “It almost sounded like she was coming on to you.”


  “I think that Dr. Socorro is very good at exploring and manipulating people’s minds,” Jason replied. “That is what she gets paid to do.”


  * * *


  Not long after Dr. Socorro left, Dr. Cartwright stopped by Jason’s room. “Real good news, Jason. Your blood sample showed you are free of any toxins or tranquillizers. Everything seems in order, so you are free to check out and go home.” He shook hands with Jason and Bill as he said, “Good luck, Jason. I hope you recover quickly and can enjoy the rest of the summer. Mr. Hunter, I have enjoyed meeting you and your family. I wish it had been under better circumstances.”


  CHAPTER 22


  THE HOMECOMING


  (Saturday)


  At last Jason heard the words he had wanted to hear since his rescue on Friday. It was now time to go home! After checking in his room for any personal belongings, Jason received a pleasant surprise. The security guard, who had been watching the area, came up to him and handed him a plastic bag. “This was sent over here from the police station. One of the officers found it in the room where you had been dropped off by the kidnappers.” Inside was Jason’s cell phone, wallet, keys and other personal belonging that he had had with him on Monday.


  “I guess this is my lucky day,” he told his dad.


  Just then an orderly came in with a wheelchair and took Jason to the checkout station. Bill quickly signed the paperwork and they were out the door. “I really am free!” Jason shouted. “Take me home, Dad.”


  After they got into their Ford Explorer, it was just a short ride back to their house. When they got home, Jason got out of the car and burst through the front door shouting, “Mom! I’m home!”


  Suddenly he stopped. As Jason looked around the front room and entryway, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. There were all kinds of food dishes, flowers, candy boxes, even some balloons. “What is all this?” he asked.


  His mom explained, “Ever since I got home from the hospital this morning, all of this stuff has been constantly arriving from your friends, our neighbors, your father’s office staff and friends and my friends and business acquaintances—it’s unbelievable. Plus, the telephone has been ringing off the hook. People want to stop by and say hello. I know they have missed you and been worried about you. But I don’t want to push you into anything.”


  “Are you kidding?” Jason exclaimed. “I’ve been locked up in a basement all week and then kept in the hospital for another day. My life has been under a microscope for the past twenty-four hours and every part of me from my head to my chucks has been checked out, examined and evaluated. I’m ready for some small talk, some good friends, and some happy times with no life-threatening consequences.”


  “Well, I figured you would be ready for some fun and companionship, dear, so I told everyone to start coming by this afternoon around 1:00 p.m. That will give you an hour and a half to just relax and do whatever.”


  Jason went up to his mom and gave her a big hug. “Mom, it’s so good to be home. I never knew a tract house could look so good.”


  “Just don’t overdo it, Jason. Let me know somehow if things start to overwhelm you in any way. I told everyone to keep their visits short this time. You know, keep things low-key.”


  “Okay, Mom. I think I’ll go to my room for a while.”


  A parade of visitors began arriving a few minutes past one. Their next-door neighbors were first, followed by some other neighbors from the block that Jason barely knew. Jason perked up when the first of his classmates at school started arriving. There was Richard Liu, who he first met in the fifth grade, when his family moved to this house, and Chauncey Jackson, probably one of the best athletes in the county, and already being scouted by colleges. He had known Chauncey since kindergarten. In their elementary school days, they had talked about sports with wide-eyed enthusiasm, and even played on a couple of youth league baseball and basketball teams together. These days they still talked about sports, but no one could keep up with Chauncey on the field. He was already an all-league running back, star pitcher, and fearsome on the basketball court as well.


  “Jason, my man,” Chauncey said, “it’s good to see you again. I’ve missed our sports talks lately.” They went on to talk about the NBA playoffs and how the Giants and A’s were doing. Hanging with Chauncey was also good food-wise. He had unerring vision for what were the best things to eat on the table and he quickly focused on some tasty barbequed ribs and potato salad.


  While they were eating and Chauncey saw that no one was paying direct attention, he told Jason, “I know we are supposed to be cool about what happened to you, but if you ever find out who did it, let me know. Me and some of my teammates would love to take some batting practice on those guys.”


  “Thanks, Chauncey,” Jason replied. “It’s good to know that you are on my side.”


  “Always have been and always will. You know that. Now give me some knuckles.” As they were doing their knuckle taps, in walked Diana Miglione and Laura Friesen.


  “Jason! We’re so happy to see you,” they said in unison. Each girl gave Jason a big hug. “Hi, Chauncey.” The girls looked stunning in their sun dresses, well tanned from spending a lot of time in and around Laura’s swimming pool.


  “Well, I see these fine young ladies have their eyes on you, Jason, so I’m going to head on out. Don’t be a stranger. Let’s do some hoops soon,” Chauncey said as he left.


  “Look, Jason,” Diana said lifting her foot. “In your honor we both got new Converses. It was our good luck charm to bring you back home.” Diana had on a pair of new neon pink low cuts, and Laura had on a new navy blue pair. “I guess it worked, huh,” she said.


  “I’m so glad that you two were thinking of me. I sure have been thinking about you and how much fun we had at the last school mixer,” Jason said with a big grin.
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  “We have some good plans for you, Jason,” Diana said, “Laura is going to host a pool party for you, and we’ll just invite our closest friends from before. We’ll have a great time…you know,” she said with a wink. Diana took his hand and held it. “Come with us. My mom made you this scrumptious cake with custard and raspberries. You have to try some.”


  Now this is the life, Jason thought, with two pretty young ladies leading me around and feeding me treats.


  Mrs. Miglione was a fabulous baker, so he knew the cake would be great eating. And Diana and Laura were so sweet and friendly. Their presence was having a very soothing effect.


  The afternoon went on like that for several hours. A lot of his parents’ friends came over, and quite a few of his classmates also, along with their parents who had also known Jason for many years. Jason kept thinking that it was like a graduation party, except that he hadn’t actually been graduated from anything other than captivity. It was great though.


  Around four o’clock, Daniel and his parents arrived. Because of their accounting business, Gary and Melinda Holmes had had to work a good portion of the afternoon before coming.


  Mr. and Mrs. Holmes each gave Jason a big hug, and Mrs. Holmes said. “It’s so great to see you here smiling again, Jason.”


  “I think you have to give some of the credit to Daniel for that,” Jason replied. “I hope I didn’t get him into trouble.”


  “I don’t think so,” Mr. Holmes said. “If I was in his shoes I’m sure I would have done exactly the same thing. There are a few communications issues we could work out, but not now, not today. Let’s just celebrate and put this last week behind us.”


  “Come with me, Jason, and let’s get a couple of sodas. Mom? Dad?” Daniel said.


  “No, you guys go on, we want to talk to Bill and Edith. We know exactly what they have been through lately.”


  As they walked away, Daniel said in a low voice, “I just wanted to let you know that there are some reporters out in front of your house and it looks like a television crew also.”


  “I thought they were going to leave us alone.”


  “You probably will be, but I think they are trying to pump your friends and acquaintances for background and extra information they can find out. I’m pretty sure they want to talk to me.”


  “What are you going to do, Daniel?”


  “Basically, whatever you want me to do, my friend. You let me sit in on your account of the terror you went through while kidnapped, so I know everything that happened and how they kept going after your dignity and self-respect. It still upsets me to think about it. I would imagine that the last thing you want right now is to tune into the news and hear a report about how many times you were threatened, blindfolded, beaten, or bound and gagged.”


  Jason agreed, “You’ve got that right. At the same time I don’t want the world to think that I was broken by those assholes and am afraid to tell the world what really happened.”


  “Then let them wait. It’s enough for them to know you survived an ordeal and you are recovering from the shock of it. Jason, I can’t believe how strong you have been during this whole incident. After hearing what you went through, I know I’d be jelly at this point if it had happened to me.”


  “The shrink lady I talked to this morning, Dr. Socorro, kept telling me that their plan was to humiliate me over and over again. I’m sure that was probably true, but I told her I had determined never to let them break me totally. They could control my body, but never my spirit. That’s what got me through. That and the thought of being able to kick your butt in the latest shooter or Madden football game again.”


  “We still have a game session or two ahead of us. Unfortunately, it is a week late,” Daniel teased, getting back on familiar ground.


  “Count on it! I’m ready for a normal day in our lives again.”


  “Okay, Jason, I’ll give my best ‘no comment’ to any press today. Now tell me more of what Diana and Laura are planning.”


  CHAPTER 23


  JASON MAKES THE NEWS


  (Saturday Evening)


  By five o’clock, everyone had left or was leaving. A couple of Edith’s co-workers stayed behind to help clean up the remains of the food and the trash from so many visiting people. Outside the camera crew and reporters had left, so apparently they got what they came for. Daniel was relieved that they had left. Now, he and his parents didn’t have to sneak out to avoid being questioned about Jason’s ordeal.


  Bill Hunter turned on the television to hear the local news broadcasts. He wanted to see how they had responded to the statements that he had worked out with Lt. Garcia. Channel 11 was one of two stations that had local news that early on Saturday. Jason was the third story in the broadcast. This is what was reported—
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  “Today police released more details about the daring kidnapping and release of a fourteen-year-old boy in City Park. The boy has been identified as Jason Hunter, who has lived all his life in our community with his parents, William and Edith. Evidently Jason was walking through the park Monday around noon when he was hit with a tranquillizer dart and then hustled into a waiting van. At the time of his capture, this wasn’t even known as no one was in the area, and no one in the nearby neighborhoods saw anything either. Jason was kept in captivity for five days in a basement cell. At times he was treated roughly by his captors, although few details have become available yet.


  “The kidnappers made no contact with the family until Friday when they were able to get a ransom note to Mr. Hunter at his office. This part of the kidnapping went very smoothly because Jason was left off in the maintenance building at City Park later that day. The kidnappers used Jason’s cell phone to call one of his friends, who was told where to look for him. After an overnight stay at Silicon Valley Medical Center, Jason was given the green light to return home. This afternoon there was a happy reunion with his friends and neighbors. We have a taped report from Jennifer Cooke, who was at the scene and talked to a few of the people attending the party—”


  Next, the picture went to a recording. This is what Jennifer Cooke reported—


  “I’m here at the Hunter residence. A stream of well-wishers has been coming in and out all afternoon. With me are two of Jason’s friends from school, Diana Miglione and Laura Friesen. Diana, how is Jason doing?”


  “Jason seems to be just fine, smiling and laughing with his friends. He has some cuts and bruises on his face, arms and legs that are healing. I still can’t understand why anyone would want to hurt him.”


  “What was it like for you all week, Laura, when you heard Jason was missing?” Jennifer asked.


  “It was very sad and depressing. Plus our parents are keeping a very close watch on us now. They don’t think it’s safe for us to be out anywhere alone.”


  “I talked with a number of the parents attending today, and they had similar reactions. Everyone is keeping a real close watch on their children in this community because if Jason could be taken the way he was, in broad daylight, in a public park, they don’t feel that their children are safe either. This is Jennifer Cooke reporting—”


  The news anchor continued,


  “So far the police have released no information about who they think the kidnappers were. If anyone has additional information about this case or saw anything pertinent in City Park on Monday or Friday, they are asked to contact the police hot line which you can see on your screen or on our website.—”


  Stories on the other stations throughout the evening were similar. Not all had interviews, but they all repeated the same idea: “That because the kidnapping was so daring, no kids in the community were safe anymore.” So far the stories were being deferential to Jason, but it was clear from the reporting that they all wanted to know a lot more detail, especially since the police were giving them no information about the kidnappers.


  Bill and Edith talked about what they saw. “So far so good, I guess, but I think that the media may go after Jason and Daniel if more information doesn’t come out soon,” Bill said.


  Edith said, “I don’t think the police, as yet, have a clue as to what went on in this case. I know they have their methods and their pride, but so far all of their work has yielded a big zero.”


  “Maybe we should have insisted on bringing in the FBI right away, but their team was out on the streets Monday night and there were no leads of any sort then. I don’t know if adding another level of investigation would have made a bit of difference in this case,” Bill added.


  “I still worry that the coverage of this incident is going to turn into Jason having to tell everyone the grim details of his captivity before they will leave him alone. And there is still no guarantee that the perpetrators of this outrage will ever be caught.”


  “Why us and why our son? That is the $50,000 question,” his father asked.


  “That is what bothers me the most. All of that brutality to Jason, and then, ‘Oh, we’re sorry, we don’t have a grudge against you after all. Never mind!’ ” fumed Edith.


  “There has to be a personal connection somewhere. But I can’t figure out who and why.”


  “At this rate we may never know. But I do have some good news,” Edith said. “I asked Michael if we could get the key to the company retreat on the coast for a day or two. Our CEO was actually there, but when he heard about Jason, he said, ‘No, problem. Give the Hunters the key. I need to get to New York anyway, and a day early will make it easier on me.’ ”


  She waved the key at Bill. “So we can go early tomorrow and have a day or two of escape from everything!”


  “Thanks, dear, for doing that. We do need to get away and get Jason some R&R also. Let’s leave first thing tomorrow morning.”


  They both decided to tell Jason about the plans for the next day. When they got to Jason’s room, they found him looking through some old Hardy Boys mystery books—books that had been passed down from Bill’s childhood.


  “How are you holding up, Jason?” Edith asked. “Did you have a good time this afternoon?”


  “Oh, yeah, that was great to see all of those people again. It was a lot of fun, but at the same time sort of humbling, also, to think that they all were here because of me.”


  “Well, you are a special person. Don’t ever forget how much you have affected other people’s lives or how much you mean to your father and me. I have some good news. Mr. Shumley has given us the key to the company beach house. We can go down there and stay for a day or so. It will be great to be on the ocean, relax, and clear our heads.”


  “So what’s with the old books?” Bill asked Jason. “I remember reading those stories when I was your age.”


  “I don’t know,” Jason said. “Those Hardy Boys were always getting into life-threatening adventures, facing off with bad guys, or getting tied up and then escaping. Then you would turn the page and they would bounce back like nothing had happened to them. I wanted to see if there was a lesson in them for me.”


  “Probably not what you were thinking that they might help you to solve. Those are just made-up stories, written in a different era, when not a lot of thought was given to the long-term effects that violent things could have on a person’s life. Back then you could go to the movie theaters and see weekly serials written just like those books, where the hero would get into terrible trouble and then always figure out a way to get out of it at the start of the next episode. In later years the same kind of programs were shown on Saturday morning television for kids. In a way, I wish the experience you just had could be dealt with in that way,” his dad explained.


  “Jason, honey, are you starting to have flashbacks or disturbing images in your mind?” his mom asked.


  “Yes, the doctors told me to expect that, and it happens from time to time. I guess that it is something I have to work out in my head.”


  She reminded him, “Yeah, and they also said if it gets to be too disruptive or upsetting, to be sure and reach out and get some more counseling. Don’t sit there and suffer in silence.”


  Jason replied, “I don’t think that will be too much of a problem. I know what I’ve been through. I just wish I knew why I was put through it.”


  “That’s nothing that can be solved tonight. Get that out of your head and just relax and enjoy being home again. You’re here with us and you’re safe. That is what’s important now.”


  The Hunters said their good nights and Jason stretched out on his bed. Life was good again.


  CHAPTER 24


  LIFE MARCHES ON


  (Sunday)


  Fairly early on Sunday, the Hunters got up and then packed food and clothes for an overnight stay. They were off on the freeway that went from the Silicon Valley to the coast before the typical weekend traffic started to thicken. Because of this they made good time and arrived at the beach house a little after ten that morning. The house was in an area on the coast between Santa Cruz and Monterey that jutted out into the Monterey Bay. As a result, it had its own microclimate and often had weather like San Francisco or Pacifica while the rest of the area, just a little further inland, could be ten to fifteen degrees warmer.


  Upon arriving at the beach house, the Hunters found a personal note left for them from the CEO of AMD Software, Lyle Cassini. It read:


  Edith, Bill and Jason,


  Everyone at ADM has been thinking of you and pulling for you this past week. We are so happy that Jason was returned to you. Hopefully your stay here will help relieve some of the tension that you have experienced. Edith, don’t worry about a thing at work. All of your co-workers in marketing voluntarily put in some extra time to cover your workload, so take whatever extra time you need for your son.


  Jason, I have something for you, too. My nephew works as a game developer and he is always sending me new game prototypes to try out. I usually don’t have much time to look at them, but I’m sure you would as I hear you are quite a gamer. The USB drive that I left with this note is for you. It has, I think, ten of the latest prototypes being considered for release. I hope you enjoy trying them out.

  With best wishes,


  Lyle C.


  The beach house itself was designed like a doughnut. There were living areas with a lot of glass doors and windows that looked out on the beach and had a great ocean view. In the center was a courtyard that was protected from the constant swirling breezes off the Pacific Ocean, so you could sun yourself there, use the barbeque, or the hot tub and not be blown away by the winds. Outside there was a long expanse of sandy beach and about a mile away were rock formations that were filled with tide pools.


  Jason loved exploring the tide pool area and watching the interplay between the waves, sea anemones, mussels and other seashore life. The first time Jason explored the rock formations that were jagged and had many sharp edges, he learned the hard way how tough climbing them could be on his feet. Now his favorite thing, when he explored the tide pools, was to walk barefoot down the sandy beach right at the wave line so the waves would constantly wash the sand off of his feet as he walked. He took with him an old, unbleached white pair of chucks with the laces tied together so he could carry them around his neck. Then when he got to the rock formations he would slip them on and could comfortably explore the formations and tide pools for hours.


  * * *


  Meanwhile, back in the Bay Area, events were happening that pushed Jason’s story into the background. First of all, several large fires had broken out in northern California, and one in the Mt. Diablo area was starting to threaten some homes. Then the police decided to release more information on the AMBER Alert incident of last Thursday. This was partly due to the bad publicity they felt they had received in the media coverage of Jason’s case. In addition to the new details revealed, a news conference was scheduled for Monday morning where a lot more information would be released. Next, two murders were reported in the east bay and one of the victims was only seventeen-years-old. Coverage of all these stories was extensive. With no new information and the victim back home, Jason’s story was out of the news.


  CHAPTER 25


  THE CHALLENGE


  (Monday)


  The Hunters had a great time at the beach house on Sunday. Besides exploring the tide pools, Jason spent some time in the water and was joined there by his parents. They relaxed on the beach, on the deck of the beach house, and walked along the water several times. That evening, Jason tried out some of the games on the USB drive, using an older desktop computer that was in one of the bedrooms.


  By Monday morning they were ready to leave. Bill felt he needed to get back to his business, which he had basically dropped into Ellie Planting’s lap all last week. Edith was planning to telecommute Monday and Tuesday, which her boss said would be fine, but after reading what her colleagues at work had done for her during Jason’s disappearance, felt she ought to at least stop by the office for a few hours if not today, then Tuesday.


  Jason had enjoyed the recreational time with his parents, but now wanted to get back and do things with his friends. He hoped that by being involved with more activities, they would help get his mind off the flashbacks that kept popping up in his head. He remembered that the doctors said there might be set-back stages, and feared he was having one. For some reason a lot of the self-confidence he had felt and expressed on Friday and Saturday now seemed to be gone.


  After a leisurely breakfast, and cleaning up the beach house, the Hunters loaded up their gear into Bill’s Ford Explorer and they headed back to the valley.


  After they had driven over the mountains and were back in the Silicon Valley, Jason got out his cell phone and called Daniel. It was 11:30 a.m. and Daniel was back home from his guitar class. “Hey, Daniel, how’s it going? Great. I wanted to know if we could have that gaming session this afternoon. Okay, can we have it at my house? How about one? Yeah, things are still a little intense. You understand. See you soon.”


  Once the Hunters arrived at their home, Bill left for his office downtown and Edith got involved on her laptop computer with company business.


  Daniel rang the doorbell about 1:10 p.m. and was all smiles when Jason answered the door. “Good to see you. How are you doing today?” Daniel chattered on for a while about his guitar class. He was excited because they were actually starting to learn real songs that he had recordings of, beyond the basic pieces that they had worked with in order to learn the fingering techniques. “How was your Sunday?” he asked. Jason told him about going to the beach house and receiving the gift of the USB drive from Mr. Cassini. “That sounds real interesting. Can we check it out later?” Daniel asked.


  The boys went up to Jason’s room. Daniel had started hooking up the second controller unit to the game console when he looked up to see Jason just staring at the clock radio by his bed. “Hey, Jason, hello, is something wrong?”


  Startled out of his reverie, Jason replied, “Oh, sorry, my mind just took me back to a week ago right now.”


  “Yeah, and that’s not good is it? But you’re here with me, and I am armed,” Daniel said waving the controller. “Seriously, are you okay?”


  “Let’s get started playing, I was just out of it for a minute.”


  The two started their gaming session, but it was a disaster for Jason. For some reason he couldn’t concentrate; what were usually close and exciting games were duds, with total lopsided victories for Daniel. Things went on this way for over a half hour until Daniel finally said, “Stop! I can’t take this anymore. I even tried to lose that last game and couldn’t. What’s the matter?”


  “I don’t know, Daniel. Today I’m just out of it, I guess. Everything seemed so clear and straightforward on Saturday and now my mind is a muddled mess.”


  “This is terrible. It’s like the kidnappers grabbed all of my friend, Jason, but only returned part of him. Somewhere still missing is a lot of that great mind and spirit that made him so cool!”


  “Up yours, Daniel!” Jason replied angrily. “That’s not very fair. You know what I had to go through a week ago.”


  Daniel held up his hands in a self-deprecating manner. “You’re right, Jason. I apologize. You are absolutely right. You’ve been through a lot of horrible experiences that no one should ever have to endure. I have no right to try and guess what is going through your mind. You should be cut a lot of slack to recover from your ordeal. Instead, let me tell you what’s been going through my mind.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This has affected me and a lot of your friends along with you. No one suffered the physical pain that you did, but this whole incident is a ticking time bomb in our heads! Every day I wake up and think about how my life and that of our friends has been ruined by those kidnappers. I am really angry that a really nice person who never harmed anyone—that’s you—could be walking in a public park and be grabbed and brutalized for no apparent reason. Now none of us are safe, because if they can do it to you, they can do it to us! That is what our parents fear the most. We have no individual freedom of movement any more. You had better be in a group, preferably with an adult escort if you want to do anything these days.


  “I am really angry that the kidnappers, when they got tired of tormenting you in their basement for five days, and after putting your family and friends through the same five days of hell—not knowing whether you were dead or alive, being held for ransom, or in the hands of a predator—suddenly act like your kidnapping was no big deal. They finally got around to contacting your dad that they had you Friday morning. They then say in the ransom note: ‘The godfather of our organization is sorry for causing you anguish. We really didn’t mean to kidnap your son. Just give us $50,000 to cover our overhead and you can have him back. Sorry for the wear and tear on poor Jason. Oh, and please return the ropes.’ ”
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  “What?” Jason cried out in agony. “What are you saying?”


  “Again, I am so sorry, Jason. Your dad never told you what the ransom note actually said?”


  Daniel went and put his hands on Jason’s shoulders in a tight grip. “It’s not that you were being low-balled or ransomed on a discount. I’m sure your dad would have tried to pay any amount they asked for. Somehow they knew that your dad had that range of cash readily available in small bills because of his antiquities business. It didn’t require the cooperation of a bank, or federal authorities, or anyone else, because apparently he could easily get that much from his safe deposit box.” Daniel then paced around the room.


  “Jason, like you I didn’t have a lot of specific plans for the summer. I had some guitar lessons and regular physical workouts planned, but a lot of my plan was to hang out with good friends like you and just enjoy being a teenager. You know, have fun and do our thing, whatever it turned out to be this summer. Instead, you and I, and many more of your friends, are being held hostage by these unknown kidnappers. They seem to be able to move around our community with impunity and even though you are free, so are they, laughing at you and laughing at your friends because they figure that you are powerless to do anything about it. We are no longer free to move around like we are used to doing because of what they did to you.


  “So I say to you, Jason, until these lowlife morons are tracked down and put in jail for what they did to you, I can’t rest, I can’t have any fun, and I can’t feel safe. Yes, the cops have been unable to find anything out and already the trail is probably pretty cold by now. Not much I can do about that. But there is something very personal about the way you were attacked and treated. Probably only you or your dad can figure out what it was that triggered this. But I am willing to be there with you every step of the way. I just don’t think that you can be happy or be your normal self again until the mystery of why this happened in the first place is solved. Then you will finally be able to put it all behind you. Already you are getting flashbacks of those terrible things you endured. Until this burden of ‘why?’ is lifted off your shoulders, how can you, I, or any of our friends be free again? I know I won’t be happy about this situation until those stupid scumbag bastards are behind bars and we are sitting here laughing at them for a change.”


  During Daniel’s tirade, Jason had been staring down at his chucks. Then looking up at his friend he said, “Exactly what are you asking me to do?”


  “I say work with me to find out what really happened. Find out who the kidnappers are and why you were targeted. I’m willing to work day and night at it until it is solved.”


  “But how are we supposed to do this by ourselves? I don’t have any experience as a detective and neither do you. How can a couple of teenaged kids, who aren’t even old enough to drive a car, supposed to get around and solve a mystery that so far Lt. Garcia and his missing persons unit couldn’t solve, or even come up with one solid lead?”


  “Because we have motivation! Our lives are at stake. Even if we ultimately fail, we are further along in the healing process than we would ever be just sitting around doing nothing.”


  “You are so passionate, Daniel. You are displaying a depth of emotion I have never seen from you before and I don’t know how to respond. It’s all too overwhelming for me!” Jason said on the verge of tears.


  “Okay, Jason. I’ll calm down now. Take your time and think it through. If you can figure out a better way to resolve this and get rid of what’s tormenting you, let me know. I think that deep down inside, you will eventually realize that what I am saying is right.”


  Still, with his head hanging low, Jason said in a soft voice, “Nothing about the kidnapping seems real except I know I went through the pain, the boredom, and the humiliation of it.”


  “Listen to me Jason. During the kidnapping you were under their control. Now you are not their captive anymore, unless you let the memories of what they did to you intimidate your mind and keep it unfocused. You have one of the best analytical minds I know, and everyone else says the same thing. It’s time to use it to take them out. Sure they had a clever plan that no one has figured out yet. But, if we put our heads together and tap all the resources we have available, sooner or later something has to break in this case.”


  “Daniel, a lot of what you say makes sense. Now I better understand how this has affected you and the others. I feel bad about that. At the same time, you are asking me to go back into the hell I just got out of. That’s a big commitment to ask for right now.”


  “Believe me, I understand how difficult this must be for you. Take the time you need to decide what to do. Talk to your dad or anyone else that you trust or you think can give you good advice on this. I won’t bring it up again until you do. Just know that I will do my best to be your friend whatever you decide.”


  Daniel continued, “I’ve probably worn out my welcome, today, Jason, but I had to get that off my chest. I’ll leave if you want some time to think it over and not feel pressured.”


  “Thanks, Daniel. I will be giving what you have told me real serious consideration. But not right now. What I really need is just some normal companionship from you. That’s what I’ve really missed this past week. I’m sorry about my lack of concentration playing video games. Let’s get some drinks and snacks in the kitchen and then play some hoops outside. I figure I can’t screw that up too badly. Even if I do, it still is good exercise.”


  “You’ve got it, my friend. I promise to turn the intensity meter way down and just concentrate on mindless fun for the rest of the day. My mom, of all people, told me this great joke, it’s really stupid but it is funny…”


  With the air cleared, Jason and Daniel walked down to the kitchen, joking and laughing.


  CHAPTER 26


  WHAT WAS IN MR. HUNTER’S SAFE


  (Monday Evening)


  For the rest of the afternoon, things were back to normal for Jason and Daniel. The exercise outside was good for both of them and helped clear their heads of the deep thoughts that had been expressed earlier. After they finished playing basketball, they decided to check out the new prototype releases from Mr. Cassini’s USB drive. There was a squadron fighter game that they really liked and got into playing. In that game, both of them were competing together against an unknown aerial enemy.


  Around 5:00 p.m., Daniel had to go back home. As he was leaving he told Jason, “I’m sorry if I pushed you too hard or offended you with what I said earlier. Being honest with each other has worked for us in the past, even if the truth is unpleasant. Do talk to your dad about the ransom note and this whole situation. Talk to other friends if you need to. Then let me know what you think of my plan when you are ready. Goodbye for now.”


  “All, right, Daniel. I will talk to Dad tonight and I will do some soul-searching. Seems I’ve had to do an awful lot of that lately.”


  “Hang in there, Jason. You know you are strong inside. Now you and your friends need to draw on that strength so that we can move on with our lives.”


  * * *


  Later that evening, after dinner, while Edith was working in the kitchen and doing some menu planning, Jason asked his dad if they could talk in his study.


  “Sure thing, Jason,” his dad responded, “What’s on your mind?”


  “Daniel told me something today that was really disturbing. He said that the kidnappers only asked for a very small ransom and then went on to imply that the kidnapping was all a mistake. Is that true?”


  “Damn him! I forgot that he knew about the actual note, because we were both being debriefed together and I was acting for his parents. I was going to tell you about it sometime, but due to all of the things going on after your return, I never got a chance. I really didn’t want to do it right away, because I figured it would upset you, and the last thing you needed was more aggravation in your life.”


  “Dad, he didn’t put you down. He stood up for you, and said you would never try to lowball my worth and most likely would have paid any amount the kidnappers wanted.”


  “That is true, son. I was willing to do anything in my power to secure your release. We hadn’t heard anything for five days. Your mother and I were desperate and losing all hope of ever seeing you again. Then I get this package with your mitt, a kidnap photo, a manila envelope and this crazy ransom note. The instructions were relatively easy to follow and they said they wanted to release you, so I jumped at the opportunity, which was what I guess they expected me to do. Why it took them five days to decide to send that and then ask for only $50,000 is a mystery to me.”


  “So, Daniel was right. I was put through all that pain and isolation for basically nothing?”


  “It’s not quite that simple, Jason. I think the kidnapper’s plan was to avoid any police involvement in the ransom and to do that they had to choose an amount that I would be expected to have around in actual cash. What good is a million dollars if it is bait money with dyes on it and a lot of cops following it. Maybe the best thing to do is to show you the note.”


  “You still have the ransom note?”


  “No, I had to return it to the kidnappers, but before I did that, I made a copy of the note and the photo and put them in my secure safe at the office in case you weren’t released or this was a con. When you read the note, you can make your own conclusions about their motives. All I know is that I followed it to the letter, no matter how ridiculous some of it seemed. Then, a few hours later you were released into City Park.”


  “Dad, I would like to see that note. I think it might be a very important clue in my case. Can we go right now?”


  “Well, if you must. I’ll tell your mother that we are going for some ice cream.”


  In a few minutes the two were in the Explorer, driving downtown. “Dad, there’s more to this. Daniel thinks that I need to get involved in figuring out the case. He thinks that the only way I will be able to drive away the flashbacks and emotional surges I am starting to feel is to solve the case. He wants to help me because the case is not only hanging over him, but also all of our friends. No one has any freedom to do anything spontaneous any more. Every activity must now be checked and rechecked by our parents.”


  “I can sympathize with some of what he says, but how can he seriously ask you to go back to relive that horrible week. Plus, it seems a little far-fetched that a couple of teenagers could solve a mystery that even the police have no clues for.”


  Bill Hunter drove up to the back entrance of his business. He and Jason got out and Bill opened the door and undid the alarm. Once inside, his dad had Jason wait in the sales room while he went to get the things they had talked about.


  When Bill returned a few minutes later, he handed Jason the copy of the ransom note. “You can see, Jason, it doesn’t quite say what Daniel has implied. I have even talked to Lt. Garcia about it, and he still thinks there is a possibility that the kidnappers targeted the wrong person.”


  Jason read through and studied the note for a full minute. A brief chill went up his spine when he read the sentence, “Your son will be killed if you do not comply exactly and completely with these instructions.”


  He then said to his father, “I guess Daniel’s ‘godfather’ is actually ‘an important member of our organization,’ but the note does say that someone important intervened on my behalf. Maybe that would explain why I was treated better the latter part of the week. Dr. Cartwright thought that I was drugged with more than the tranquillizer dart after I was taken. He thought that I might have had a bad reaction to the drug, which is why it took so long for me to shake the effects, over a day and a half. That could have been another reason for the intervention. It still doesn’t explain why I was tied up so tightly even though drugged.”


  “Jason, I think you were tied up so that the picture sent along with the ransom note would look as frightening as possible.”


  “Are you going to show me the picture?”


  “I really don’t think that is a good idea, son. You said you already were having flashbacks and images appearing in your head. This could really give you nightmares.”


  “Dad, I lived the nightmare for five days. Maybe seeing the picture will help to push away the bad images or jolt my memory about something.”


  “This is against my better judgment...” but he handed him the copy of the photo.


  Jason cringed for a moment when he saw it. “This was taken after I had been left tied up, gagged and blindfolded for I’m guessing a day and a half. Finally one of the kidnappers was going to do something to meet my physical needs. They had come in, cut one of my ropes, and then dragged me to the chair. They then put something on my lap, a San Jose newspaper it looks like, and then removed my blindfold. That’s why I am squinting. That light seemed blinding at the time, and there were a couple of flashes, when this picture was taken. Later, I realized that it was a positive sign. They were getting ready to send a ransom note. They photographed me when I was feeling the most out of it and my body was sending me all kinds of danger signals.”
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  “Imagine how shocking this was for me,” his dad said. “But at least it showed that you were alive on Tuesday. That was better than seeing a photo of a corpse.”


  “All of that brutal treatment, then all they wanted was $50,000 and to get out of town fast. I am beginning to get just as angry as Daniel. Can you blame me?”


  “No, I can’t, Jason. But you can see they are opponents you shouldn’t take lightly or without fear of further retaliation. Remember what they said in their closing statement: ‘Do not ruin this golden opportunity to make your family whole again by trying to involve the authorities or pursuing us.’ ”


  As Jason handed the photo back to his dad he said, “Dad, can you promise me that we will one day burn this picture.”


  “With a blowtorch, son!” Bill continued, “You know I have been mentally going through everyone we know, and everyone I have done business with, and even the thought of strangers being involved. There has to be an inside connection somewhere. How else would the kidnappers know so much about our family and my business that they could construct your kidnapping around our personal information? How did they know you would walk through the park at noon on Monday and how did they know I would have $50,000 in small bills in my safe deposit box?”


  Jason said, “I think that is where we will have to focus to get started.”


  “So, you are actually thinking about going through with this investigation idea?” his dad asked.


  “I don’t know yet, Dad. I told Daniel he was asking me to go back into the hell I just came out of. I don’t know if I am ready to handle the emotional side of it. On the other hand, I don’t think I will ever be free of this experience if I don’t find out what it really was about.”


  “Let’s get some ice cream now, Jason. I think that is one decision we are ready to make! Oh, and don’t forget your baseball mitt.”


  Bill put both documents away, locked up the office and they drove off to the ice cream store.


  CHAPTER 27


  THE POOL PARTY


  (Tuesday Evening)


  Tuesday was almost a normal day. Lost in all of the excitement and drama of the past week was the fact that Jason had a long-scheduled dental appointment in the morning. Edith stayed home in the morning, again telecommuting, but had decided Monday to go into work in the afternoon. She took Jason to his appointment and then told him to just stay at home during the afternoon. “I want you to clean up your room and do some reading.” There were a lot of magazines and books that Jason hadn’t had a chance to look at, so this was a good day to catch up.


  Jason was actually grateful for the isolation. Talking with Daniel had been very intense lately. Although he thought about Daniel’s proposal, he still wasn’t ready to commit to it—yet. It was natural that he wondered to himself: Will I ever regain the simple kind of existence I had before that fateful Monday? Leaning back on his bed, Jason decided to relax for a few minutes. Suddenly, fatigue set in and he ended up taking about a two hour nap.


  * * *


  The big event of the day was Laura’s pool party for Jason that evening. Laura, along with her friend, Diana, had had her eye on Jason for a while and was hoping that maybe their friendship could develop into something more. But the pool party met another need. Since Jason’s kidnapping, her parents and all the others in their circle of friends had really tightened the leash on their activities. She was able to pull off the pool party because her parents had known Jason’s parents socially and they were invited to stay with her parents during the party.


  There were other parents that felt the same way as the Hunters and Friesens, so while the kids were enjoying the pool, all their parents were socializing inside the Friesen house.


  Besides Diana and Jason, Laura had invited some of Jason’s oldest friends. There was Gloria Berger and Cecily Chin, who had played on a coed badminton team with Jason when they were in fifth grade. They had hit it off and managed to stay in touch ever since. Bob Harker, another homeroom buddy who shared Jason’s interest in drawing and was turning into a talented cartoonist, was there also. Then, of course, Chauncey and finally Daniel, who was the only newcomer in the group, but Laura figured Jason would enjoy having his best friend at the party too.


  Donald Friesen had made a lot of money in investment banking. During one of his best years, he had purchased this house with its Olympic-sized pool and hot tub, and over 3,500 square feet of living space. Both Laura and her mother, Dorothy, were excellent swimmers so they were living in paradise. The Friesen’s had put out a nice barbeque dinner, with chicken pieces, foil wrapped baked yam and potato halves, and quick-barbequed vegetables. There were also bowls of fruit salad, coleslaw, chips with dips and cookies and ice cream for later.


  The kids all changed into their bathing suits, and soon were whooping it up in the pool. With all of the tension and drama of Jason’s kidnapping, and then the tighter controls on their whereabouts, the kids were ready for some simple release. After about ninety minutes of pool play and some underwater games like Marco Polo, they quieted down and had large helpings of food. After eating, they sat outside by the pool on the chaise lounges and pool chairs. Chauncey and Cecily went into the hot tub, while Bob decided to draw a few caricatures of Jason and the other kids. Diana and Daniel started talking about music while Laura snuggled up to Jason on the lounge chair where he was resting.
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  “Laura, having this pool party was a great idea. I’ve been so filled with tension and having to deal with all of the fall-out from last week. Playing in the water was a good way to work out some of that tension.”


  “It was tough on us, too,” Laura said as she stroked his hand and lower arm. “It is so much nicer seeing you here in my back yard than on the news.”


  “I feel like I’ve spoiled everyone’s summer and I didn’t really mean to.”


  “Don’t be silly, Jason. It’s not your fault. Eventually our parents will get over it and then we can get back to our normal way of living.”


  “You can’t imagine how intense my life has been lately...like there is a life-and-death struggle to deal with every day.”


  “Don’t think about that right now, Jason. Snuggle with me for a while. It feels nice to have you right next to me.”


  Jason put his arm around her shoulder and held her tightly. “Thanks for thinking about me, Laura. The thought of friends like you is what got me through my ordeal.”


  Impulsively, Laura turned and gave him a kiss. “I couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to you, Jason. Those people that hurt you should be shot!”


  About ten minutes later, Laura’s mom, Dorothy came out and said, “Laura, dear, can you help serve the ice cream now? Who’s up for some ice cream and cookies?”


  When it was getting dark outside, the kids started to gravitate back inside and get changed into their regular clothes. Everyone had some dessert, and socialized inside for another forty-five minutes or so. This gave Jason a chance to get caught up on things with Cecily, Gloria and Bob.


  Although Daniel was there, they hardly said more than a few words to each other. It wasn’t as if there was any tension in the air. Daniel just knew that Jason needed some space right now to make up his mind. He realized that he had pushed Jason pretty hard on Monday and there was nothing more he could say to advocate his position. That was why Daniel spent a lot of time talking with Diana about music, a subject about which he felt equally passionate.


  Then the party began to wind down as the parents gathered their offspring to leave.


  After his parents had said their goodbyes, Jason lingered for a moment and thanked Mr. and Mrs. Friesen for having the party. “This was a real morale booster for me. I feel I am starting to get back to normal.”


  “You’re very welcome, Jason, Mrs. Friesen said. “We were all devastated when we heard you were missing, especially Laura here. She moped around the house all week, so we are delighted to have you back!”


  “It is so good to see you again, Jason,” Laura added with her most engaging smile. “I hope I can see a lot more of you this summer.”


  As they were walking out to the car, Chauncey came by with a big grin on his face. “It looks like that young lady has plans for you, my man! Better watch out!”


  Jason looked at Chauncey and shrugged his shoulders and with a big grin retorted, “What’s a young man to do?”


  Chauncey just laughed again. “I think you’ll figure it out!”


  “Hey, Chauncey, remember how you said you wanted to play some hoops?”


  “You know I’m always up for it. Let me call my A-list guys and we’ll line up a game.”


  “No, I didn’t mean a full game,” Jason said, shaking his head. “I would like to do some one-on-one with you, preferably tomorrow morning if you can work it out.”


  “Looking for some shooting tips from the master?” Chauncey ribbed.


  “Well, not exactly.”


  “Maybe some fabulous advice on how to live your life and save the world?”


  “More along those lines.”


  “Well, I am flattered that you are asking me for advice.”


  “What’s a good time for you?”


  “Let’s say around ten. Since it’s your dime, I’ll pick you up at your house. Knuckles please.”


  After they went through their routine, Jason hurried to catch up to his parents who were waiting by the car.


  “What was that all about?” asked Edith.


  “Oh, Chauncey and I are going to shoot some baskets tomorrow morning. You know a little exercise and some sports talk.”


  “That’s great, Jason. It looks like you are reconnecting with your friends and getting back to some normal living. Tomorrow I’m back to work full-time, so I’m glad you will have something to do.”


  CHAPTER 28


  HOOPS WITH CHAUNCEY


  (Wednesday Morning)


  A few minutes past 10:00 a.m. the next day, Jason heard his doorbell ring. On the porch stood Chauncey with basketball in hand and dressed like a page from a sports catalogue. He was wearing a complete Los Angeles Lakers “Kobe Bryant” yellow jersey and shorts, with his school team baseball cap worn backwards. On his feet was a nearly brand new pair of Air Jordans. Jason had on his usual summer fare of tee-shirt, print shorts and, of course, his red high-top chucks.


  “Good morning, Jason! I see you are attempting to take on my Michael J’s with your red All Stars. Is that possible?”


  “Not only possible, but appropriate. You forget that Converse Chuck Taylors were the original premiere basketball shoes in America. I’m lacing up with the likes of Wilt Chamberlain and Bob Cousey.”


  “I stand corrected. Let’s see how Chuck does against Michael!”


  There was a basketball hoop on the Hunter’s garage. They decided to stay there and began their one-on-one game. Chauncey was a great basketball player, with some very good moves and fakes. But Jason had home court advantage and he knew just the place to hit medium jumpers from his driveway. They played three games of 21, and ended up splitting 2-1, with Chauncey just edging out Jason for the final victory.
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  They took a break and sat on the nice covered porch, drinking some cold, bottled water Jason had brought out earlier.


  “You still have some pretty good moves for a white boy,” Chauncey began. “That medium jumper was killing me in these games!”


  “I can’t believe how good you have become, Chauncey. One day I’ll be able to say I knew you when you were only an awesome player.”


  “I see you still know how to flatter people and get them on your side, Jason. Now, why don’t you tell me the real reason you asked me over today?”


  “Chauncey, you’ve played on some great teams in both football and basketball, and played in some great championship games. A few you have won, but you have lost even more. And then you have to go right back and play the same team again that you lost to previously. How do you keep your confidence and how can you look the other team in the eye and make them fear you when they have already beaten you once?”


  “Some of it has to do with motivation, and of course that’s why every team has a coach. Part of it is self-pride. I know if I have trained hard and am ready to play. If I’m prepared for the game, it doesn’t matter what happened last time. Games are won by what happens on the field of play that day, not what happened in the past.”


  “But what if the other team has just totally had your number all along. You are 0-10 against them and now you are about to play game eleven. How can you look that team in the eye and not be afraid of another humiliation?”


  “As the song goes, you got to have heart! You can’t let the other team dictate to you the terms of play. They may be better physically, better coached, and have the great winning streak, but that doesn’t mean you can’t beat them on any given day. When you think about it a little, the pressure is actually on them. They are expected to beat you, and beat you decisively. If you can start out the game and score on them instead of falling apart, you are starting to sow some seeds of self-doubt into your opponents. You don’t want to trash talk on them, because they will then get re-motivated to beat you. Instead, you give them the ‘eye of the tiger.’ You know that look that bores right into their team spirit, their soul. You may still end up losing, but at least you put a scare into them and they are going to have to respect you the next time you play.”


  “And is it possible then to totally turn things around, to go from the cellar to the top?”


  “Oh, yeah, you see it all the time in sports. But what are we really talking about here, Jason? I don’t remember hearing that you were in the playoffs this weekend.”


  “Daniel wants me to help him solve my own kidnapping case. The police still have no idea who is responsible and he thinks the kidnappers are laughing at us. Everyone’s summer is being spoiled because no one feels safe and our parents are keeping a tight leash on us. Also, he feels insulted that someone would do this to a kid like me in our community.”


  “Well that seems like an action kind of idea. I think that everyone would like to know what really happened and what this was really about. These people messed with you and your life. Don’t you want to see them behind bars?”


  “Of course, but here’s the rub, I’m being asked to go back into the viper’s nest again of the very people who gave me the most frightening experience of my life.”


  “What did these people do to you, Jason?”


  “Horrible things like leaving me bound, gagged, blindfolded, and drugged for two days without a break. They took away my clothes for several days, and all I had to wear was a pair of gym shorts and my chucks, and they kept me in a basement cell the whole time, hobbled like a goat.”


  “My God, Jason! I am so sorry that they did this to you. I had no idea your captivity was so brutal. No wonder you are freaked out by Daniel’s plan.”


  “And that isn’t even the worst part. After hearing nothing for five days and totally expecting the worst news, my dad suddenly gets a ransom note that asks for a very small ransom and almost an apology that they put me through this torture for nothing. It was as if they were saying, ‘Sorry, wrong victim. Just pay this service charge and we’ll drop off your son and be on our way.’ ”


  “Talk about adding insult to injury! Jason, I know this is a difficult decision for you and one that you ultimately have to make on your own. You have been roughed up and abused physically and mentally by those bastards. From what you just explained about your captivity, you were treated like an animal for five days. But that was their game and on their terms. You are on a different playing field now. You have resources now that you didn’t before.


  “Let’s start with you personally. I really respect you as a person. You have always been nice to me—for that matter pretty much everyone you meet—color blind about our friendship and never acting as if you were my friend to have a trophy on the shelf since we were little kids. Of all the people I know, you are one of the smartest and most determined I have ever met. I haven’t kept this friendship just because you are another fan in the Chauncey club, but because someday I will be able to say that I knew Jason Hunter way back when. Also, I believe that sometime in my life I will be able to draw on your knowledge and skills when I am in need of some good advice. Now you should put that great mind to work solving this case.


  “Daniel was right, you know. Your kidnapping was an insult to our community and especially the kids of this town. You do have every right to take some time off, lay low, and kick back because of what they did to you. But if I was you, denying what happened would be the last thing I would want to do. Not because it would be easy. You could very well be hurt badly again if you decide to pursue your kidnappers. It would be a great mistake to underestimate your opponents here. They obviously were well-organized and know how to play dirty.


  “Jason, I still believe that good will triumph over evil if given a chance. That might be a naïve thing to say in this situation, but that goes along with what I mean by you having a lot more resources now. By going through this ordeal, you are now aware that the community is behind you. Think of them as part of your team. All of your friends and family will help if you need them. The police are there too. Don’t just blow them off if you do decide to investigate. If you discover a lead that they could help you follow through, use them. They have resources and I’m sure they are as angry as you and me about what happened to you. If you do figure out who the kidnappers are, don’t be foolish and try to capture them on your own. Let the police use their SWAT team to arrest them. I’m sure the cops would love to fire a few rounds into their hideaway.


  “You may try to solve this and fail but even if that happens, I bet you would get all of your self-esteem back, because you did try. So I say, put on your best game face and go get ‘em! Now get off your butt and let’s play another round of 21. This might be my last chance before you become famous!”


  Chauncey and Jason played basketball for another half hour before Chauncey had to leave.


  “Thank you, Chauncey, for speaking your mind. You really helped me to see the bigger picture.”


  “You are always so unfailingly polite, Jason. That’s another thing that I like about you. Just don’t be polite to those kidnappers. And don’t forget my offer from the other day. After hearing what they did to you, I would love the opportunity to do batting practice on their faces.”


  “Take care, Chauncey. You can be sure I’ll call on you if I need to.”


  CHAPTER 29


  A PARTNERSHIP IS BORN


  (Wednesday Afternoon)


  Daniel’s morning had been his usual summer routine. Workout class at the YMCA had been at 9:00 a.m. He had decided to concentrate on using the treadmill and weightlifting machines this morning because he had spent a lot of time in the pool last night at Laura’s party. Then he went over to the music studio for his guitar class, which met at 10:30 a.m. He had just enough time to bike from the Y to his house, pick up his guitar, and then bike to the music studio.


  The classes this week were concentrating on how to make tune lists and prepare lead sheets. With these lead sheets he could play a lot of songs quickly, and without a lot of practice. Daniel was really enjoying these aspects of the class, because he had a real interest in performing, and needed to learn some ways to prepare himself for playing tunes on a real job.


  Around noon, Daniel had lunch with his parents, who were both working at home that day. Usually one or the other parent would be out with clients during the week, so this was a rare occasion. His mom, Melinda, had made a cold roast beef and asparagus salad, served with a couple of pieces of garlic bread on the side and cold lemonade.


  After lunch, Daniel went to his room and got involved with developing set lists, real and imaginary, for his guitar, which he could play on an actual gig. He became totally engrossed in his work and was surprised when his mom called up to him, “Hey, Daniel, you have a visitor. It’s Jason.”


  Daniel perked right up and yelled back, “Coming, Mom!” He looked around at his room and then at himself in the mirror and said aloud, “This must be the moment of truth. I hope I’m ready.” Then he walked into the living room where Jason was standing visiting with his mom.


  His mom had just asked Jason, “How are you feeling and how are you holding up after all you went through?”


  “I’ll tell you, Mrs. Holmes, every day has been a challenge for me.”


  “I’m sure it has, Jason. But you know we’re all here to support you in any way we can. Isn’t that right, Daniel?” she said, giving her son an encouraging smile.


  “You bet, Mom. How are you doing today, Jason?” Daniel asked.


  “It’s been quite a day. We have a lot to talk about.”


  Mrs. Holmes told the boys, “I have to get back to work now. There are some oatmeal cookies in the kitchen if you guys get hungry later.”


  “Okay, thanks,” Daniel told his mom, as she left the living room. Then turning to his Jason he asked, “Would you like to talk in here or go to my room?”


  “Let’s start right here where we can sit in some comfortable chairs.”


  “All right, have a seat. I’m all ears!”


  “Daniel, I’m fourteen-years-old, but I think in the last week I have aged five years. So many extreme things have happened to me, from the very rotten to the very best. You know as well as anyone about the bad things that have happened to me. The more I think about that week, the more I am grateful that I am still alive, in good health again, and free from captivity. I still am paying a mental toll for that ordeal. The twists and turns of what happened to me, my parents, and my friends, weigh heavily on my mind, even as we now talk.


  “On the positive side, I have truly discovered how fortunate I am to have such a great group of friends and how much they mean to me. You have all passed the test of friendship and devotion with flying colors by what you have done for me. Everyone keeps telling me the most complimentary and heartfelt things. I feel like I have been put up on a pedestal and I am not sure that I am deserving of all the flattery and praise that people are heaping on me. Acquaintances in the community have responded in the same way. It’s very humbling when someone I have only met once or twice comes up to me and tells me how devastated they were when I was reported missing and how elated they were when I returned.


  “The changes in my life, due to the events of last week, plus dealing with how the public reacted, were quite a lot for me to handle. Then two days ago my best friend—you—presented me with an even greater challenge. You proposed to me that we shouldn’t rest or leave any stone unturned until we found out who the mysterious kidnappers are and why they chose to target me and my family. You told me how outraged you and our friends felt about the treatment I had received at the hands of the kidnappers and how our whole community of fellow teenagers were and are being oppressed by the fear of their presence. And, that no one can feel truly safe again until the kidnappers are unmasked and put in jail. You challenged me to put all the force of my mind into this project. Others have told me to use all the community resources that are available, including the police.


  “Acting on this idea is a double-edged sword. On the one side I would be working to cast away the nightmares and send the kidnappers who did this to me to prison, but on the other I would be placing myself and anyone who helps me in harm’s way of the kidnappers. They are not nice people and there would be a real danger of you, me, or anyone else trying to help us getting hurt or even killed. If something like that happened, how could I ever forgive myself? And then there is the fact that you and I are complete amateurs when it comes to being detectives. Is it possible to track down your enemy while receiving on-the-job training on how to do so?


  “These are just some of the thoughts and fears that have been going through my head the past couple of days—a lot of turmoil going on inside my brain.”


  “So what was your conclusion about what to do? What did other people say like your dad and your other close friends?” Daniel pressed.


  “Amazingly, everyone seems to think that it is inevitable that I should do this! Chauncey agreed with all of your conclusions and said that he felt good would triumph over evil in this situation. Even if the investigation was a failure, he thought I should do it to regain my self-esteem. At first my dad advised me against it, but by the end of our conversation, we were talking strategy and where to look first. He even showed me copies of the ransom note and the picture the kidnappers took of me that they sent him! We made a pact to burn it someday with a blowtorch.


  “Daniel, as brave as I have tried to sound, I still am scared of reliving the hell I went through as a prisoner. I hope you never have to experience it and I hope that you or any of my other friends don’t get put in harm’s way while pursuing these guys. But the person who helped me make up my mind in this matter was Chauncey. He told me that the odds were different now. It was no longer just me against the kidnappers. Now my team would include not only my friends but our whole community and the police. He said the kidnappers abused me so I couldn’t think clearly and would be too intimidated to respond. But now they don’t control me any more and he felt that I should use every mental resource I have to find and punish the kidnappers. Know what? He even volunteered to do batting practice on their heads. What can you say to that?”


  “I would say, ‘Right on, Chauncey!’ ” Daniel replied.


  “So, Daniel, I hope that I can live up to the expectations that you and my friends seem to have of me. I’m in, partner. The Hunter & Holmes Detective Team is in business!”


  Daniel jumped up and pulled Jason up out his chair. “Yeah! Go Jason! Let’s get those low-life bastards!”


  After a little pounding of each other and some high fives, Daniel grabbed Jason’s hand in a “bro” handshake and exclaimed, “I’m so glad you’re taking charge of your life again. It’s clear to me that my true friend, Jason, is back again. Welcome home, dude!”
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  Just about then, Mrs. Holmes opened her office door. “Hey, it’s mighty noisy out there! What’s going on?”


  “Sorry, Mom,” Daniel apologized. “We were just celebrating some good news. We’re going to my room now.”


  “Okay, boys. Don’t forget to have some of those cookies I made for you!”


  “We will, Mom, thanks!”


  Then Daniel said to Jason, “Let’s pick those cookies up on the way to my room. Maybe a little extra energy will help us get started.”


  Once they got to Daniel’s room, by way of the kitchen, Daniel had another surprise for Jason. Against one wall, he had moved some of his belongings out of the way and in their place was a portable, white board. “I asked my parents if I could borrow this for a while. This is what you see investigative teams use to organize their thoughts and the information that they discover. We should start by organizing all the facts we know about your kidnapping. Then we can brainstorm out different ideas to pursue.”


  “Wow, Daniel, you sure had a lot of confidence that I would say yes.”


  “I knew it would be difficult for you, but in the long run I was betting that you would end up doing the right thing. You’ve always done so in the past.”


  “I’m still overwhelmed a little that I actually agreed to do this.”


  “I’m fully committed to getting you whatever support you need to be comfortable doing this, Jason. I haven’t forgotten what was done to you and know that you might not always be 100 percent. But even at 80 to 90 percent, you are still an intellect to contend with. And I think that it is better that you are not alone when dealing with the effects on your head from your kidnapping. If your personal demons are going to come out and haunt you, I really believe that systematically investigating what happened has to help your recovery in the long run.”


  “I sure hope so. But Daniel, I want you to keep in mind some advice that Chauncey also gave me that was good. He said to take advantage of the police if there is a chance of being in harm’s way. That they have resources you and I don’t when it comes to investigating things. Also, he said to let the police actually capture the criminals—you know, use their SWAT team.”


  “Well in order for the police to become involved, we would need some pretty strong and convincing evidence. That’s what I see our job being at this point—finding that evidence. Let’s get started by outlining everything that we know happened for sure during that week”


  The two boys spent the next couple of hours outlining on the white board a complete list of events that occurred during the previous week. For Jason, this was a little surreal at times, looking at the board and seeing all the violent acts committed against him written out like an outline.
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  Stepping back, Jason put his marker pen down on the metal rim of the white board and said, “I have a proposal for our sessions.”


  “What do you have in mind?” Daniel asked.


  “I think that we should periodically take breaks from this kind of intense activity and go shoot some baskets or do some other kind of physical activity. I saw this movie once about a law school professor working with a team of graduate students on some sort of investigation. They would meet at the professor’s house and then regularly go outside and shoot baskets. Sometimes it would help clear the air if they were arguing about case law points. Also, it provided a break from sitting around all day.”


  “That’s a really good idea, Jason. I take it that you would like one of those breaks right now.”


  On Daniel’s block, there was a little cul-de-sac where one of the neighbors had put up a portable basketball hoop at the edge of his driveway. All the kids on the block were encouraged to go and shoot baskets there. Daniel got a basketball from the closet downstairs and the two headed for the hoop.


  First, they did some shooting practice and then a little one-on-one play. After about a half hour, invigorated by the exercise, they then returned to Daniel’s room.


  “Jason, I have a good idea. I was thinking it would be beneficial for us as we start our investigation to have a fresh pair of eyes look at everything with us. We have been very close to all of the events that happened, certainly you more than anyone, and maybe we are missing something obvious.”


  “The police sort of fall into that category, and they couldn’t find anything,” Jason said.


  Daniel countered, “But they were inside the incident from the first day, too. I’m talking about someone completely from the outside.


  “When we first moved out here, my father, just like me, wanted to make some new friends and acquaintances. So he joined the local Rotary Club and started attending their lunch meetings. One day he was seated by a man named Joseph Connor, who had just retired from running an army-navy surplus store. The two hit it off and shortly after that Dad invited him over for dinner. He is a really nice person, friendly, and we got to talking because he was wearing chucks and noticed that I had on black high-tops. Over dinner, he told some very exciting stories about when he was a member of an intelligence unit back when he was younger. Evidently he had spent a lot of time in Latin America and sometimes his assignments were to work on kidnapping cases where business executives, or one of their family members, would be held for ransom. I think it might be useful to talk with him and see what he thinks about what happened to you. Should I call him up and set up a meeting?”


  “Yes, you are full of interesting ideas about what we should do. I think I’ll continue to follow your lead for a while.”


  The two boys continued to talk about how to pursue the investigation. They agreed to meet every day for the time being. Monday through Friday they would meet around one in the afternoon. On the weekends they would be flexible, in case there were family plans to work around. They also agreed to call each other day or night, if either of them came up with a new idea, actual evidence, or theory about the sequence of events and why it happened the way it did.


  It was now getting close to 5:00 p.m. and Jason had to go home. As he got up to leave, Jason felt a surge of emotions welling up inside him. All the events of the past few days pounded on him as they passed through his memory. His eyes welled up with tears.


  When Daniel looked at him to say goodbye, he could see that something was going on. “Jason, are you all right?”


  Automatically, Jason nodded his head yes but explained, “Every day, lately, has been overwhelming for me. And today is no exception, especially when I look at the board and see the things I went through outlined in black and white.”


  “I think I understand what you are saying,” Daniel replied. “I’m sure there will be these moments for you from time to time because of everything that has happened these past weeks. Remember what my dad told me: ‘Don’t bottle up your emotions all the time. Sometimes you have to release them. Nobody will think less of you for doing that.’ ”


  Daniel put his arm around Jason’s shoulder and started walking him to the door. “Jason, you will have to draw on your inner strength to do what we are about to do. You will have to control your emotions to be able to focus that strength on the task at hand. I want you to remember one other thing. My reason for doing this whole investigation is one simple goal: I want you to be truly free again. Okay, my friend?”


  “Got it,” Jason replied. “See you tomorrow.”


  Part III: The Solution
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  CHAPTER 30


  A FRESH SET OF EYES


  (Thursday)


  The next day Jason arrived at Daniel’s house about one o’clock. After Daniel opened the front door and the two friends went up to his room, he asked Jason, “How are you feeling today? Any better than yesterday?”


  “Much better. I slept a lot more soundly last night. Now that a plan of action has been decided on, I think my mind is more relaxed and for a change I spent the morning drawing some doodles and messing around in my room. Then I did some fitness exercises. I thought that it would be a good idea to continue working out to stay in top shape. Also, Laura called last night. She wanted to know if I would like to go to a concert with her in a couple of weeks.”


  “That’s great that you are feeling better. It sounds like Laura wants to get a little more serious with you, Jason. Are you ready?”


  “I don’t think I’m ready right now for a serious relationship because of this investigation, and I don’t want to risk putting her in any kind of danger. I don’t mind going out on dates like the concert. Laura is fun to be with.”


  “She sure put on a nice party the other night and I could see that she was starting to make a play for you, Jason.”


  “Life can’t be all work and no play, Daniel.”


  “You’ve got that right, Jason. But right now we do have some work to accomplish. I talked to Mr. Connor and he is willing to meet us at 2:00 p.m. He lives right near the Westfield Mall. I told Mom we wanted to go to the mall for a few hours to check out new games and clothes, to get our minds off of the past week. She said it is okay for us to bike over there.”


  Mr. Connor lived in a condominium complex that was only a block away from the mall. Daniel and Jason found a place to park and lock up their bikes, and were knocking on Mr. Connor’s door a little after 2:00 p.m.


  “Hi, Daniel, how are you. Good to see you again! And this must be Jason.” He shook hands and invited them inside. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.” Mr. Connor was about six feet tall, with white hair, a well-trimmed moustache and was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, khaki trousers and a pair of white high-top chucks. He motioned the boys to seats in the living room.


  “I see your friend Jason shares our taste in footwear. I think it is great to see new generations of kids wearing chucks. One of the things I enjoyed about running the surplus store was that we sold Chuck Taylor shoes. I always liked seeing the smiles on kid’s faces when they would lace up a pair for the first time. As you can see, I’m still a kid when it comes to wearing them.”


  “I think that is one of the things that makes you so cool, Mr. Connor. I like seeing adults wearing chucks too,” Daniel replied with a smile.


  “Please, call me Joe if we are going to be friends. We may have a big age difference, but I like being informal, at least here in my own home.”


  Joe then looked over at Jason and said, “Tell me how you got to be friends with Daniel?”


  “We met in school homeroom. I guess it was because of that ‘chucks club’ thing you described. Daniel had just moved here from back east. One day he passed by me and said, ‘Hey, those are cool chucks you have on,’ and that started us talking. We found out that we had a lot of similar interests and then started to hang out a lot together.”


  “Yes, Daniel is very observant. There is some real substance behind that rock star look. Pardon me for saying this, Jason, but aren’t you the kid who was in the news recently?”


  “Yes, that was me. My one claim to fame and I can’t say I’m real proud of it.”


  “Good God, no, Jason! That was a horrible thing to have happen to you. How are you dealing with the fallout—the emotional, mental and physical distress? Being kidnapped is one of the most difficult things a person can experience.”


  “I have sure found that out the hard way. Despite all of the pain and suffering I’ve been through, I have also found that I have wonderful support from the people who care about me—my family and friends. Their outpouring of love and friendship has been overwhelming.”


  “Daniel told me over the phone about how insightful you are and what a nice person you are. You seem really well-adjusted for someone who was just released a few days ago.”


  “Thank you,” Jason replied. “I think it is partly because everyone has been so great to me since my release.”


  Joe looked at Daniel and then with an assessing look at Jason asked, “So why exactly did you want to have this meeting? Two young guys like you should be out playing sports or going to the beach on a beautiful summer afternoon like this, not sitting around with an old retiree.”


  Daniel answered, “Well, Mr. Connor, er, Joe, what we really need right now is a fresh pair of eyes. You just mentioned in passing about all of the fallout that Jason is dealing with due to his experience with the kidnappers. Ever since he was taken, no one has been able to figure out who did it or why it was done. All of our friends and their parents are worried that this could happen to them too. And we are really angry that someone could grab a kid, and in this case a really nice kid, brutalize him, and then disappear with no consequences. So, Jason and I have made a pact to not stop looking until we can find the solution. I remembered, from when you came over to dinner at our house a while ago, that you had had some experience in these matters. I thought it would be useful for our investigation to have someone from the outside look at everything with us again. Maybe you could spot some things that we missed.”


  “Let me get this straight. You two have decided to become detectives to solve a crime that the police can’t solve and you are asking me to help you with the investigation. I need to explain a couple of things to you, first. When I retired from the special services, I signed an agreement with them as a condition of my release. One of those conditions was that I was never to engage in any kind of detective or police work again—anything that might draw attention to me.”


  “Understood, Joe. But we are not asking you to do legwork for us, or even leave your home on our behalf. All we want you to do is hear the story of what we know happened and use your expertise to maybe suggest how you would handle the investigation if you were in charge. In other words, a fresh pair of eyes looking at the same evidence that continues to baffle us and the police.”


  “Okay, I get it. I’m an armchair detective, like Sherlock Holmes or should I say Daniel Holmes.”


  “That’s it!” Daniel exclaimed. “Is that too much to ask?”


  “I guess I should be flattered that two young teens are even interested in my opinions!”


  “We really would like your help, Joe,” Jason said. “Please.”


  “All right, my friends. But we need to agree on some ground rules before we begin. I need to hear everything that happened, no matter how painful it may be. Can you handle that, Jason?”


  “Yes.”


  “This entire discussion must remain confidential between us. Do your parents know that you are here?”


  “We told them that we were going to the Westfield Mall. We didn’t mention stopping off here.”


  “Looks like you thought of everything...everything except drinks, that is. I have a fresh pitcher of iced tea. We need to get started as we have a lot of talking to do and I’m sure we will need some refreshment.” Joe went into the kitchen and came back with a tray, glasses with ice, lemon slices, a sugar bowl, long spoons, and the iced tea pitcher. He poured each of them a glass and told his guests to help themselves if they needed refills.
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  Joe then began by saying, “Let’s get started then. Jason, I want you to tell me the entire experience of your kidnapping from start to finish, as best you can remember.”


  Jason began telling his story from that Monday morning when he had gone to the park with his cousins. Having gone through the police debriefing Friday and completed the outline on the white board yesterday, he was able to tell the story very precisely and in about twenty minutes. He ended with his stay at the hospital, his police debriefing and what the counselor said about the mental games that the kidnappers had played on him.


  Daniel followed by telling his part of the story, starting with Jason’s phone message and then how he and Mrs. Hunter eventually determined that Jason was missing. He described how he and his friends were depressed all week, and then what happened when he received the call from Jason’s cell phone from the kidnappers to go find him. He talked about his elation on finding Jason, his shock at Jason’s condition, and how he and Mr. Hunter had been debriefed together at the police station. Also, he included what he remembered Mr. Hunter having said regarding what he had to do in order to ransom Jason.


  Joe then asked Jason, “Is there was any other information that you learned about the kidnapping later?”


  Jason then told him about the talk he had had with his father regarding the ransom and ransom note. He then described what was in the note and on the picture sent to his father in the package.


  “Boys, is that everything that you know about the case?” When they nodded yes, Joe went on, “This is the most amazing kidnapping story I have ever heard! If I hadn’t heard it from you personally, I would have probably been laughing hysterically by now. Don’t take this wrong, Jason. I know from your description that you suffered real pain and torture at the hands of these people. That part was real and I have to say that it was very unfortunate and unnecessary. But nothing else about this whole story makes any sense at all.”


  “What do you mean?” both Daniel and Jason asked in astonishment.


  “Well, the whole premise of this kidnapping is ridiculous. First of all, we don’t have gangs of kidnappers run by godfather-types who target middle-class kids for small ransoms. The hue and cry would be just too great. Ever since the Lindberg kidnapping, back in the 1930s, we have had very strong laws that make it an unprofitable venture for any organized crime group to be involved in. The only kidnappings they might perpetrate are for extortion, personal vendetta, or to put the squeeze on somebody they are trying to control. Almost always they are internal kidnappings within their own organizations or areas of influence. They never harm children. The last thing an organized crime group in this country would want to do is be known as kidnappers of innocent children from average families. Even their own underlings wouldn’t stand for it, much less angry citizens with guns and rifles. Why would your kidnappers go to all of this trouble and take the risk of life-sentences in prison for a payday of $50,000?


  “When I was with the Special Forces in Latin America, I did observe and participate in rescue efforts involving kidnappings for ransom. The kidnappers were usually part of a rebel group looking to get money and publicity for their cause. They could exist because the governments didn’t have control of large areas of their own territory so the kidnappers could move around with some freedom. The target families were always wealthy and the ransom demands were always very large, and sometimes had to be negotiated down. This kind of kidnapping is just not possible in this country on any kind of regular basis, because there are very few places to hide and too many law enforcement organizations here that could shut them down.”


  “Then why was I kidnapped?” Jason asked with concern in his voice.


  “That is the $50,000 question, isn’t it?” Joe replied. “I hate to say it again, because of what you have suffered, Jason, but I think the whole kidnapping ordeal you were put through is just a MacGuffin.”


  “What’s a MacGuffin?” Daniel asked.


  “It’s a term that came from early mysteries and films—especially those by Alfred Hitchcock. It is a plot device that gets a story going, but in the long run has very little to do with the main story. I believe this whole kidnapping incident was the MacGuffin, a kidnapping that was staged to divert everyone’s attention away from the real crime, which still is unknown to the authorities. I would imagine that the criminals most likely are now long gone.


  “Let’s look some more at the timeline of your kidnapping. Correct me if I am wrong, but on Friday, when you were going to be returned to your family, didn’t you start out rather early on the journey back. They gave you breakfast, had you take a shower, they gave you your clothes back, and then what did the kidnapper say to you?”


  Jason responded, “He said, ‘Your ransom is being paid, who can we call among your friends to pick you up, and we have a long way to travel.’ ”


  “Yes, the key thing that he said was that the ransom was being paid. Now backtrack the time from when you were actually found by Daniel.”


  “Daniel said he found me at City Park between 12:45 and 1:00 Friday afternoon. I believe I had been left there about an hour earlier. Prior to that they took me for about an hour’s drive in their van.”


  “So they were on the road by 10:45 a.m. at the latest. Allowing for time to get the information out of you about who to call, time to tie you up again, and time for your shower, which would have only been allowed if they were planning to return you, I would say that they knew about your release as early as 9:00 or 9:15 a.m. if not earlier.


  “Now, when did Jason’s father receive the ransom package?”


  Jason answered, “He got a call on his cell phone to go to the office about 9:15 a.m. and it wasn’t until he arrived, just before opening time at 10:00 a.m. that he received the package. Then he went to the bank and the library to deliver the ransom. He told me he was finished by 11:30 a.m.”


  “So...the whole key to a kidnapping for ransom, namely the delivery of the ransom, hadn’t even started before they were getting you ready, Jason. Does that make any sense?”


  “No it doesn’t! I’m totally blown away by what you have just told us. Evidently I was going to be released regardless of whether the ransom was even paid or not! But why? Why was I held for five days if all they were going to do was release me anyway?”


  “This is the cruel thing about your kidnapping, Jason. Apparently it was intended as a diversion for something else. Some other bigger crime perhaps? Probably not. But a smaller crime with a much larger payoff. That is where I would look for some answers.”


  “All that torture for nothing. It doesn’t make any sense,” Jason mumbled.


  “Unfortunately, Jason, you were treated the way you were partly because the whole kidnapping scenario was a ruse to get people focused on you and the suffering you went through. With everyone’s attention on you, they were able to accomplish the real crime with no one even knowing it was being committed. You have to admit it’s a diabolically clever plan.


  “Now, because we know your kidnapping was a scam, we now can look to the ways you were treated for clues. I think that the different ways you were treated by the kidnappers will tell us a lot about them. Sometimes the way you were treated was very excessive and unnecessarily cruel so that your personal account of the kidnapping would make everyone cringe when you told them the story of your ordeal. The theme being, ‘Innocent teen brutalized by ruthless kidnappers.’


  “When you were first captured, there was no reason that they needed to hogtie you, gag you, or put a blindfold on you. After all, they had you drugged. You were unconscious. You were in that basement cell with no outside contact. Instead, you were treated like Patty Hearst, who was kept bound and gagged in a closet for days at a time in order to break her spirit. And like her captivity, part of that disgusting process was forcing you to relieve yourself in your pants because they wouldn’t untie you for regular bathroom breaks.


  “Then suddenly, a whole shift in attitude. Almost inexplicable but fortunate for you, Jason.”


  “I think I know why,” Jason said. “The doctor at the hospital thought I must have had a bad reaction to the tranquillizer drugs they gave me. He thought they must have given me a second or third dose and the cumulative effect caused me to go in and out of consciousness for over a day and a half. Maybe they were actually worried that they overdid it and the drug was killing me or making me very sick.”


  “That makes a lot of sense, Jason. That also reveals another side to their personalities. It now is clear that they never considered killing you, which has been the very sad fate of some kidnap victims. Either that, or whoever was in charge realized that the kidnappers watching you had gone too far and was worried about you becoming damaged goods, which would have fired up the law enforcement agencies after you were released or found. The last thing they wanted was a dead victim. Instead, after you were released, they wanted you to become the center of everyone’s attention.


  “From what you said earlier, you were not ever molested in any way, which is another positive and lucky development. Also another key to what was going on in their heads. I’m sorry to say that an attractive and innocent person like yourself, Jason, would often be too tempting to pass up for a typical low-life criminal who most likely had spent time in a prison. But again the very negative publicity from a kidnapper harming you in that way would raise the hackles of everyone who heard the story. Everyone hates a child molester. I’m sure the order ‘hands off,’ if it was an issue for any of the kidnappers, was in place just for that reason.”


  “So my incarceration as a hobbled prisoner, left by myself for hours at a time was a good thing?”


  “I would say yes, Jason. For the first time you had freedom to take care of your basic needs and they actually were feeding you and providing you with entertainment. They weren’t torturing you with strict bondage and they didn’t try to molest you.”


  “So how do you explain the ball gag that they suddenly brought out and stuffed into my mouth, both Wednesday and Thursday. I wasn’t being a problem captive, I followed their stupid blindfold orders to the letter and I was quiet.”


  “Another excellent question, Jason. You really are sharp. Sometime a gag is applied for humiliation as your psychologist told you. In this case, I think it was due to a practical matter. Both your kidnappers, and it looks like there were at least two at the place you were kept captive, probably had to be gone at certain times during the regular work day. They applied the ball gag to make sure you couldn’t suddenly start shouting and crying out for help. It was the only type of gag they could apply to you while not having to completely tie you up again because it had a lock in the back. Each day they came back and removed it, most likely after some shift at a part-time job or for some errand relating to the kidnapping or real crime being committed. As it turns out, this was the only real gag that they needed to put on you.”


  “So everything else was posturing.”


  “I’m afraid so, Jason. Then the last day, Friday, they went back to the original plan. They wanted you to be a horrendously wronged victim again. That’s why they tied you up again like they did on the first two days. Then they call your best friend to find you bound, gagged and blindfolded, probably with the hope that information about your condition would leak to or be given to the media. Everything was designed for shock value and to get everyone’s attention on the horrible wrong that was done to an innocent kid.


  “Just like earlier in the week, everything they did to you Friday was totally unnecessary. If all they intended to do was release you, why didn’t they just do that instead of leaving you tied up in a maintenance building where you would have to be found by somebody. Instead, your release was part of their clever timeline to make it look as if you were released after the ransom was paid. That’s why they had Daniel find you instead of calling your parents. It provided just enough time difference to continue the illusion that this was a kidnapping for ransom. The kidnappers really did a number on you, Jason. I am so sorry to be telling you this!”


  “So you are telling us that everything about Jason’s kidnapping was a lie?” Daniel asked in surprise.


  “Not only a lie, but I believe they played Jason, his parents, and the police with a lot of clever misinformation so that they could accomplish their goals while a lot of police resources would be spent looking in the wrong places for evidence that didn’t exist.”


  “Can you give us an example of what you mean, Joe?”


  “Sure. I think that one impression you were meant to pass on had to do with where you were taken. When they grabbed you, Jason, of course you had no idea where you were taken because you were unconscious. But on Friday, just before you left for your drive back to City Park, they made a point of telling you that there was an hour’s journey ahead. They wanted you to pass this misinformation on to the police—that you were taken many miles away from where you had been grabbed. Believing that, the cops wouldn’t think at all about looking for the kidnappers’ hideout around here. Since you were blindfolded, you couldn’t see where you were going. All they had to do was drive around for an hour to create the illusion that you were being brought in from some faraway hideout.


  “And keeping you confined locally actually makes a lot of sense. It explains how the kidnappers were able to grab you and literally disappear within minutes. I wouldn’t be surprised if you weren’t kept right here in town near City Park. It would also explain why you were kept gagged so much. If you were an hour’s drive away, presumably out in the country, you could call for help as much as you wanted and no one would be able to hear you. Not true within the city, where eventually someone would hear you.”


  “Joe, you are amazing!” Daniel exclaimed. “In one hour you have totally changed our perception of what happened to Jason and why it happened. It’s mind-boggling!”


  “Daniel, if it wasn’t such a horrendous victimization of Jason, you would have to study this case as one of the cleverest hoaxes in recent history.”


  “You definitely have provided us with a fresh set of eyes, but how do we prove any of this and how do we go about discovering what the real crime was?” Jason asked.


  “You still have a lot of work ahead of you, boys. But now you understand some of the truth about Jason’s kidnapping. We haven’t even touched on some of the other strange facets of this case!”


  “You mean there’s more?” Daniel asked incredulously.


  “Absolutely! What about the timing of Jason’s actual kidnapping? How did those kidnappers know he would be walking on that City Park pathway around noon on that Monday? How did they get that advance information to be hiding there with a tranquillizer dart waiting for Jason, when he didn’t even know he would be walking on that path an hour earlier? That is an important key to this case.


  “If Jason’s kidnapping was the MacGuffin, what was the real crime and what facet of Jason’s kidnapping enabled the real crime to be committed? This is the second key and probably the most important one. If you can solve those two issues, you will have the why of this crime. Then maybe you can start figuring out the who.


  “Jason, I think that something in your father’s past is significant in determining why this crime was committed. Kidnapping is a very personal crime, a crime that will mobilize any parent into compliant action when their child has been taken. We now know that his paying the ransom was a red herring, part of the kidnappers’ plan to mislead everyone, and something of greater value or importance was the true motive for the crime. I think you need to involve him in your investigation at this point because some incident in his past life, business assets, or antiquities trading has to come into play. Otherwise, why would the kidnappers target you, Jason?”


  “Joe, do you have any other advice for us?”


  “Yes, as corny as it sounds, I think that you need to review some of the basic detective literature since this case clearly involves deception and improbabilities. I hear that your generation is not a reading generation and that is too bad because the classic mysteries offer some basic lessons in detection that you might find useful to know. Have either of you read the detective fiction of Edgar Allen Poe, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, or G. K. Chesterton for example?”


  “We read The Tell-Tale Heart in English class last year,” Daniel replied.


  “My parents liked the Sherlock Holmes mysteries shown on PBS, and I watched a couple episodes with them,” Jason added.


  “They are all fictional detectives, so they are not true crime stories, but each author presented us with a very important concept that I think real detectives use today. Poe, in his story The Purloined Letter told us that often the best hiding place was right out in plain sight. The point being that often the answer or evidence you need is right there in front of you, but you can’t see the forest for the trees. G. K. Chesterton, in his wonderful Father Brown Mysteries made the point that when looking for crime suspects, don’t overlook servants, workers or delivery people like the postman. If you want to commit a crime in a city garden, who better to do it then the gardener or the maintenance worker who you expect to be there and walks around unnoticed. And then there is Sherlock Holmes’ famous dictum: ‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ ”


  “Joe,” Daniel said, “You have really opened our eyes about this case and given us new directions to pursue. You must have been a great intelligence agent.”


  “That’s all in my past now, but it was stimulating to use those thought processes again on a new case.”


  “Thank you for taking the time to listen to us and help us out,” Jason said.


  “It’s no problem at all, as long as you remember our ground rules. I’m happy to help you guys out. Also, I’m encouraged to see that we still have kids who care about each other rather than just themselves, have intelligent minds and aren’t afraid to use them, and have a real sense of justice.


  “Since I’m dishing out speeches and advice today, I have something to say to each of you. This advice comes from my past life’s experiences but also from the heart.


  “Daniel, since this detective pact is your idea, make sure you take on the lion’s share of responsibility. You’ve asked your best friend to relive his ordeal and put his life on the line again. It must have been a very difficult decision for Jason to say yes. As brave and spirited as he has been, he still is vulnerable to emotional attacks and fears of being recaptured. Don’t ever leave him unprotected during your investigations!”


  Then Joe looked Jason in the eye and said, “Jason, during our conversation today, we have talked freely about things that affect your most inner emotions. We have talked openly about some of the cruel things that were done to you and what they meant. Also, we have touched on many of the ways that your kidnappers tried to break your spirit. That had to be rough on you to relive those things and find out how much contempt they had for you as a human being. All along you have shown the inner strength to fight back and overcome your fears. That is your greatest weapon against the kidnappers. Don’t ever let the thought of what they did to you get you down. Instead, let those things motivate you to finally defeat them!”


  As Jason and Daniel got up to leave, Mr. Connor shook hands with each of them, which ended up turning into a hug. “This has turned into quite an emotional experience today. Next time can we just talk about sports or music? Take care and I don’t say that lightly!” Joe admonished.


  Once outside, the two friends got out their bikes and rode back to Daniel’s place in silence. They each had a lot of things to think about.


  CHAPTER 31


  BEYOND THE MACGUFFIN


  (Thursday Evening)


  After Daniel and Jason arrived back at the Holmes’ residence, they quickly dropped their bikes in the front yard and made their way to Daniel’s room where they both collapsed on the floor by the bed.


  “Can you believe what we have just been told?” Daniel asked Jason.


  “Like you said, Daniel, it’s mind boggling. The worst part is that everything that Joe told us rings true!”


  “I know, Jason. You’ve been through so much pain and mental anguish. Now you find out that everything about it was evidently a cruel trick played on you and the rest of us!”


  “I am afraid this is just the beginning of a long series of upsetting news. Didn’t Joe say that the whole case now seems to be linked to my dad and his business dealings?”


  “Yes, he did. He said that there was probably a more advanced crime involving a lot of money that no one even knows about. The only person in your world who works with large amounts of cash, valuable artwork or antiques is your dad. I am guessing that the real crime is somehow connected to that business.”


  “We have to talk to my dad right away, and see if he will open up about some of his business dealings. We need for him to hear the arguments and conclusions that we just heard at Joe’s place, but how do we present them to Dad without violating our agreement with Joe?”


  “I think we can use his conclusions as long as we have the supporting arguments figured out. To prove to him that the kidnapping was bogus, we just go through and compare the timelines. I think that argument stands up by itself. Then we bring up the fact that the godfather concept is probably phony as well.”


  “How can we have this meeting with just the three of us without sending out red flags to everyone else?” Jason asked.


  “Why don’t you just call him at work and level with him. Say that we have found something out that we think is very important and that the three of us need to meet right away.”


  “I have an idea. I will see if I can get you invited over for dinner. Then it will be real easy to have our meeting with Dad after dinner.”


  “Tonight is my mom’s bridge night. We usually just have leftovers or ‘guys make it yourself’ night.”


  “Sounds perfect. I think my mom mentioned something about this being spaghetti night. It shouldn’t be hard to stretch that out for one more plate. I’ll call my mom.”


  Jason got on his cell phone and made the call. When she answered he asked, “Would it be okay if Daniel came over for dinner tonight? Aren’t you making spaghetti?”


  “Actually, dear, I am going to have to put in a late session here at work. We have a huge project that suddenly came up. It’s okay for Daniel to come over. Just have your dad get take-out from the burrito place for the three of you. He just made a big sale so I know he will want an easy night instead of having to make dinner. I’ll see you later tonight, love you.”


  Jason then called his dad. “Hi Dad, can you talk right now? Good. Mom just told me that she has to work late and can’t make dinner. Daniel is with me. Mom said to go to the burrito place and get take-out for the three of us. Yeah, he was supposed to come over. We have some stuff to talk about anyway. Can you pick us up at Daniel’s place? Thanks. In about a half hour? Sounds good. Bye.”


  Jason told Daniel, “Everything is set now. My dad will pick us up here and we will get take-out on the way to my house. Then we can talk with him. It’s a perfect set-up. I’ll just put my bike in the back of his Explorer and we will bring you home later. Let’s tell your mom now.”


  * * *


  About forty minutes later the two boys were riding in Bill Hunter’s Explorer on the way to the burrito place. “What have you two been up to today?” he asked.


  “Oh, not much, Dad,” Jason replied. “Just another mind boggling day in the lives of Jason Hunter and Daniel Holmes.”


  “What on earth do you mean by that?” Bill asked.


  “Oh, we’ll have a good talk about things at dinner. You’ll see.”


  “Sounds like the teenaged detectives have been at work! Is that the case?”


  The three of them picked up a nice dinner of steak burritos, a chicken quesadilla, and some nachos with guacamole and sour cream. When they got to Jason’s place, they discovered that they were all famished and so they made quick work of the food, along with drinks from the refrigerator.


  “All right, guys. What’s the big news? You haven’t been this secretive in a long time!” said Mr. Hunter, once the food was gone.


  “Well, Dad,” Jason started in, “it’s just that we have figured out that the whole kidnapping was phony. It was staged in order to hide another crime!”


  “What!” Bill exclaimed. “You can’t be serious! I saw the bruises and rope marks on you, Jason, and the photo of you in captivity. That looked pretty real to me.”


  “Dad, I was kidnapped and brutalized. That was real. But it was just a cruel diversion. We know it was a set-up because of the timeline for payment of the ransom and the kidnappers delivering me to the maintenance building.”


  Jason then took them through the timeline of what happened to him on Friday and then Daniel had Bill go over his timeline of activities on Friday after he had received the ransom note. Finally, Bill could see their points and how he had been tricked. Jason was already being taken to the drop-off point before he had even collected the money at the bank to pay the ransom.


  “I know your ransom amount was low, Jason, but now you are saying I didn’t even need to pay fifty dollars. That you were going to be dropped off anyway!”


  “Not only that, Dad, but pretty much everything the kidnappers told us was wrong information, meant to steer us and the police in the wrong direction! Like the whole idea of some godfather of organized crime taking pity on us because they grabbed the wrong kid. Our last name is Hunter, not Corleone. Have you ever heard of a mafia or other organized crime family in this country that specializes in kidnapping innocent, middle-class kids so that they can pick up $50,000 in cash?”


  “Now that you put it that way, Jason, it does seem totally ludicrous.”


  “The day I was released, the kidnappers passed along the idea that I had been kept hidden in some far-away hideout in the country. If that was true, why did they keep me gagged so much? If I was out in the country I could yell until I was hoarse and no one would hear me. But if I was kept right here in town and started yelling, while they were gone somewhere, well you get the idea. They played everyone, Dad, and they used me as a decoy to cover something else up. Somehow that something else has to involve you. Otherwise, why kidnap me?”


  Bill Hunter got up and went over to where Jason was sitting and put his arms around him. There were tears in his eyes. “This is just horrible, Son. They tied you up, beat you up, and humiliated you just to get at me somehow? I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am or how guilty this makes me feel. Ever since you were taken, I have been going over in my mind why us or why our family? I have been unable to come up with a single name of anyone that we could have wronged to a point that they would want to seek this kind of revenge. We have always been aboveboard and honorable in our business dealings. Your grandfather and great grandfather insisted on it. Your mother and I raised you the same way. How could someone hate you or our family so much! It didn’t make any sense at the time of your kidnapping and it still doesn’t make any sense.”


  “It’s okay, Dad. I know you would never do anything to deliberately harm me or Mom. You’re a great dad. It’s not your fault. Don’t blame yourself for this!”


  Daniel then spoke. “I don’t think that this has anything to do with your family honor or behavior, Mr. Hunter. Both of you are among the nicest people I have ever met. That’s why everyone was so devastated when Jason went missing. He was chosen for the kidnapping because he is such nice person. When he was harmed, it had great shock value. People were so concerned about his well being that they didn’t focus on anything else. And that’s what the kidnappers were counting on. His kidnapping was the MacGuffin, the event that started the real crime rolling and covered it up at the same time. The problem is we still don’t know what that is yet. I think that the key to the real crime is in something that you did, or were forced to do during the kidnapping, Mr. Hunter.”


  “Yeah, Dad,” Jason said. “Let’s systematically go through everything that you did from the time you found out I was kidnapped until the ransom was paid.”


  Bill Hunter sighed a big sigh and sat down again at the table. “There really wasn’t that much. Most of the time I was here with your mother waiting for the telephone to ring.”
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  “Did you ever leave to run errands or go to your store?”


  “No, actually. We just stayed around here and waited and moped. It was very grim and frustrating. I told Ellie Planting at the store to handle everything. All I could do was concentrate on you being missing, Jason. I didn’t even leave the house on Wednesday or Thursday.”


  “Let’s look at Friday then.”


  “By Friday, I was going nuts. We still hadn’t heard anything and we seriously were beginning to think that you were dead or in the hands of a child molester! Sorry that you had to hear that, Jason.”


  “It’s okay, Dad. The same thing went through my head when I woke up from the drugs and found myself bound, gagged, and blindfolded.”


  Bill continued, “Then I got the call from Ellie that Mr. Ricardo was going to finally buy the Albioni necklace. This was a sale that we had been working on for over a month. Mr. Ricardo usually had a lot of trouble making up his mind, but by being patient with him, we had sold several large items to him over the past three years. The necklace was quite expensive, $749,000, and so I kept it locked up in a special safe with extra security. Only I can open the safe. So I had to go in and do that, which I did. I just had to get away from the house for a little while.”


  “Maybe there is some significance to that. Did Ricardo actually come in and complete the sale?”


  “Yes, as a matter of fact he did. I wasn’t there because after I got out the necklace, I opened the package on my desk, which turned out to be your ransom note. Once I read it, and you remember that the directions insisted that I get right on it without delay if I ever wanted to see Jason alive again, I told Ellie to handle the sale and I left the store.”


  “Hold it a second. This seems to be a key event that bears more examination. If you hadn’t gotten the call from Ellie about the necklace, you wouldn’t have gone into the store Friday morning and wouldn’t have received the ransom note until a lot later. You being there soon after it was delivered was essential to the illusion that you were paying the ransom to secure Jason’s release. Was that a lucky coincidence or was somehow the Ricardo sale part of this whole kidnapping scenario?” Daniel asked.


  “It seems far-fetched that the elderly and indecisive Mr. Ricardo could be part of the gang who kidnapped you, Jason. He’s quite wealthy so why would he need or want a share of a small ransom of $50,000 when he just spent $749,000 on a necklace?”


  “Still...it seems strange that key events in the kidnapping plot have relied so heavily on coincidences like Jason just happening to decide to walk home on that path and you deciding to go into the office just after that ransom note package was delivered.” Daniel said.


  “True,” Jason added, “but I don’t see any action yet that could set up a new crime. Were there other expensive valuables in that special safe, Dad?”


  “Not particularly. Some diamonds, but only worth about $100,000 all together.”


  Daniel said, “All right, let’s continue. What did you do next?”


  “I went to the bank, and to my safe deposit box to get the $50,000 cash for the ransom. The only person I dealt with was the bank employee who brings people in and out of the vault. You know it takes two keys to open the storage place in the vault. One held by the bank and the other by me. We turned the keys together and opened the little door. Inside was the long oblong box that has my valuables. The employee then assisted me in bringing it to a private viewing area and that is where I prepared the cash and put it in the ransom envelope I was given.”


  “Was there anyone else in the vault?”


  “Just one other customer. We almost ran into each other when I was leaving.”


  “Any problem returning the box?”


  “No, everything seemed normal. We put it back in its slot and then turned the keys. I then took mine.”


  “The safe deposit box bears some more examination I think,” Daniel mused. “One important piece of information is that the kidnappers somehow knew that you had cash in the safety deposit box. Any idea how they would know such a private thing?”


  “It is certainly something I wouldn’t advertise, but it would be a logical guess for anyone who understood how the buy-and-sell world of art auctions works. Clients are always needing large amounts of cash on short notice. Sometimes we have to front the money in order for the sale to go through or to prevent the seller from backing out at the last minute by trying to get a better price.”


  “What else do you keep in the box, if you don’t mind my asking?” Daniel said.


  “Personal papers, some important business papers and a few legacy items.”


  “What is a legacy item, Dad?” Jason interjected.


  “A legacy item is something that we have been given to store for a client—usually for a very long period of time, often twenty years or more. They turn it over to us for safekeeping, especially if the client has estate issues, so it will remain out of circulation or out of their estate inventories for a long time, probably in some cases to avoid probate, inheritance taxes, or greedy heirs that the client doesn’t like. There could be other tax and export law issues with these items, but their disposition is normally handled by attorneys. All we do is store the item for a fee. An item might sit there for twenty or thirty years. Then one day we get a order from an attorney showing that they have the legal right to claim the legacy item. We then turn it over and collect our final fee. I think that there are three or four items like that in the box.”


  “Do you have any idea what the items are?” Daniel asked.


  “We identify the items by their containers, which usually are sealed boxes in which you might store jewels or fine jewelry. My guess is most of them do contain precious gemstones.”


  “Now, after you left the bank, you went to the library, put the ransom money in the hollowed-out book and then went back home. That’s what I remember from your statement to the police,” Daniel stated.


  “Yes, that is correct.”


  “It seems to me that your going to the safe deposit box has to be the thing that you were manipulated into doing. In second place is your office safe, but that is a lot more private and not in a public place. If the kidnappers could afford to blow off $50,000 in cash, there must have been something more important—something worth a lot more that they were after. Those legacy items seem like the best match. Do you have any more specific information on them? Do you at least know where they came from and when they were placed in the safe deposit box?”


  “Not off the top of my head, but I will look for the information when I go into the office tomorrow. Also, I will make a trip to the bank and check out the safe deposit box. It’s hard to imagine how someone could have gotten into it without my key, but this morning I thought I had paid $50,000 to ransom my son.”


  “Can I go with you, Dad?” Jason asked. “I really would like to see this for myself. I don’t mean to pry into any private things, but I am your son, and one day I would need to know this stuff anyway, right?”


  “All right, Jason. I think you have earned it. I am still very upset about how they used you to get to me and I think I will keep you in my sights a little more until this is all resolved.


  “Oh, one more thing. How on earth did you guys know what a MacGuffin is?” he asked.


  “The Internet, Dad. Go check it out!” Jason said with a wink to Daniel.


  Since the discussion seemed to be over, Daniel went with Jason to his room in order to enjoy some games until around 9:30 p.m. when Mr. Hunter drove him home.


  On the way back, Jason told his father, “Please don’t blame yourself so much for what happened to me. It wasn’t your fault. I think we are just starting to learn what this last couple of weeks was really about.”


  “Thank you for saying that, but it cuts to the very core of what being a dad is all about when it seems that you can’t protect your own son from malicious low-life people like those kidnappers. It hurts even more to think I might be the reason for your kidnapping. There is nothing more precious or valuable to me than you and your mother. I hope you understand that.”


  “I know, Dad, I love you too!”


  CHAPTER 32


  IF YOU CAN’T TRUST YOUR BANKER...


  (Friday Morning)


  It was about nine the next morning when Jason and his dad drove into town and parked at the back of the Hunter & Sons store. They went inside and walked into the showroom area. Ellie Planting got up when she saw them.


  “Good morning, Bill. Hi, Jason. It’s so good to see you.” She came over and gave him a little hug. “You are looking so much better now. How are you doing?”


  Jason smiled back, “I’m doing just great. All my cuts and bruises have healed now.”


  “What brings you to Hunter & Sons today?”


  “Jason and I have some errands to run,” Bill interjected. “I just wanted to stop by for a few minutes to see if there was anything here I needed to do right away.”


  “There is nothing urgent at this time. I put the sales report for last week on your desk. It’s so ironic. Last week was one of the worst weeks ever for you and your family and yet the business had its best week in two years! Of course that was mainly due to the sale of the Albioni necklace.”


  “I guess sometimes life kicks you down hard and then something else comes along to pick you back up. I’m curious, Ellie. Did Ricardo mention why he finally decided to buy the necklace?”


  “You know, Bill, he actually did. He said that he was still very hesitant to buy it and then, out of the blue, he received a letter from a long-lost cousin he hadn’t heard from or seen in years. The letter contained a cashier’s check for $15,000 and said, ‘Thank you for helping me out so many years ago. I know I should have repaid you years ago, so I have added $5,000 in interest in addition to the $10,000 you lent me. I want you to go out and spend it on something really nice for yourself.’ So, Mr. Ricardo took that as a sign he was meant to buy the necklace! Mr. Ricardo also said that it was doubly pleasant because he couldn’t remember when he had made the loan and had forgotten all about it.”


  Jason and Bill looked at each other in astonishment. “That is an amazing story,” Bill said. “I’ll be sure to work up your commission check this afternoon. Come on, Jason. We have things to do.”


  Bill and Jason went back into Bill’s office and shut the door. “Can you believe what we just heard?” his dad exclaimed. “There are just too many coincidences in this case!”


  “I know, Dad. I think we now know how the kidnappers knew you would receive the package with the ransom note. We need to ask ourselves what is so valuable that Hunter & Sons Antiquities possesses that a criminal would spend $15,000 in cash and stage a fake kidnapping just to have the opportunity to steal it?”


  “I’m going to look up the paperwork on those legacy items right now!” Bill went over to the file cabinet and started looking through folders.


  Pretty soon he said, “Here they are. It looks like there are four items.” He took the files and sat down with Jason. “Let’s see...the first legacy item was initially stored by your great-grandfather Winfield Hunter a few years after the war. Wow, that’s a long time, sixty years! The next two items were stored by your grandfather, Walter. One was placed in our trust in 1980 and the other in 1992, a few years before I took over the business. The last item was added by me in the year 2000.”


  “Do the files say what the legacy items actually are?” Jason asked.


  “No, they just give a description of the storage box. The attorneys of record would probably know, but I wouldn’t be sure of that until I actually talked to one of them. Remember that our function is like a blind trust. We store the item at the client’s request and when it is time for it to be reclaimed, we either return the item to the client’s attorney or we put it up for auction. Until we actually receive instructions to sell the item, we have no specific idea of what it really is.”


  “Maybe we can get a better idea by looking in your safe deposit box,” Jason suggested.


  “At least we can take a closer look at each one, write down a description, hold it and shake it.”


  “Sounds like the treatment I give the presents under the Christmas tree,” Jason said laughing.


  “Jason, I’m shocked! I never knew you would do such a thing.”


  “Yeah, as if you were never a kid, Dad!”


  “All right, I guess I’m guilty of that too. Let’s pack up and get over to the bank.”


  A few minutes later Bill and Jason were back in the Explorer on their way to his bank.


  Once inside the bank, the two went straight to the vault area. When Bill went to sign in, the bank employee was a different person than the last time he had been there. “Is Mr. Evans no longer working here?” Bill asked.


  “No, his last day was Saturday, I believe. Can I be of assistance? My name is Rosa Sanchez.”


  “Yes, Miss Sanchez. I want to bring my son with me to view the box. Does he need to sign in also?”


  “Is he on the account?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then just have him sign below your name.”


  Bill gave the pen to Jason who felt very important as he signed his name, date, and time.


  “I’ll be right back, Mr. Hunter,” Miss Sanchez told them.


  After she walked away, Jason said to his dad, “I didn’t know you had me on the account.”


  “Actually, I don’t. But this will save time. Since she’s new she probably won’t know how to check that out in their records, not that it even matters.”


  A couple minutes later, Miss Sanchez buzzed open the entry door. Mr. Hunter and Jason entered the vault area and walked to his box number. Since his box was stored up high, Miss Sanchez brought over a stepping stool. Then the two of them inserted their keys and turned them.


  “Something doesn’t feel right. There is no resistance when I turn the key,” Mr. Hunter commented.


  “Mine seems okay,” Miss Sanchez replied. “Let’s get your box out and see.”


  When they pulled the box out, it looked as if there were some dents in it and a lot of the gray enamel paint was blackened. Immediately Mr. Hunter said, with real concern in his voice, “What has happened here?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Hunter. Let’s take it to the viewing area so you can examine it.”


  When Bill opened the box, he could see that his concern was justified. The box was completely empty! No cash, papers or legacy items.


  “I can’t believe this,” he exclaimed. “Miss Sanchez, come here!” After she approached, he said, “Someone has completely cleared out my box! How could that possibly happen?”


  “Oh, dear,” Miss Sanchez replied. “I have no idea. Let me get the bank manager.”
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  In a few minutes, Randall Thorne, the bank manager stepped into the vault. “I understand there is a problem here. What has happened?” When Bill explained, the manager said, “This is dreadful. Something like this has never happened before at this branch. Miss Sanchez, I want you to call in security and then shut down the viewing entrance. No one except our security people will be allowed in here until we find out what has happened.”


  Within a minute, the bank’s security officer was there. When the situation was explained to him, he immediately said, “Let go take a look at the storage area.” When they arrived there, he got up on the stool and with his flashlight looked inside the doors. “It looks like there was some sort of small explosion inside. That would explain how the box looks and why your key felt loose in the key hole. I don’t understand how this could be done. We always have a bank employee here and everything is monitored with security cameras except inside the viewing rooms.”


  “I want you to pull all of the tapes for the camera that monitors this area of the vault,” Mr. Thorne said. “When was your last visit to your safe deposit box, Mr. Hunter? What time did you come in?”


  “A week ago from today, actually, at around 10:30 a.m.”


  “Start with that tape and see if you can figure out what happened,” Thorn said to the security officer, who then left to get the tapes.


  “I think I know how it was done,” Bill stated. “While I was in here, there was another customer who was already in here. Once my box was taken out for viewing he must have installed the explosives that were used, probably some very low-level plastic explosive that was powerful enough to break the lock mechanism for my key, but yet not make a lot of noise. I’m sure he was in collusion with your ex-bank employee Adrian Evans.”


  “You can be assured that the bank will get to the bottom of this and catch the culprits who did this! Why don’t we go to my office where we can talk about this in a more private and comfortable environment.”


  “All right,” Bill said. “Let’s go. Come on, Jason.”


  “If you would like, Mr. Hunter, I can arrange for someone to be with your son while we talk.”


  “That’s all right, Mr. Thorne. My son is already involved in this in more ways than you can know. I don’t have any secrets from him in this particular matter. He and his friend Daniel were the ones who figured out that there might be a problem with the safe deposit box in the first place!”


  When they arrived at Mr. Thorne’s office, he had them sit down and offered them refreshments, which were brought in by his secretary. While Mr. Hunter and Jason were sipping their drinks, Mr. Thorne was doing some typing on his computer.


  “Mr. Hunter, again I want to offer the bank’s sincerest apology for what has happened to you. I see that you and your company have been long-time customers here. I want to assure you that the bank will do everything we can to get to the bottom of this and, of course, we will do our best to compensate you for any losses for which we are deemed liable. Can you give me, in confidence of course, any idea as to what was taken?”


  “Personal and business papers, some of our working capital, plus legacy items that we were holding in trust for clients. I can’t give you a total estimate until I talk to some of our client’s attorneys.”


  “We will do everything here to expedite the paper work. In the vault, you seemed to have an idea of how the crime was committed. Do you have any ideas as to the why?”


  “We believe that this is connected to another serious crime, my son’s kidnapping.”


  “Oh my gosh, now I know why you look so familiar! Jason, our whole family was shocked when we heard what had happened to you, especially my eleven-year-old son, Justin. He was really upset for some reason. He kept telling us, ‘That’s not right what they did to Jason. He’s really a nice person and shouldn’t be hurt like that!’ I don’t know if he actually knew you from somewhere or not but he really admires you for some reason. You and your family have already been through so much and now this! I am so very sorry.”


  “Thank you for your kind words, Mr. Thorne,” Jason answered. “I think I remember your son. When he was first starting out in Little League, some of the older players, including myself, were asked to go help out some of the younger kids who were struggling with basic skills like batting and fielding. Justin was one of the kids I worked with. Tell him hello for me.”


  “You can count on that. Justin will be thrilled that you still remember him.” Just then the telephone rang and Mr. Thorne answered. After a brief conversation he hung up. “That was my security chief. They think they have found on the security tape how and when your box was broken into. Let’s go over there and take a look at the tape.”


  When they arrived at the security office, Mr. Thorne introduced everyone. “This is Ryan Nash, our bank’s chief security officer. Ryan, this is Mr. William Hunter, the account holder of the safe deposit box and his son, Jason.”


  “Let’s take a look at the tapes, gentlemen. Okay, this camera shows your box storage area Friday morning. Then here you can see yourself and the bank employee at the time, Adrian Evans, unlocking the box and then starting to carry it over to a viewing area. Right after the two of you leave, this third person goes up to your box storage area and uses this glue-gun type tool inside the box. What he is doing is putting strips of plastic explosive along the inside of the customer side and all around the lock mechanisms. Now here it appears that he attaches a little thread, which I believe is probably fuse material. He quickly puts his tools away into a brief case and then goes away, probably back to his viewing area since he most likely was posing as a customer.


  “We then see you and Evans return with your box. The box is replaced, the door is locked, and the two of you leave. About five minutes later, the unknown man returns. It looks as if he is pointing some sort of laser device at the tiny fuse and it ignites. Next, you can see a slight reverberation as the plastic explosive detonates. After everything settles for a minute, we then see the bank employee, Evans, open the box garage using only the left key. The door opens with only the bank key because the right key lock been disabled. The two of them then remove the box and take it to a viewing area where they must have removed the contents, and most likely the man carried them out in his briefcase.”


  “So it seems clear that a major crime has occurred here,” Bill Hunter stated, “and that it was executed in a very bold and shameless manner. Now what can be done to catch the perpetrators?”


  “Don’t worry about a thing, Mr. Hunter,” Thorne replied. “I am about to call the head office and they will put an entire team on it and notify the authorities. We will track down our recent employee, Adrian Evans, and do everything we can to find the other customer, who obviously had some involvement. Do you have any pictures of the other customer, Ryan?”


  “Yes, I believe I can get him off of our other cameras. I will check his entry time against our bank records and see if I can profile his entire stay in our vault.”


  “Excellent, Ryan. Do everything you can to make an airtight case of this. Let’s meet again on Monday, Mr. Hunter. I suggest you prepare an inventory sheet so we can look at what items for which the bank can provide restitution. I am sure by then that our entire bank investigation team will be in place and we will get the people that did this!”


  “Okay, I am counting on you, Mr. Thorne,” Bill replied. “Jason, let’s go. I need to get back to the office to contact all the people affected by this crime.”


  “Thank you for your patience and understanding, Mr. Hunter. We will do everything in our power to make things right for you!”


  Bill and Jason quickly made their exit from the bank and got into Bill’s Explorer.
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  “Can you believe what we just witnessed, Jason?”


  “Unfortunately, I can, Dad. Everything seems to be falling into place as to the why of this crime.”


  “You and Daniel have done amazing work so far, Jason. I guess I owe you both.”


  “Well, yes and no, Dad. I’m not doing this just for you as much as I would like to say I am. I really want to know who did this as well. But we’ll take any perks you offer us!” Jason replied with a big smile.


  “Just name it, Son!”


  “I’ll get back to you on that, Dad. You have enough to worry about right now.”


  “Let’s do this for now. We’ll stop by the sandwich shop on Santa Clarita Street near our house so we both can have some lunch. Then I am going to drop you off at home and get back to the office. As you can imagine, I have a ton of work to do now. I want you to check in with me if you decide to go anywhere or come up with anything new.”


  “Okay, Dad. I will be going to Daniel’s house around 1:00 p.m. That is our agreed meeting time during the week.”


  CHAPTER 33


  MOTIVE, MEANS, AND OPPORTUNITY


  (Friday Afternoon)


  When Jason rang the doorbell at Daniel’s house, he immediately heard footsteps inside and the front door was quickly opened. “Jason...come on in!” Daniel said a little out of breath. “I’m dying to know what you found out this morning. Let’s go up to my room, talk and work on the board.”


  The two rapidly went upstairs into Daniel’s room. Immediately Jason recounted the latest news. “The safe deposit box was the key. When we got to the bank, we discovered that my father’s part of the locking system had been blown with plastic explosive and the box itself was completely empty. We are pretty sure the theft of the safe deposit box contents was the crime being covered up. It might have been a couple more weeks before Dad ever went back there and discovered the theft if we hadn’t made a point of it.


  “The bank security officer pulled the videotape of the camera which monitors that part of the vault and we could see how the guy did it. And the bank employee, who conveniently had his last day on Saturday, has to be in on it as well as this other man who was in the vault at the same time as my dad. Those two boldly committed this crime without any regard for the consequences, so stealing the legacy items in that safe deposit box was what this whole sequence of events, including my kidnapping, was about.”


  “Wow, Jason, you have made a lot of progress today! Those legacy items must have been worth a lot of money.”


  “My dad said we really have no way of knowing. He is contacting the attorneys for each item. His best guess and mine too is that these boxes must have contained high-quality precious diamonds or gemstones.”


  “And even a small box could hold dozens of them probably worth millions.”


  “There’s more. When Dad and I were at his store, he asked Ellie if Mr. Ricardo happened to mention why he finally decided to buy the Albioni necklace. He said that a long-lost cousin had sent him a check for $15,000 to repay a long-forgotten loan. The note specifically encouraged Mr. Ricardo to go out and buy something really nice for himself, which is why he came in and bought the necklace that Friday. And get this—he couldn’t even remember making the loan!”


  “So now we know how the kidnappers ensured that your dad would be in the office to receive the ransom package they sent there.”


  “Yes, and we have the name of one of the criminals—the bank employee, Adrian Evans, and a videotape of a second person, still unknown, but obviously possessing good criminal skills in the way he blew out the locks on Dad’s safe deposit box.”


  “Too bad Evans has had nearly a week to get out of here,” Daniel said.


  “I don’t think he was one of the kidnappers,” Jason answered. “But he had to know at least one more name—the other guy in the vault. The bank security guy is working on getting his face from the security videos for last Friday and the bank is putting a team of investigators on the robbery. The bank manager said that the complete team would be in place by Monday.”


  “You know, Jason, there is another link to follow-up on—the long lost cousin of Mr. Ricardo. I would think there is a very good chance that the relationship is real. Otherwise, how would they know so much about Mr. Ricardo’s habits and wishy-washy behavior when it was time to spend money?”


  “Possibly, Daniel. But Mr. Ricardo is a very wealthy man. Or he has enough money somewhere to buy very expensive jewelry and other items from Dad’s business. Someone had to be spending a lot of time watching Mr. Ricardo, or keeping track of his activities in order to know that he was just about to purchase that necklace. The long lost cousin doesn’t seem like a good candidate for that. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be a long lost cousin!”


  Daniel said, “Then we need to find out who has been spending a lot of time with Mr. Ricardo. Or at least enough to know some of the purchases that he was making. And the number one thing he had to know was that Mr. Ricardo was thinking of buying the Albioni necklace. Only a purchase that big would guarantee that your dad would go into the office. If this person was somehow affiliated with the kidnappers, they would know that your dad would be spending all his time waiting to hear from them or receive a ransom call on the telephone.


  “That was the point of the $15,000 check. To push Mr. Ricardo into buying the necklace so that Dad would have to go to the office, taking him away from home and the police. They also delivered to his office the package that would be sure to compel Dad into going through with the phony ransom payment without any police knowledge. Do you remember what Mr. Connor told us about the advice of Father Brown? ‘Look for the unseen person in the background.’ Now who would that be for Mr. Ricardo? A servant? Housecleaners? Caregivers that come to his house on a regular basis?”


  Daniel was making notations on the board about Mr. Ricardo while Jason was talking. “Jason, this is great! You really do have an investigative mind! I knew you could get into this! Look at all of these new leads since we started working on this.”


  “We haven’t solved anything yet, Daniel. But thanks for the compliment. By the way, I have more good news. Dad was really pleased by the work we did to focus on the safe deposit box theft as the real crime. So I asked him if we got any perks for doing that. He said, ‘Name it.’ Let’s think of something fun we can do this weekend. Remember what they say about all work and no play.”


  “You are outstanding, Jason. Give me five!” Daniel exclaimed putting his hand up and hitting Jason’s. “Now we need to take one of those recreational breaks. How about shooting some more baskets? I’m too worked up to concentrate any more. I need to burn off some energy before I can focus again. But I will work on thinking about something fun to do this weekend.”


  * * *
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  When the boys went back to Daniel’s room, after a great half-hour of hoops, Jason was the first to talk. “Daniel, we have been concentrating on the end game for this whole incident, and a lot of progress has been made. We pretty much have the ‘why’ figured out. But as for the start of the kidnapping—what happened in the park—there has been no progress, whatsoever, on that. I have to believe that the main masterminds of this crime had to be directly involved. How did they know I would leave Vic and his brother and start to walk home on the eastern side of the park? And how did they know when it would happen? This has been bothering me since day one of the actual kidnapping and I still don’t feel I’m any closer to knowing the answer than I was on that terrible day.”


  “Jason, my friend, I know this is the one thing that frustrates you more than anything. While we were out shooting some baskets, I had an epiphany...you know, a revelation that just opened my eyes to how clueless we were being about it. It’s all in the last name, I guess, but suddenly those words of the fictional Sherlock Holmes were in my head—‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’


  “Almost every normal possibility is impossible here. How could anyone, outside of you and your cousins, know what was going to happen? We have to eliminate Kyle, right? From what you have said, that kid is totally clueless about most things in life. So that just leaves you, Vic, and Vic’s mom as the key players. Vic’s mom as the culprit has some potential. After all, she was away from the park doing her shopping thing or whatever she did during your ‘family’ visits. She had plenty of freedom to contact the criminals and let them know you were in the park. But then how would she know you were going to leave suddenly and in the middle of the time that she expected the three of you to be in the park? Wasn’t she counting on you to be the babysitter, so to speak? You were there to be with her two kids. She counted on you to watch them while she was running her errands. What mother would endanger her own kids to get at another kid? It doesn’t make sense to me. So cross Janet Encino off the list.


  “Now let’s take a look at your actions. No, I’m not accusing you of setting yourself up, Jason. Boy...that would be the crime twist of the century wouldn’t it? I’ll just ignore that glare and middle digit, Jason. There are two key things here though that would have to affect the execution of the crime. Can you remember exactly when your mindset changed from being with your cousins until 2:00 p.m. or so, as was the original plan, right, to ‘this is ridiculous, I don’t want to sit around wasting two hours watching Vic’s Little League practice, I’m leaving to go home’? And once you had made the decision to leave, why weren’t you on your cell phone, calling your mom or me, or even Mrs. Encino to let her know you were leaving?”


  Looking thoughtful, Jason said, “You know, I had forgotten about the cell phone thing. Again, you bring up a good point. I should have been on my cell phone calling people when I decided to leave the park. But it wasn’t working, again, thanks to my cousin. He asked if he could use it to make a calculation to finish the scoring on our batting game—like it would have mattered as he always had things rigged so he would win. That time he generously offered to play against both Kyle and myself—two against one—like the odds were in our favor! When he handed the phone back to me, it was ‘off’ and acted as if the battery was dead. So I couldn’t use it to call anyone. And he doesn’t have a cell phone.”


  Daniel said, as he nodded his head up and down, “I wouldn’t be surprised if he used it to send a signal to the kidnappers before he disabled it.”


  “Daniel, as far as me wanting to leave, everything changed after Vic announced that he had Little League practice. One of his friends came by and asked Vic if he was getting ready for practice while we were playing his hitting game. At least when we were playing the game, there was something to do. After that I was facing two and a half hours of boredom, watching him practice. And there was Vic telling me, ‘You don’t mind watching our practice for a couple of hours until Mom gets back, do you?’ He has this voice that just gets to me for some reason. I was sure he knew all along that he had the practice. That was just another way for him to act superior to me and put me in my place. It was like he was saying that he was the better athlete so why wouldn’t I want to watch the great Victor Encino practice baseball with his team. And then he had broken my cell phone. By then I just wanted out!”


  “So Victor Encino baited you, didn’t he? He seemed to know just how to push your buttons and get you riled up.”


  “I guess you are right, Daniel.”


  “Ever since I’ve known you, you have talked about how you two just can’t get along. It is so unusual for you, because I never see this behavior with our other friends and acquaintances. And I just have to think that he must have riled you up on purpose. By the way, why did you go to the park that day?”


  “Victor and his mom called up and asked me if I would. I didn’t want to go but Mom made me because she insists on maintaining good family relations with the Encinos.”


  “Jason, can’t you see it? You were set up by Victor. I don’t know why or what possible link he could have had to your kidnappers, but it’s the only explanation that makes any sense!”


  “I hear what you are saying, but as much as I dislike Victor, he still is just a thirteen-year-old kid. It’s hard to believe that he was part of the kidnapping team. I’m sure that the police came to the same conclusion.”


  “But think about the Sherlock Holmes quote, Jason. We have eliminated everyone else!”


  “It seems obvious now that we need to pay a visit to my favorite second cousin. There has got to be something he knows that we don’t, or a link somehow to the kidnappers through him.”


  * * *


  It was past 4:30 p.m. and Jason needed to be home by five o’clock. His parents wanted to go out to dinner and then see a movie. Daniel’s parents were having friends over for dinner and they had two kids almost the same age as Daniel, so both boys were looking forward to pleasant evenings with no detective work.


  But tomorrow it would be back to work. Daniel and Jason decided that they would meet at Daniel’s house first, and then bike over to visit Victor Encino sometime after 9:30 a.m.


  CHAPTER 34


  WHAT VICTOR KNEW


  (Saturday Morning)


  Jason didn’t think his parents would let him go over to the Encino house because he knew his mom, Edith, was still upset that Janet Encino had left Jason alone with her two kids at the park. But he was determined to get some answers out of Victor, so told them he was going over to Daniel’s house, which was true—to a point. Then at Daniel’s house, just as they were leaving, they told Mrs. Holmes that they were going to visit Jason’s cousin, Victor. Not really knowing the history between Victor and Jason, she figured that this would be a normal kid get-together. And besides, they both said they would be back by lunchtime.


  When Jason and Daniel arrived at the Encino doorstep, a little before 10:00 a.m., Jason knocked on the door. It took about a minute before the door opened and there stood Victor. Immediately he said, “Jason, why are you here? My mom is out right now.”


  “We didn’t come to see your mom. We came to see you. Let us in!”


  Reluctantly, Victor stepped aside and Jason and Daniel entered. “What do you want?” Victor demanded in a gruff voice. (Was there possibly some guilt mixed into his reaction?)


  Staring directly at his cousin, Jason asked, “I want to know why you set me up that day at the park, Vic.”


  “What do you mean?” Vic said in a pouting voice.


  “I think you know exactly what I mean. You made a point of making sure that I had to go to the park with you that morning, even though you knew you had Little League practice. Then you baited me until I got angry and left to walk home. Before that, you somehow disabled my cell phone while you were supposedly adding up our scores for your crummy game. Because you did that, I couldn’t call anybody. Then do you know what happened to me?”


  “You got taken for a ride and some, uh, what did he call it, attitude adjustment.”


  Jason was so infuriated by that remark that without thinking, he punched Victor square in the jaw and knocked him completely to the floor. “You little bastard!” he shouted. “I was put through five days of torture, not ‘attitude adjustment.’ My family and friends were put through five days of pain and suffering too, not knowing what had happened to me. If you don’t tell me exactly what happened and why you did it, I’m going to beat you to a bloody pulp!”


  He stooped down and grabbed Victor by the shirt and started to pick him up. “Please don’t hurt me anymore,” Victor cried out. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you.”
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  Jason dropped him back on the floor and ordered, “Get up! Sit down in that chair and start talking!”


  With fear in his eyes, Victor got up slowly and backed himself into one of the dining table chairs. There was a little rivulet of blood at the side of his mouth. “You really hurt me,” he whined. “My mouth is bleeding.”


  “You haven’t seen anything yet, you little punk!” Jason said in a very mean sounding voice.


  Daniel, who had been watching this whole scene with his mouth wide open in astonishment, decided to intervene. He put his hands on Jason’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes as he said, “Jason, my friend, let’s turn things down a notch. Why don’t you get a glass of water for your poor cousin?” In an undertone he said, “Jason that was so awesome! From now on you are Jason ‘The Kid’ Hunter! I’ll watch our friend here.”


  Mutely, Jason shook his head in agreement and then headed toward the back of the unit. He was looking for the kitchen but instead ended up in the bathroom. As soon as he went in the bathroom, a chill ran up his spine. At first he couldn’t figure out why and then it hit him, This bathroom looks exactly like the one in which I took a shower the last day of my captivity. Stunned he kept looking around and asked himself in disbelief, It couldn’t be, could it?


  Jason found a paper cup and filled it with water. Then he went back into the dining area where Victor and Daniel were sitting. He slammed the cup down on the table by Victor as he said, “Here’s your water. Now give!”


  “I didn’t know things were going to turn out like they did. It all started out with a bet and a dare between me and my cousin,” Victor began. “One day we were talking about mind-control. I was saying that a baseball player should be able to control his mind if he wanted to play at the top level. Frank, my cousin said, ‘I think the best players can control other people’s minds. Like the batter sending this thought to the pitcher, Toss it right over the plate.’ Then he challenged me by saying, ‘Do you think you could do mind control on someone else? I don’t believe you can!’ Of course this got me mad because I know one day I will be a great baseball player.


  “Frank went on, ‘Since you say you can, I challenge you to do mind control on someone a little older than you and someone you don’t get along with, so it will even be more fun if you can do it. I know, what about your cousin Jason? The one I hear you complaining about whenever you two have to do something together. I will give you four chances to do mind control on Jason. Each chance would have to be at a different location in town that I pick. In each case you have to figure out a way to make him leave what you are doing together and walk away back to his house. Now you can’t just insult him or tell him to go home. He has to think it’s his idea! Understand?’ Well, the bet was twenty dollars for me if I could mind-control you. If I couldn’t I had to clean his kitchen for two weeks.


  “So we worked out four possible plans. The first one was in City Park and as it turned out, it was successful. The others were at a movie theater and at another park. As it was getting closer to the actual times I had to do the mind control, Frank had raised the stakes. ‘Now, are you sure that you don’t get along very well with Jason?’ When I assured him I didn’t, he said, ‘Tell you what, if you can disable his cell phone while at the same time contacting me that Jason is coming, me and my friend will give him a little attitude adjustment...you know, rough him up just a little so the next time you get together, he won’t be so uppity to you. However, if you say anything about it to anyone, you will probably get put in juvenile hall. If anyone, especially a cop, asks about it, just say you forgot you had Little League practice. You’re a kid. You’re expected to forget things and make mistakes.’


  “Frank showed me how to disable any common cell phone by opening the battery compartment and then inserting a tiny piece of scotch tape inside, which I was to keep on a fingernail. All I had to do was put the tape over some of the metal contacts between the battery and the phone itself and it would seem as if the battery went dead. Before I did this, I was to dial Frank’s cell number and immediately hang up. While you thought I was adding up the score to our game, I was actually doing that to your phone,” Victor confessed.


  “So, now we know how the kidnappers were able to pinpoint my location in the park when I started to walk out,” Jason sighed. “That and the twenty pieces of silver paid to my cousin Judas here.”


  “I didn’t know it was a trick to kidnap you! I really didn’t,” Victor said in a shaky voice, on the verge of tears. “When I talked to Frank the next time I saw him, which was Wednesday, he said, ‘If you ever say a word to anyone about this, you will be sent to juvenile hall and then prison for a very, very long time! The only baseball team you will ever play on will be the San Quentin Lifers. But don’t worry too much. Your cousin, Jason, will soon be free again. Maybe a little worse for the wear, but he will survive. And you will be off the hook at that point unless you tell anyone.’ ”


  “This is unbelievable!” Daniel exclaimed. “I’m going out and buying the complete works of Arthur Conan Doyle.”


  “Tell us more about this cousin Frank of yours, Victor. Where does he live? How old is he? What does he do for a living? The works!” Jason demanded.


  “His name is Frank Encino. He is my cousin from my father’s side of the family. He’s in his early twenties and he works odd jobs—most of the time for our Great Uncle Fabian Ricardo. He lives right next door in the other unit of our duplex with his roommate, Rudy Ruggiero. Rudy is a part-time student and he also works at the public library.”


  “Does he by any chance own a van?” Jason continued.


  “Yes, he does. It is usually kept in the garage, but sometimes he uses it for gardening jobs or odd jobs he does for Mr. Ricardo.”


  Jason continued, “Tell us about the other duplex unit. Is it pretty much like this one?”


  “It pretty much is. This duplex was built by my grandfather, Victor Encino, back in the 1950s. My father told me that the places look almost identical inside because Grandfather bought everything in bulk when he was building it. The back unit also has a basement room that this unit doesn’t have. Apparently Grandfather was afraid that an atom bomb was going to fall here sometime and so he started building that basement as a shelter room.”


  Daniel and Jason looked at each other in astonishment, silently asking each other, It couldn’t be this easy could it?


  “Is your cousin Frank home right now or does he work on Saturdays?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah, he works most Saturdays. You can tell by whether the van is in the garage.”


  “All right, Victor,” Jason said, still using his mean voice. “This is what I want you to do. You need to go to your room, shut the door, and stay there all day. Do not go out of that room for anything! Do you understand?”


  “Yes, just leave me alone!” Victor whined as he scurried up to his room and slammed the door shut.


  Once Victor was out of sight, Jason turned and said, “Daniel, I’ve got to get into the unit next door and check out that basement. If it is where I was held, we have everything we need to close out this case and bring in the police! Obviously I don’t want to be seen since they know me. But they don’t know you. Can you go out there and see if there is a van in the garage? I’ll wait here.”


  “Okay, Jason, I’ll go check.”


  Daniel went outside and down the driveway to where there were two small garages. They each had an old fashioned-type folding door that had little glass windows in them. Not knowing which one belonged to the other unit, Daniel peered inside both and they were empty.


  He went back to the front unit and after entering, announced to Jason, “They both appear to be empty.”


  “Good, the odds are better now. It looks like Frank Encino is gone, which means that just his roommate Rudy might be home. What we need is for you to create a diversion. Something to get him out of the house or focused on something inside. While that is going on, I will sneak inside and look in the basement. You’ll have to keep him busy for at least ten minutes in order to give me enough time to sneak in and get out again.”


  Shaking his head, Daniel said, “Jason, you don’t need to take this risk. I think we have enough information now to get the police involved. For the first time we actually have an explanation as to the how and where your kidnapping was arranged. That alone should get their attention. Plus, what we figured out about the ransom timeline and now we have the real crime, the safe deposit box theft.”


  “Unfortunately, the problem is that our one witness right now is Victor and you know how reliable he is. Plus, I went and slugged him to get him to talk so the police aren’t going to give his confession a lot of credibility without more solid evidence.


  “Daniel, we are so close to the end of this case! I can feel it. Now we need the clinching evidence. If that basement room is the one, there is bound to be forensic evidence, plus my own eyewitness account from when I was held captive. You got me into this so don’t back down now!”


  “All right, Jason, I’ll do my best. What can we use for the diversion?”


  “I have an idea,” Jason said. “Let’s grab their trash can and spill it all over the driveway and street. Then you go knock on the door and tell Rudy you were biking down the street and nearly fell off your bike avoiding it. Bring him outside and show him the mess and then offer to help him clean everything up. Say you are a Boy Scout or something, working on an environmental merit badge. Then ask him if you can have a glass of water. That will get you inside and in the kitchen. Keep talking to him until you finish the water. I will phone you on your cell when I have snuck back outside. Then just pretend it is your parents and leave.”


  “That’s pretty threadbare for a scheme, but it should work,” Daniel agreed.


  “Come, Holmes, come! The game is afoot!” Jason imitated good old Sherlock.


  CHAPTER 35.


  KNOW THINE ENEMIES


  (Saturday)


  Jason and Daniel silently removed both garbage cans that were sitting at the end of the driveway and took them out to the street. They then tossed everything out, creating quite a mess. When they were done, Jason went and hid behind some bushes that were near the front door to the back unit of the duplex, while Daniel went up to the front door and rang the doorbell.


  About a minute later, the door opened and Daniel stood facing Rudy. Gulping, Daniel sized up Rudy to be about six feet tall, a little heavy set, with thick eyebrows and lips, which gave him sort of a brutish look when combined with his dark, matted hair and at least two days growth of beard. “What do you want?” Rudy demanded in a surly voice. “I’m not interested in buying anything.”


  “I’m sorry to bother you,” Daniel said in his most polite voice, “but I think your garbage cans have spilled onto the street. It’s quite a mess out there and I had to come to a screeching halt on my bicycle to avoid hitting it.”


  “What the hell?”


  “If you come with me, I’ll show you. It’s quite a mess. But don’t worry, uh, what’s your name? Okay, Rudy. I’m a member of Boy Scout Troop 968 and I am working on my environmental merit badge. I’ll be happy to help you clean it up!”
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  Daniel then started walking Rudy out to the street, chattering away about good ways to clean up the environment and saying that they could get the mess cleaned up in no time at all. The diversion was working. Jason, who was listening carefully, peered around the edge of the duplex entryway, which jutted out a little. As soon as he saw the two of them heading toward the street, he quickly and quietly entered the unit.


  Once he got more into the unit, he started to look for staircase doors. Finally he found what he was looking for—a door that when opened, led to a narrow staircase that headed down. Just inside the doorway, there was a light switch. He turned on the light. The stairway went halfway down and then reversed direction. This was exactly what he remembered from when he had climbed a staircase blindfolded, on his way to take a shower. At the bottom of the stairs was a hallway and at the end was a bolted door. He went to that door and slid the bolt latch open. When he opened the door, he immediately looked for the overhead light bulb. Seeing it, he pulled the chain. Then he could see the entire room.


  A brief wave of nausea shook Jason’s body. No question about it. This was the room in which he had been held captive. There were the two columns in the middle. The chain had been removed from one of the columns but he could see marks from where the chain had been wrapped around it for several days. Over in the corner was the mattress and at the other end was the chair and table on which was still the pile of comic books he had been given to read. Going over to the table, he opened the top comic book in the pile. It had the writing and the Three Musketeers ad. Suddenly it hit him. The word didn’t say FENCING, as he originally had thought. No, it was the owner’s name: F. ENCINO.


  “Getting homesick for your old haunts?” A shiver of fear came over Jason’s body as he heard that sardonic, mean voice again of his kidnapper. “I’ve got a loaded gun pointed at you. I want you to very slowly turn around and put your hands up.” There was a clicking sound as a bullet entered the chamber of the pistol. As Jason turned around he could see a slim but muscular man with short, dark hair, mustache and trimmed beard. “If you think your friend will help you out this time, forget it! After Rudy finishes tying and gagging him, he will be joining me down here to do the same to you. This time we will have a nice long session together.”
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  “Is that what you like?” Jason said defiantly. “Attacking and tying up teenaged boys.”


  “Shut up, you little shit!” his kidnapper snarled.


  “Why do you hate me so much? I don’t even know you.”


  “You Hunters think that you are so special and so superior to the Encino side of the family.”


  “You aren’t even a relative of mine. And Victor is just a second cousin. Yet my parents have insisted on keeping the communications up. How is that being superior?” Jason demanded, not backing down or acting intimidated.


  “Why didn’t your family ever share your fortune with your other relatives like real family should?” his kidnapper asked.


  “I have no idea what you are talking about. We are not rich like Silicon Valley CEOs or even your Mr. Ricardo. Both my mom and dad work hard just so we can have a normal family life. Even the cash you saw in the safe deposit box was just working capital. It belongs to the clients or the owners of the antiquities. The business handles it for them. We are no different than the tellers at the banks, who handle large amounts all the time but don’t get to keep it.”


  “You think you are so smart! How do you know all of this stuff?”


  “When you kidnapped me, you unnecessarily tortured me and put me, my family and friends through a week of hell so you could create a diversion from the real crime which was robbing my dad’s safe deposit box. In doing so, you outraged our entire community, the police, and especially me and my friends. The only way that we could right the wrong that was done to us was to figure out what was really going on, and then track down you and the other lowlife criminals responsible. Instead of four thugs against a tied up teen, the odds are different now!”


  “You sure talk big for a kid about to be taken down again. But after a few days of extended torture, I’ll have you telling me everything about your family and the hidden wealth. You will beg me to let you talk about it by the time I’m finished.”


  “You keep saying that, like there is some hidden treasure in a clock tower, but there is no hidden wealth. Everything secret the business had was in the safe deposit box. You saw what was taken out of the safe deposit box. You tell me what was in it.”


  “Just a few gemstones and one medium-priced necklace. One of them was a total bust. All it had was some marbles and a newspaper article.”


  “And that’s what you kidnapped me for, a few gemstones and a newspaper article? That will give you something to read during your thirty-year jail sentence. We have your partners on videotape robbing the safe deposit box. They were so sure they could get away with it that they didn’t even try to cover the camera. We have the bank employee’s name. As soon as he is arrested, how long will it be before he gives your names up to the police?”


  “That guy doesn’t know who we are. As soon as my van is repaired, Rudy and I are hightailing it out of here. We’ll take you with us, and after a few days of fun, you and your friend will be food for the worms. We have our cut of the money so we’ll be heading to South America and no one will ever find us or you.”


  “You will never get away with it. Too many people already know about you.”


  “Maybe, but at least I’ll have the pleasure of watching you…”


  Whack! Whack! Suddenly there was the sound of two aluminum bats. One hit Frank on the hand and knocked the gun away, while the other bat knocked him to his knees and to the floor. Then Chauncey and his friend, Reggie, proceeded to bat Frank into a submissive, fetal position. “You stupid, lowlife pig!” Chauncey yelled, his voice full of anger. “This is the last time you will be attacking kids in our community. If you even think about moving from that spot I will bat you into hell!”


  Frank’s only response was a whimpering sound. “You’re not so tough when you have to face someone your own size, are you?” Chauncey taunted. Then he went over to Jason and asked, “Are you all right, Jason?”


  “I’m okay but somewhat shaken. You are standing in the room where I was kept in captivity for five days. It was my personal chamber of horrors. I am so grateful you guys were able to get here right away. I was running out of things to say that could stall him,” Jason said.


  “It’s not exactly the Hilton in here is it?” Chauncey laughed. “Oh, Reggie, I’m sorry. Reggie, this is my good friend, Jason Hunter. Jason, this is Reggie Adams”


  After they shook hands, Jason said, “Thank you for your help. As you can see, things were getting rather intense in here.”


  “When Chauncey told us what this was for, we were honored to help. Now, every kid in town can relax a little and not worry about lowlife perverts trying to take them out. Here is his pistol, by the way. I emptied out the bullets, including the one in the chamber. We don’t want this going off by accident,” Reggie said.


  “How do you know so much about guns?” Jason asked in awe.


  “My father was a sergeant in the Marine Corps. He taught me a few things!”


  Then remembering his friend, Jason asked, “How is Daniel doing? Is he okay?”


  “I think that they slugged him and that other Rudy guy was starting to tie him up when my other two friends decided to change the odds. That guy will be singing soprano in prison,” Reggie chuckled.


  Just then they heard the sounds of sirens outside. “After we got here and I could see that we would have to go inside and fight a little, I thought I had better call the police,” Chauncey explained. “Somehow, I thought the neighbors might get upset seeing four muscular guys running into a house with baseball bats. I also told the police to send over someone from the missing persons unit, too.”


  “Chauncey, you really saved the day. Thank you, my friend,” Jason said with gratitude.


  “Not a problem, especially after we talked about your experiences with these kidnappers. I was really hoping I could get in a few shots on them. It felt great! Now, tell me, my man, are the monkeys off your back and the demons back in their holes? I told you that good would triumph over evil in this situation and it did!”


  Just then, Lt. Garcia, followed by Sgt. Malone, came down the stairs and entered the basement. “Is everything all right down here? Is anybody hurt? What do we have here?”


  “Lieutenant, welcome to my personal hellhole of captivity,” Jason said. “This is the room where I was held those five days, and lying down there on the floor is one of my kidnappers, Frank Encino.”


  “From what I am starting to hear, you have been very busy being a detective the past few days. I must say that you were very reckless to go in here on your own. Why didn’t you contact us right away when you found out about this place?”


  “I wasn’t sure until less than an hour ago. We didn’t have any conclusive proof until then and things just got out of hand. But I wasn’t alone! Meet two of my guardian angels, Chauncey Jackson and Reggie Adams.” Everyone shook hands all around.


  “It looks like you made mincemeat out of Mr. Encino there. I assume this was provoked,” Garcia asked with raised eyebrows.


  “Oh, yes, Lieutenant,” Chauncey said, in his most respectful voice. “When Reggie and I arrived down here, Encino there was pointing a loaded gun with a round in the chamber at Jason. He was threatening to re-kidnap him, torture him and kill him. I think that more than justified a few swings of batting practice.”


  “I only wish I could have been here to fire a few rounds into the son-of-a-bitch,” Garcia said.


  Reggie added, “Officer, here is his gun. I dressed down his weapon. On the floor was a plastic bag. I put the weapon parts and the bullets in there.”


  “Thank you, Reggie. Could I interest you in our deputy program? You kids have been unbelievable on this case!” Then Lt. Garcia turned and issued orders to Sgt. Malone. “I want this room sealed off. Cuff the suspect and get a medic down here to check out Encino. Also, read him his rights and put him under arrest, along with the other lowlife upstairs.”


  Turning to the three young men, Lt. Garcia said, “Gentlemen, let’s go upstairs and see how the others are doing. I am going to need statements from all of you.”


  When they arrived upstairs, Jason saw Daniel sitting in a chair, rubbing his head. Quickly going to his friend he anxiously asked, “Daniel, how are you feeling? I heard you got slugged. What happened?”


  “Everything was going as planned, with me being the environmental Boy Scout, when all of a sudden a gun was pointed at the back of my head. It was Frank Encino. Apparently he was walking back to the duplex after leaving off his van. He was little more then a block away but he saw both of us and figured he needed to take quick action. The two forced me into the house at gunpoint, and then Frank slugged me with his pistol. When I woke up I was in a daze and could sense that Rudy was starting to tie me up with rope. Then all of a sudden, I heard words then wham...wham...wham! And Rudy was out cold.”


  “I assume that these two gentlemen over here were your protectors.”


  “Yes, meet Mariano Rodrigo and Kololo Asasopo. Guys, this is my friend, Jason Hunter.”


  Jason shook hands with them and said, “I take it you are more of Chauncey’s A-list team? I can’t thank you enough for coming today to back us up.”


  “It is nothing, man,” Mariano said. “When Chauncey told us what you two guys were doing, we had to help someone acting so bravely. We were the backdoor team and when we got inside, we saw what that stupid cholo was doing to your friend. We told him to stop, but he wouldn’t listen and then he called Kololo a ‘stupid pineapple head.’ Not a friendly thing to say to a nice Samoan boy. Now he’s a crushed pineapple head. Some people just have no respect!”


  Looking to where Mariano pointed, Jason saw Rudy, curled up just like Frank was in the basement. He was groaning like he was in major pain. “I am so happy to see you get what you dished out to me, Rudy. I hope you and Frank have a wonderful life in prison for the next thirty or forty years!” Jason gloated.


  Soon the EMT team arrived and began checking out Rudy upstairs and then going down to see Frank. Then they took the two suspects to the ambulance, accompanied by Sgt. Malone. They were going to take them to the hospital ward for prisoners.


  Before leaving, the head EMT came over to Daniel and said, “I understand you were hit in the head. Let me take a look at you.” After briefly examining Daniel and asking some questions, the EMT said, “I think you might have a minor concussion. Lt. Garcia, his parents need to be notified and they should see he sees a doctor as soon as possible, in case it is more serious. I can’t take him with me right now because I don’t think he wants to go to the prisoner ward with these two.”


  Jason went and sat down by Daniel. “I really feel bad that you were hurt, Daniel. I suppose that we should have thought it through more thoroughly before jumping in. But the good news is that the case is essentially solved! I think we now know who all of the conspirators were and that basement was definitely the room where I was kept captive. The cloud of uncertainty and doubt that has been hanging over me, lately, is starting to melt away. I am starting to feel free again! This is all because you believed in me and encouraged me to fight back. Thanks so much, friend!”


  Lt. Garcia then organized a search team to completely go over the duplex. He requested a tow truck to get Frank Encino’s van so that it could also be searched for evidence since it was used in the kidnapping. Turning to all the boys he said, “We need everybody to clear out of here. We have patrol cars to take you all to police headquarters so we can get your statements. It should only take a few minutes each for Chauncey and his team. Jason and Daniel, I think we have a lot of talking to do. Your parents need to be notified also, Jason, to let them know what is going on.”


  CHAPTER 36


  THE POLICE FOLLOW UP


  (Saturday Afternoon)


  Because all the teenagers that they were going to question had arrived at the Encino residence by bicycle, the police decided to send a police pickup truck over to bring their bikes and baseball bats down to the police station. The six teens were then taken by squad cars to headquarters.


  Daniel and Jason talked to their parents by cell phone, and both sets of parents agreed to come down to the station right away. Jason decided to use his ‘perk’ from before, and asked his parents to please stop at the sandwich shop on the way over and get a couple family-sized sandwiches and drinks for everyone. “When you hear what my friends did for me today, the least we can do is give them some lunch.”


  About forty-five minutes later, everyone had arrived at the police station and Lt. Garcia again enlisted Sgt. Nuñez to help him with the questioning. Everyone was pleased when Bill and Edith Hunter arrived with the sandwiches and drinks. While the police started questioning Chauncey and his other three friends, Jason and Daniel were updating their parents on what had happened.


  “I am really upset that the Encino family had something to do with your kidnapping,” Bill said in response. “And to think that this whole awful sequence of events was based on the false assumption that we were secretly wealthy and had hidden treasure somewhere. I wonder where they got that idea?”


  “And I’m really upset at you, Jason, for putting yourself and Daniel in so much danger when you didn’t have to,” Edith added. “This detective business is getting out of hand! And then there is the part about you going over to the Encino’s without telling us.”


  “I’m sorry, Mom,” Jason replied with a downcast look on his face. “I know we took a risk, but everything was falling into place so fast, we just acted on it. Do give me credit, though, for at least having my backup security, which turned out to be the difference.”


  “Maybe they were,” Edith continued, “but you were also putting them in danger. A little bad timing or more bad guys and the outcome could have been very different. I don’t even want to think about it!”


  Jason replied, “I understand that you are upset and angry with us. If you are going to ground me, can you have Daniel’s parents ground him in the same place for several days, so we can get caught up in our gaming?”


  Everyone laughed at that. “You don’t miss a trick, do you Jason?” Melinda Holmes said.


  “I guess I should take some of the blame,” Daniel said. “I was the one who pushed Jason into doing this investigation in the first place.”


  “But don’t forget the result of what we did.” Jason continued. “My kidnappers are captured and going to jail. We know why the kidnapping was done, and what they were really after. Now we know how I was manipulated into their trap that day at City Park. Thank cousins Frank Encino and Victor Encino for that. Most of the case is already solved, and when the other two conspirators are caught, we should learn the rest. I feel free again, and soon all of the other kids in town affected by this will feel the same way. Daniel, you shouldn’t blame yourself at all for what happened this morning. You got slugged in the head trying to implement my scheme to look at the basement. You were just a victim of bad timing.”


  “No one is questioning your courage, determination, or desire to discover the truth. You are an amazing person, Jason. That’s why we don’t want to lose you a second time!” Gary Holmes exclaimed. “But you and Daniel need to be very careful about taking chances that risk your lives!”


  “I think that Daniel and I are now ready to place everything into the hands of the police and the bank authorities. We’ve done what we can. The only remaining questions revolve around the other guy we saw on the bank tape. He was the real mastermind behind this. Frank Encino is too much of a hothead to be the cynical planner that manipulated our family and the authorities. After meeting Frank face to face, I think I should be a little grateful to that man. I’m sure he was the one that told Frank to stop treating me so harshly after the first couple of days. Frank’s plan was to torture me as much as he could get away with, I’m pretty sure. He told me he had wanted to take out his hatred of the Hunter family on me.”


  “The other kidnapper captured today, Rudy, was probably on the kidnapper team for his ability to apply brute force.” Daniel added. “When I talked to him, he really didn’t seem too smart. I was doing a pretty good job of convincing him that I was a boy scout until Encino blew my cover.”


  “He was also Frank’s roommate, so he had to have been in on it, since the plan was to keep me captive in their basement,” Jason added.


  “We should find out a lot more from the bank people on Monday about the other two criminals, Adrian Evans and our mystery mastermind,” Bill Hunter added. “Now that they have solid information, I believe they will act fast to apprehend them...if they are still in the country.”


  Lt. Garcia finished taking statements from Chauncey, Reggie, Mariano, and Kololo. In each case he thanked them for helping to catch the kidnappers, but also warned them about taking vigilante action on their own in the future. “Please call us if you think there is a situation where force is needed.”


  Chauncey reminded the lieutenant that that was exactly what he had done. “I called the 911 number as soon I realized we had to go into the house in order to help protect Jason and Daniel from the kidnappers. But we knew we couldn’t wait. They were already in serious danger and we had to act.”


  As each of the four finished giving their statements and came out, the Hunter and Holmes families had no qualms about expressing their heartfelt thanks for what each of them had done for their sons. Mariano was especially moved by the praise and said, “As I said to Jason, we wanted to be there to help out someone who was acting so brave, such a vato. But the more I think about it, we should be there for anyone our age that needs help. We should all be looking out for each other. I am so solid for that now. I feel I learned something about being a good citizen today. You know, get involved.”


  “Way to go, Mariano!” Jason exclaimed. “I’ve just met you and already I know you are going to be a good friend.”


  Lt. Garcia assigned a couple of patrolmen to take the four young men home, along with their bikes and baseball bats. As they were leaving, Chauncey called out, “So long for now, Jason! We’ll do the grand slam for you any time. Keep in touch!”


  Lt. Garcia was now ready to get complete statements from Jason and Daniel.


  “Lt. Garcia, I would like to request that Jason and I give our statements together. We worked continuously as a team while doing our investigations and I think you would get a more complete picture,” Daniel said.


  “I agree with Daniel,” Jason said. “Plus my dad had a lot to do with the investigation as it affected his business, especially since the real crime was actually to rob his safe deposit box. Our parents are all here and we have no reason to keep any secrets from anyone. Can we just go to a private room all together?”


  “This is somewhat unorthodox,” Lt. Garcia replied. “On the other hand, what about this case hasn’t been unorthodox? If that is everyone’s wish, I have no objection.”


  Everyone nodded their approval, so Lt. Garcia had Sgt. Nuñez and Det. Barclay set up the camera in one of the squad briefing rooms. When everything was ready and the camera rolling, Lt. Garcia began:


  “This is Lt. Antonio Garcia of the Missing Persons Squad. I am here with Jason Hunter and Daniel Holmes to take their statements regarding the major breakthroughs in the recent Hunter kidnapping case that these two teenagers have discovered. As they are both minors, their parents William and Edith Hunter, and Gary and Melinda Holmes are also present. Mr. William Hunter’s business, Hunter & Sons Antiquities, also is a factor in this investigation.


  “The last time I talked with both of you, you had given me a formal statement about your kidnapping and rescue a week ago Friday. Why don’t you update me on what happened after that?”


  Jason talked about the joy he felt finally being free and reunited with family and friends, what he learned from the doctor about the drugs he was apparently given, what the psychologist thought the kidnappers had tried to do to him, and how the traumatic events of his kidnapping had started affecting his self-confidence. It only became worse when he found out what the ransom note had said.


  Next, Daniel talked about how he and his friends were upset by the kidnapping, the anger and frustration it caused, and how it was eating away at Jason. He described how he finally had to almost browbeat Jason into agreeing to find out what really happened. Jason continued by saying how scared he was of reliving his experiences until finally Chauncey helped him to see the bigger picture of what was important in his life and the lives of his friends.


  Daniel then described his elation when Jason accepted the challenge, because it meant he was on the road to recovery. He described the white board in his room, and how they had been determined to look at the case with a fresh set of eyes. Once they were able to do that, they discovered the problem with the ransom timeline and that the kidnapping was merely a diversion for the real crime, which turned out to be the robbery of the Hunter & Sons safe deposit box.


  Bill Hunter took over the narrative for while, talking about how he worked with the two boys to figure out what the kidnappers’ true motives were which was to manipulate him into going to his safe deposit box to get the cash for the ransom. With the collusion of the bank employee and the still unknown other co-conspirator, they were able to break in and rob the Hunter box of its entire contents. Bill thought the robbers were after the four legacy items in the box. He talked about how the bank has a team investigating the robbery, how the crime was committed, and that bank security had the vault robbery recorded on the vault tapes. Also, he talked about the meeting the bank was planning for Monday, and how Lt. Garcia should coordinate their investigations since the kidnapping was related to the vault robbery.


  Daniel then explained how he and Jason had attacked the problem of why his kidnapping was so perfectly executed. “We asked ourselves how the kidnappers had known exactly where and when to act?” Eventually everything boiled down to the fact Jason’s second cousin, Victor Encino, had to have played a bigger role in it than he had admitted to the police. That’s what he and Jason had decided to do this day; visit Victor and force him to tell them what had really gone on that day in the park. Once they were able to get Victor to confess how he had baited Jason into leaving, the whole remainder of the case broke wide open and the two friends realized they were literally footsteps away from the crime scene and that most likely two of the kidnappers were living next door to the Encinos.


  Jason felt he had to act immediately on this new information because they couldn’t just rely on Victor’s testimony. While Daniel was outside scouting the area, he called Chauncey to back him up, gave him the address and directions how to get there, and told him to come right away with some friends, because they thought they had found the kidnappers and wanted to verify the truth about it before they could get away. They were hoping to confirm the hideout and then bring in the police, but unfortunately, Jason was spotted by Frank Encino. Things started to go badly for the boys when Daniel was walked into the house at gunpoint and then slugged. After that, it was a very scary few minutes for Jason when he was confronted by Frank Encino in that basement room. Luckily Jason was able to stall him with conversation until Chauncey and Reggie got there. “You know the rest, Lt. Garcia. You were there,” Jason said in conclusion.


  “You boys have done an incredible job of investigation. This is really quite unprecedented in my experience. My only real concern is that you put yourselves in serious danger when you didn’t need to. I’m sure your parents have already discussed this with you.”


  “I am sorry that things didn’t work out perfectly, but after what I went through with those kidnappers, I absolutely had to take that chance when the opportunity presented itself! But now Daniel and I are more than happy to leave the rest of the investigation in your capable hands, Lieutenant.”


  “When Sgt. Malone gets back from searching the Encino residence, we will go through everything that he has found that links to your case. I will then meet with you again if we have any questions about what we find, and if we feel there is anything else for which we need to look. I will also get in contact with the bank investigative team to see what they have come up with and if they have located the other two suspects. You are free to leave now and enjoy the rest of the weekend.


  “Oh, one other thing, there are some camera crews outside. The media is all over this because of the scene at the Encino residence and because your case is so unusual. Remember, you are not obligated to speak to them, although probably they want to lionize you for single-handedly solving the crime.”


  “Lt. Garcia, we would be honored if you would introduce us then,” Daniel said, glancing at Jason. “Maybe you could smooth the way and give a brief statement so our meeting with them isn’t a free-for-all.”


  “I would be happy to do so if that is your wish. Mr. and Mrs. Holmes and Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, are you okay with this? Jason?”


  “I think that it is better to deal with the media now and not have them all over us later,” Bill Hunter said. “Jason, are you up for this?”


  “With your support, I think I’m ready to talk to the news media,” Jason replied.


  There were several camera crews waiting on the front steps of police headquarters when Lt. Garcia, the Hunters, and the Holmes went outside. The cameras began rolling. There was a little pandemonium as they all began to talk at once.


  Lt. Garcia raised his hands up to quiet everyone down. “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, I will present a brief statement and then our two young heroes here will be willing to answer a few questions.


  “Today there have been some remarkable new developments in the Jason Hunter kidnapping case. If you remember, it was just over a week ago that young Jason was released by the kidnappers, who had demanded that his best friend, Daniel Holmes, sneak out of his house to find Jason in the old maintenance building in City Park. During his captivity, Jason was kept in a basement cell and treated very harshly much of the time by his kidnappers. There were many strange things about this kidnapping. Young Jason was drugged and taken out of the park in broad daylight with no sign of a struggle and seemed to disappear into thin air. We now know how they accomplished that. The kidnappers never made any attempt to contact Jason’s parents at their home, causing them great concern about what had happened to him. Friday morning they were able to get a ransom note to Mr. Hunter, by arranging a series of events that forced him to go to his business office where he received the ransom demand and then followed the kidnappers’ instructions on how to pay it. It was later discovered that the ransom demand, which was a very small amount of cash taken from his safe deposit box, was actually made after the kidnappers had already begun the process of releasing Jason. The ransom note even implied that the kidnapping was an ‘unfortunate mistake’ and that the small ransom requested was ordered by some ‘godfather’ in their organization as an apology.


  “The actual truth of the matter was that the kidnapping itself was a hoax—a diversion to take everyone’s attention away from what the kidnappers’ true intentions were. Unfortunately, young Jason’s ordeal was real. He was treated cruelly by his captors so that everyone would focus on Jason’s ordeal and continue to think that his kidnapping was the only crime being committed. Instead, the criminals’ real purpose was to break into and seize everything inside of Mr. Hunter’s safe deposit box. The criminals were after legacy items of precious gems and any cash inside of the box. They were able to accomplish this without setting off the bank alarms by placing a tiny amount of plastic explosives inside the storage slot for Mr. Hunter’s box while Mr. Hunter was gathering together cash to pay the ransom. They then could remove the contents at their leisure. Currently there is a team of investigators pursuing those two men responsible for the safe deposit robbery, Adrian Evans, a former bank employee, and a yet to be identified criminal who rigged the explosives. Right now we have in custody two other men, Frank Encino and Rudolph Ruggiero, who were the actual kidnappers of Jason.


  “All of the recent developments in this case have been due to the detective work of Jason and Daniel. These two young teens have bravely and doggedly pursued the kidnappers and discovered the true facts of this bizarre crime. Jason and Daniel will now answer your questions.”
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  Channel 11 began the questioning: “Jason, what made you decide to investigate your own kidnapping?”


  “Actually, I think I should answer that question,” Daniel interrupted. Then he went on to explain how he and other teens felt about the kidnapping—how it was ruining their lives and how angry they were about what had happened to his friend, Jason.


  Next, Jason described what it took for him to revisit the horrible experiences of his kidnapping.


  The questioning continued on for about a half hour. Both Jason and Daniel took turns explaining how each part of the investigation was based on leads that came from examining everything that had happened with a fresh set of eyes. When all the main points were discussed, Jason closed the session by thanking everyone who had supported him through his ordeal and especially his friend Daniel. “Without Daniel’s persistence and unwavering support, this case would still be unsolved.”


  As the two families walked to the police parking lot to get Daniel’s and Jason’s bikes, Jason said, “I know that we should probably be grounded for a week, but I really feel like celebrating, just with our two families and no one else. Can’t we overlook the down side for now and party today?”


  “Well, Jason, you should be grounded as should my Daniel,” Melinda Holmes answered. “But you are right. A celebration is in order. Since you Hunters have had the most grueling experiences lately, we will host it at our house. Gary can put together a barbeque and between the rest of us adults, I’m sure that we can come up with a credible pot luck. It’s now a little past two, shall we say at five?” Everybody agreed and so the party was set.


  That evening the media went into a frenzy over the Jason Hunter kidnapping story. It was a feature story on every newscast that night and it quickly got picked up on the Internet with headlines like Kidnap Victim Tracks Down His Kidnappers, Two Teens Take Down Criminal Gang, and Mysterious Crime Solved by Teenaged Detective Team. By Sunday it was carried on the national news. The Hunter & Holmes detective team was getting national recognition.


  * * *


  Later Saturday evening, while Jason and Daniel were playing games in Daniel’s room, their parents were discussing their situation and what was going on. They had watched some of the coverage on television and were beginning to realize that today’s events were going to change their lives again. Bill Hunter started by saying, “I think we are going to need to have some security at our homes. There is a company I use at the store. I gave them a call this afternoon to get someone out here right away. I think for now, I’ll just settle for a plain car here and at my house.”


  “Isn’t that very expensive. We would like to chip in for our part,” Gary said.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Bill replied. “One of the ironic things about the ransom of Jason was that Frank Encino’s great uncle Ricardo was persuaded to purchase a very expensive necklace so I would go to the office, unlock the private safe, and be there to get the package which had Jason’s ransom note. The necklace cost $749,000 and made me a very tidy profit. I think this might be a good cause into which to invest some of that extra money. Daniel and Jason are such close friends now, that Daniel is like a member of our family. Protecting him along with Jason is the least I can do.”


  “I am really concerned that all of this media attention is going to be very disruptive of our lives, but also put new pressures on Daniel and Jason,” Melinda said. “The last thing I want to see is them lose their humility or sense of reality and start putting on airs about how great they are.”


  “I don’t think that will necessarily happen,” Edith replied. “From what I have observed, both Daniel and Jason have never been pretentious and don’t see themselves as better than other kids. They both must have high IQs and they certainly handle their schoolwork without any problems, at least so far. Yet, I have never seen either one lord their intelligence over another student.”


  “I hate to suggest it,” Gary went on, “but are we letting them spend too much time together, to the detriment of them interacting with other friends and having other experiences?”


  “I really don’t think so,” Melinda replied. “They are both only children, and they act a lot like brothers, maybe as a way to compensate for not having any siblings. Right now their support for each other is phenomenal. Given all that they have been through lately, especially Jason, I wouldn’t want to take any of that away. And you saw earlier how friendly and outgoing they were to Chauncey and his other friends. Sure those guys had just helped Jason and Daniel out of a jam, but all of them said how honored they were to be there to help. It seems clear to me that Jason and Daniel are connecting with other kids and have outside friends.”


  Bill then said, “In talking with them about the case, and in working with them to solve the clues, I saw two great minds at work. These kids can’t even drive a car but they solved a criminal case that was baffling the police. Let’s face it—our kids are special. We are going to have to give them some leeway at times because I think they are going to continue to do impressive things in the future. I do have one great worry right now, however. That is the fact that somehow people have gotten the impression that the Hunter family is wealthy or is somehow sitting on some incredible hidden treasure. Jason said that Frank Encino kept repeating that over and over again. I have no idea where this notion comes from, but I sure would like to have it suppressed. It worries me to think that our family is still a target for the criminal element out there. And I fear that because of your family’s close association with us, you could also be targeted in some way.”


  “Well I propose a toast to Jason,” Melinda said raising her glass. “It was really difficult for Daniel to adjust and meet new friends after we moved out here until he ran into Jason. From the first time they met in homeroom, Jason treated Daniel like a friend, and their friendship has been one of the best things in Daniel’s life. He has blossomed in so many new ways as a person because he feels accepted and he has a friend who understands and encourages his interests.”


  “And here is a toast to Daniel,” Edith countered. “Jason has never had such a loyal friend. You know what anguish Jason’s disappearance caused him and how he single-handedly acted to get Jason back to normal after the kidnapping. Daniel has so much talent and ability, yet he has freely given whatever time and energy it has taken to help Jason solve his problems and become free again. You can’t ask for anything more than that.”


  As the four adults clinked their glasses, each was thinking, I wonder what new changes will come our way next?


  CHAPTER 37


  THE POLICE FOLLOW UP, PART II


  (Monday)


  There were no new developments on Sunday and both families were grateful for the private security that Bill Hunter had arranged. They prevented the media or curious onlookers from camping out on their lawns or bothering them with requests for interviews or photographs. There were many telephone messages and calls to deal with, along with emails, especially at the Hunters. But by the middle of the afternoon, the onlookers started to clear out and the neighborhoods were quiet again.


  Monday morning, Bill Hunter talked to Mr. Thorne at the bank by phone and they set up a meeting for 11:00 a.m. Upon hearing of the meeting, Jason asked if he could attend that meeting also. “I could bike over there and meet you.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea, right now,” Bill replied. “Until this is completely over and the media move on to other things, I don’t want you out alone on your bike, or anywhere else for that matter. I know this seems like a step backward in terms of you being totally free again, but it is warranted and I need your cooperation. I will swing by and pick you up at 10:45.”


  Later that morning, Jason and Bill met with the officials from the bank. Ryan Nash, their security chief had a complete report. “We were able to locate the ex-bank employee, Adrian Evans, and he was arrested in Miami, Florida, at the airport on Saturday evening, as he was trying to leave the country. The police recovered $10,000 in cash hidden in his luggage and now he is awaiting extradition proceedings.


  “In his statement to the police, Evans said that his involvement was due to gambling debts. Then he gave up the name of the man who we consider to be the mastermind in this case and he also has been identified. His name is Vladimir Koslochevsky, a Ukrainian immigrant with some mob ties. Evidently he bought up Evans’ gambling debts and used them as leverage to get his cooperation. Right now there is an APB out on him and his passport has been flagged, should he try to leave the country. We don’t believe that he has left the country yet. He is the one who knows how to fence illegally obtained jewelry or other stolen goods. Because this case has a tie-in with a kidnapping, we were able to get immediate cooperation from the FBI and Koslochevsky’s name and description is now on their most wanted list.”


  “Thank you, Ryan, for that update,” Mr. Thorne said. “As you can see, Mr. Hunter, our investigation is moving along rapidly and it is hoped that Mr. Koslochevsky will be located and arrested as soon as possible. Were you able to prepare a preliminary list of the items taken from your safe deposit box?”


  “Yes,” Bill responded, “I have contacted the attorneys for all the legacy items and they should be sending specific documentation for the claims process out today. We found out from one of the kidnappers, who was arrested over the weekend, what the legacy boxes actually contained. Jason, why don’t you tell them what you know?”


  “I was having a confrontational moment, to say the least, with Frank Encino, one of my kidnappers. He kept bringing up the subject of our hidden family fortune and I kept telling him there is no such thing. As a bluff and to stall for time, as he had a gun pointed at me, I asked him to say what was found in the safe deposit box. He said that there were a few gemstones, a medium-priced necklace, and one item that had nothing valuable in it at all, just marbles and a newspaper article.”


  “I continue to be impressed with what I hear about you, Jason, especially after seeing those news stories over the weekend,” Mr. Thorne said. “And that reminds me, my son Justin, gave me this envelope to give to you. He said he really wanted you to have what is inside.”
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  Mr. Thorne handed over a medium-sized envelope to Jason. While the adults were wrapping up their meeting, Jason opened the envelope. Inside there was a 1963 season Willie Mays baseball card and this note:


  Dear Jason,


  I wanted you to have this special card. It is my favorite but I want to give it to you because you helped me when I was struggling to learn baseball. You didn’t have to help me, but you took extra time to show me what I was doing wrong and how to fix it. Now I am a pretty good ball player thanks to you.

  Your friend,

  Justin.

  P.S. I am happy that you are back safe again. What those people did to you was very wrong and I was very upset about it.


  As Bill and Jason were leaving the meeting, Jason went up to Mr. Thorne and handed him a small piece of paper. “Mr. Thorne, please give this to Justin. It has my cell phone number on it. Tell him to call me sometime if he would like to bat some balls around. And tell him thank you for the baseball card and note. It made my day.”


  When they were outside the bank, Bill asked Jason, “What was that last conversation about?”


  “Mr. Thorne’s son, Justin, gave me a 1963 Willie Mays baseball card and a note thanking me for helping him out when he was little. It was so nice of him to do that, and say how happy he was that I was back safe again. Why couldn’t I have been doing batting practice with Justin instead of dear cousin Victor on that fateful Monday?”


  * * *


  Bill took Jason to a burger place for some lunch and then dropped him off at home. “I’ll see you at home tonight.”


  After Jason got home, he gave Daniel a call. “Are we actually grounded or can we get together this afternoon?”


  “No one’s really said anything for sure, but I will test the waters by telling my mom that I am going over to your house. See you in a bit if it works.”


  When Daniel said he was going over to see Jason, Mrs. Holmes didn’t say anything except to be home by five. So Daniel got on his bike and rode over to Jason’s house.


  Later that afternoon, there was a call from Lt. Garcia. When Jason answered the phone, Lt. Garcia told him that he had the complete report from going through the Encino duplex unit, and he would like to go over everything to make sure that he understood what was significant and what was not.


  Jason asked the lieutenant, “Could you come over to my house? Daniel and I are here alone and our parents don’t want us to go out anywhere. We would be happy to meet with you here.”


  About a half hour later, Lt. Garcia arrived at the Hunter’s house. He flashed his badge at the security service guard and then rang the doorbell. Jason let him in and the three of them sat down in the living room.


  “Sgt. Malone found a treasure trove of evidence in Frank Encino’s duplex unit. Evidently Frank and Rudy didn’t believe in doing too much in the way of cleaning, Jason, and for some reason had not gotten rid of anything that would be considered incriminating evidence from your kidnapping! In the basement room we found the stack of comic books, the CD player with old 70s CDs, all the furniture just like you described. We even found a trash bag that was filled with empty water bottles and bags from takeout places that were probably what you were fed. There were also several sets of fingerprints on many items and if we can confirm the sets of prints belong to Frank Encino, Rudy Ruggiero and you that should be conclusive proof that you were held there. I will need to get a set of prints from you, Jason, for comparison. Of course we will need to get your parent’s permission first.


  “On Rudy Ruggiero’s laptop computer we found what we think is a copy of the ransom note, a couple kidnap photos of Jason, and what looks like basic maps of several places in town where I guess they thought you could be grabbed and spirited away. By the laundry area, which was a washer/dryer combination, we found the navy blue elastic gym shorts that you were given to wear. In Frank Encino’s room we found pieces of rope, rags and bandanas, the leg chain with a cuff on the end, and a locking ball gag. The tranquillizer gun and a couple of darts also were found, plus there were bundles of cash that had to have been taken from the Hunter & Sons safe deposit box.


  “Our evidence in the case is rock solid, especially when combined with your testimony. Both Encino and Ruggiero have now recovered enough from the beatings your friends administered, that we should be able to get statements from them later this afternoon...that is, if they are willing to talk. Their arraignments are scheduled for tomorrow morning. I believe the district attorney is planning to indict them on multiple charges of kidnapping, false imprisonment, assault and battery, conspiracy, and may be considering one or more counts of ‘special circumstances’ because of the brutal way you were treated while being held captive. There is no doubt they will both be in prison for very long sentences for what they did to you, Jason.


  “It makes me very upset that the Monday you were taken, I was probably within fifty feet of where you were being held captive when I went to interview Janet and Victor Encino. That little liar! I had a gut feeling that the Encinos were not telling me everything, but what he said sounded plausible at the time. I still can’t get over the fact that a 13-year-old boy was part of this criminal conspiracy, even if he was most likely tricked into it. If he had been honest then, we could have saved you a lot of pain and grief.”


  “What is going to happen to Victor?” Jason asked.


  “He was picked up this morning by child services, and will be held in juvenile hall until a hearing is held to determine what kind of punishment he will receive for his actions. Because of the seriousness of the crime that he participated in, I am sure he will serve at least six months of confinement in a youth authority facility.


  “Before I go, please tell me if there is any other evidence from the basement that we have overlooked?”


  “The only thing that I had that you didn’t mention was a towel and a small plastic soap dispenser. I was given them to clean myself up.”


  “Okay, that doesn’t sound particularly significant. Are there any particular lines of questioning that we should pursue with either suspect?”


  “Yes, I can think of several. With Frank Encino be sure to ask why he was so filled with hatred for the Hunter family and why he was so sure that we had some sort of hidden wealth. Also, ask how he was able to manipulate his uncle Ricardo into buying the Albioni necklace from my dad’s store the Friday I was released. How did Frank know so much about his private financial transactions? And ask both of them why they continued to give me tranquillizer drugs after I was already captive in their basement and tightly tied up. The doctor who examined me felt that I was given several doses and that I had a bad reaction to the drug.”


  Lt. Garcia jotted down Jason’s suggestions into his notebook. “Where did you come up with the idea that Frank Encino had a deep hatred for your family and was after your family’s fortune?”


  “When we had our confrontation in the basement, he kept acting like he deserved a chance to get even with the Hunter family for some past wrong or due to our acting so uppity to him. I had never even met him before and yet I could sense his intense hatred. He certainly treated me in a very brutal fashion the first couple of days I was his captive, and he told me to my face that he would greatly enjoy having a second chance at torturing and killing me.


  “But the main motive behind the kidnapping and safe deposit crimes had to be because there was some huge payday coming for them if they could get into my dad’s safe deposit box. They spent a lot of money to set this up. There was fifteen thousand to Mr. Ricardo in order to get him to buy the necklace and force my dad to be at his store that morning. Then there was whatever it cost to buy up Adrian Evan’s gambling debts and force his cooperation at the bank. They were committing major felonies with seemingly no thought for the consequences because they believed that there was a mother lode of money or jewels in dad’s safe deposit box. Where did that idea come from?”


  “Those are very insightful points you have just made, Jason. I will definitely pursue those lines of questioning. One other thing, and again I hate to lecture you because of your efforts to solve this case, your personal bravery, and all that you have been through since the start of the kidnapping. But it seems clear to me, now that we have reviewed the evidence found in their duplex and talked about what Encino and Ruggiero were doing and planning to do, that those two are dangerous predators. You must have a guardian angel, Jason, and for that matter you too Daniel, because you came this close to suffering a horrible fate at their hands.” Lt. Garcia held up his thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. “Don’t ever try a stunt like you did at their duplex again! Please! I like you two so much better alive than dead!”


  Lt. Garcia got up to leave. “I must go now. But first, Jason, I need a set of your fingerprints. Can I call your mother or father to get their permission?”


  “Yes, of course, lieutenant. I’ll call my mom on my cell phone and you can talk with her.”


  “That would be fine.”


  “Hi, Mom. Lt. Garcia is here at the house and he needs to talk with you about taking my fingerprints. Here he is,” Jason said then handed the phone to the lieutenant.


  “Mrs. Hunter, this is Lt. Garcia again. I am at your house and we need Jason’s fingerprints to see if they match the ones found in the basement of the duplex where he had been held. Since he is a minor, I need your permission to get his fingerprints. Also, I need to tell you that once they are taken they will be in the system but once he is an adult, the files for minors are sealed and only a judge can order them opened. Okay, thank you. Good by.”


  Handing the phone back to Jason, the Lieutenant said, “Your mom gave her permission. I have a small ink pad and a fingerprint card with me so we can do it right here.” Then he expertly took each of Jason fingers and thumbs, rolled them in the ink, and applied them to the card. He then handed Jason a sealed packet which contained hand cleaner inside. “This should get the ink off and then soap and water should finish the job. I will be in touch with what I learn in the interviews with your kidnappers. Take care, guys,” he said and then left the house.


  “I think I am going to start having nightmares after what he said!” Daniel exclaimed.


  “That pervert Frank Encino took great delight in telling me how, after a couple of days of ‘fun,’ we would become worm food and no one would ever find us! I am really sorry that I forced you to put your life at risk, Daniel, but I tell you, watching Chauncey and Reggie beat the crap out of Frank after what he did to me was a moment from that credit card ad—priceless!”


  “All I know, Jason, is that I will be a lot happier when this investigation finally ends!”


  CHAPTER 38


  THE POLICE FOLLOW UP, PART III


  (Tuesday)


  Tuesday turned out to be a momentous day in the Jason Hunter kidnapping case. First thing in the morning, Frank Encino and Rudy Ruggiero were arraigned in superior court on numerous felony charges relating to Jason’s kidnapping. In Miami, Florida, Adrian Evans agreed to waive his right to an extradition hearing, and later that morning was put on an airplane to California. In Los Angeles, an off-duty police officer, who had just gone through the latest APBs and wanted posters, was having breakfast in a small café in Long Beach when in walked Vladimir Koslochevsky. The officer immediately recognized Vladimir from the photo he had just looked at and within a few minutes had contacted the Los Angeles Police Department. Several patrol cars were immediately dispatched, and Vladimir was taken into custody without a struggle.


  Koslochevsky was brought to the Parker Center until it could be determined to which agency he was to be released. All three agencies listed on the paperwork were contacted. When Lt. Garcia was forwarded the news, he immediately called back to find out what it would take to transfer Koslochevsky to his jurisdiction. He was told that a hearing would need to be held to decide this and that it would probably take several days to work things out between the agencies. Garcia explained, “My department is the one that determined Koslochevsky was the mastermind in a case of national significance, the Jason Hunter kidnapping, and it is critical that he be questioned by us as soon as possible.”


  The Los Angeles Police Department officer replied, “I can’t change the rules about the interagency jurisdiction hearing, but since the suspect is not being held for a crime in Los Angeles County, my department probably would have no objections to you coming down to Los Angeles in order to question the suspect regarding your case.”


  Within ninety minutes, Lt. Garcia was on a commuter flight to Los Angeles and by early afternoon he was questioning Vladimir Koslochevsky in an interrogation room.


  At first, Vladimir was evasive and hesitant to answer the questions. He began by insisting, “I want my lawyer present.” He knew this would effectively end the interrogation.


  But Antonio Garcia was equally persistent. He told him, “The other three suspects in your gang are already in custody and there is a huge amount of physical evidence already collected. Plus, we have eyewitness accounts and the bank videotapes of the crimes. With kidnapping and grand theft you would probably be looking at thirty, even forty years to life with special circumstances, and given the way that young Jason Hunter was treated during the kidnapping, you could expect the harshest possible sentencing. But if you agree to reveal all you know about the conspiracy, you might expect some leniency.”


  Then Lt. Garcia began listing some of the details of the case as he knew it. Watching Vladimir’s facial expressions, he could tell the suspect was starting to see the hopelessness of his situation and that his best option was to cooperate.


  “If it wasn’t for me,” Vladimir insisted, “those two would have seriously injured that boy. For some reason, Frank Encino had it in for that kid and his lowlife partner went right along with him. I couldn’t believe it. After they drugged the kid and apparently gave him several doses of the tranquillizer, they kept him in a strict hogtie with gag and blindfold for almost two days. I didn’t realize what they were doing until we met on Tuesday of that week. I immediately made them untie him and treat him more humanely. I told them that they had better get him cleaned up, fed, and hydrated. The last thing I wanted was a dead or seriously injured victim that would stir up the police even more than usual. I had nothing to do with the way he was treated except to insist that they lighten up and stop being so brutal to the kid. For some reason, Frank was trying to break the kid down completely, like you would do with a traitor or double agent. It made no sense to me.”


  “Tell me about what the real crime was supposed to be. You spent thousands of dollars and blew off the ransom for the kidnapping all for some legacy item in the Hunter & Sons safe deposit box. Why?”


  “This was another of Frank’s screw ups. He had insisted all along that the Hunter’s were hiding a huge treasure of precious stones that Winfield Hunter had acquired somehow in the aftermath of World War II. The plan was to hide the gems as a legacy item for at least sixty years, until anyone with a possible claim would be long dead. He was sure that this was true and that the gems were stored in the Hunters’ safe deposit box.
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  “The reason he knew this was that his grandfather and Winfield Hunter’s son, Walter, were close friends for years during the fifties and sixties. One night they got very drunk together and got to talking about buried treasures. Walter said, ‘You wouldn’t believe it but our family has a hidden treasure. The only problem is that I probably will never see it because my father has it hidden away in a legacy box.’ Walter claimed that his father actually showed him one of the stones when he visited with him in his early twenties before it was stashed away.


  “Frank insisted that his grandfather had told him this story on his deathbed because he wanted him to have a crack at the gems. ‘If you can get that legacy box, you will be rich three times over. Do it for our family, Frank.’


  “Evidently his grandfather was bitter also because his younger brother, Fabian Ricardo had acquired a lot of money dealing and trading antiques, but had all the money tied up in trusts and managed accounts that no one else in the family could benefit from. Frank had been doing odd jobs for his Uncle Fabian trying to figure out a way into that money, but never could get close enough or get enough information to embezzle anything. However, the $10,000 loan idea was brilliant. It got the ransom package to Mr. Hunter without the police ever knowing until it was over.


  “The plan to divert everyone’s attention with the kidnapping while Adrian Evans and I broke into his safe deposit box went like clockwork. After Hunter went to view his box, I was able to rig the explosives to disable his side of the locking system. Everything went as planned, but when the safe deposit box contents were later opened, only three of the boxes had anything of value, and that was very modest, only in the five to ten thousand dollar range. The biggest legacy box had nothing of value, just some marbles and a newspaper article about some post World War II underground groups. So instead of a take in the millions we barely received $100,000 in stolen items and cash. This crime was a total bust.


  “That Saturday, the day after the kidnapping, we met for the last time and split up the proceeds. I can’t believe Encino and Ruggiero hadn’t left or cleaned up any of the evidence at their place. All I had was one more item to fence and then I would have been out of the country for a very long time.”


  Lt. Garcia was sure now that the entire case was solved. With the testimony of Vladimir and most likely Adrian, along with the large cache of evidence from the Encino duplex, he was certain that the district attorney would have no problem getting convictions on all counts. This case was so solid, it should end up plea-bargained out unless the DA insisted on making a major example of Encino and Ruggiero in a showcase trial. He was hoping that he could spare Jason having to testify in court about his ordeal.


  Garcia got back on a return flight, feeling good about things. When he got back to the Bay Area, he told his captain about the successful conclusion to the investigation and put in a call to the district attorney. He then called the Hunter family to tell them the good news and about what Vladimir had told him. After wishing them well, he hung up the phone.


  Antonio was now ready for a vacation himself. He would be able to take off the next five days with all of the extra time he worked on this case and the recent AMBER Alert.


  CHAPTER 39


  THE FAMILY JEWELS


  (Monday, the next week)


  Life at the Hunter household had finally got back to normal. Jason was sleeping well and the flashbacks had receded. He still got together with Daniel almost every day, but now their time together was spent playing games or sports and not sifting through clues. Also, Jason was spending more time with Laura, usually going over to her place for a swim a few times a week and on Friday, they went to a concert at the local sports arena.


  Daniel was also feeling good, because he now had a lot more time and energy to concentrate on his music. He felt he had learned a lot in his guitar classes and was thinking about maybe taking some private lessons. Most of all, he was happy for Jason because he had achieved his goal of getting Jason back to his normal, carefree persona, like he was before the kidnapping.


  But fate was about to change Jason’s life again. This time it started with a knock on the front door, promptly at nine, Monday morning. Bill Hunter answered the door to see a short, but extremely well-dressed man carrying a briefcase. “Good morning, sir. Are you William Hunter?”


  When Bill answered in the affirmative, the man at the door handed him his business card and continued, “My name is Prescott Chalmers and I am an attorney with the law firm of Chalmers, Davis, and Cabot in Boston, Massachusetts. I am here because I have an extremely important document that I must personally deliver to your son, Jason. Is Jason here now?”


  “Yes, he is. What is this all about?”


  “This would be better discussed in private. May I come in?”


  “You seem to be legitimate, but I hope your visit is not going to be upsetting in any way. My son has had quite a summer already. I don’t know if you are aware of the recent news, but I am being very protective of him right now.”


  “Yes, I am aware of the unfortunate events of the past few weeks and also your son’s remarkable work in solving his own case. As for my visit, it is at the specific direction of your late grandfather, Winfield Hunter.”


  “In that case, please come in and sit in the living room. I will get Jason.”


  Mr. Chalmers entered the house and Bill directed him to a comfortable chair. Then he called up the stairs, “Jason, are you up and dressed? If so, please come down here at once!”


  “Coming, Dad,” Jason called back. “I’m just finishing some sit ups.” In about a minute, Jason came bounding down the stairs. He had on his usual summer attire of tee shirt, shorts, and red high-top chucks, which was quite a contrast to the dapper Mr. Chalmers and his dad who also had on a dress shirt and tie.”


  When Jason walked into the living room, both Bill and Mr. Chalmers stood up. “Jason, this is Mr. Prescott Chalmers. He is an attorney from a Boston law firm and he has come all the way from the east coast to see you this morning.”


  Mr. Chalmers shook hands with Jason then said, “Please sit down.” Then smiling at him he continued, “Jason, I am here at the explicit direction of your late, great-grandfather, Winfield Hunter. Before he passed away in 1973, he met with my grandfather, who was also a senior partner of my law firm. Together, the two of them drew up this document, which I am about to present to you. The document was to be delivered to whoever his first great-grandson was in this year. If we can confirm that this is true, I will proceed with the presentation. Mr. Hunter, is Jason your oldest son and are you the grandson of Winfield Hunter?”


  “Yes, that is correct,” Bill replied.


  “Then this document is for you, Jason. Please open and read it carefully.” Mr. Chalmers opened his briefcase and took out a large, heavy cardboard envelope. It was completely sealed all around and had an embossed wax seal in the center of the envelope flap. Following the envelope, Mr. Chalmers handed Jason a pointed letter opener. “It might be easier for you to open the document with this,” he explained.
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  Jason opened the envelope. Inside it was a letter, handwritten, on high quality parchment paper. Jason began reading aloud:


  Dear Great Grandson,


  I am writing to you from the past because I want to entrust you with something that will greatly influence your future. My only regret is that I will not be able to look you in the eye or shake your hand. In entrusting you with this important responsibility, I am gambling that the future generation of Hunters is as upright and honorable as our past and present generations. I have great confidence that you do meet this standard and will behave in an ethical manner with what you are about to receive.


  After World War II, I started Hunter Antiquities because I had made many good contacts and had a lot of valuable experience dealing with artwork and antiquities as a member of an army unit whose job was to locate and return stolen artwork to its rightful owners. In most cases we were able to do this. With so much treasure taken, it was quite a daunting task. Probably everyone involved in our unit was tempted, at one time or another, to keep something for themselves, but with few exceptions, we didn’t, because of the horrors that the original owners had suffered.


  I never indulged in that practice except for one time. That was when there were two claimants for a packet of diamonds, neither of which seemed legitimate, and most likely were presenting forged paperwork. It didn’t take much research to figure out that one of the claimants was a front for the post-war SS group that emigrated to South America and the other was a front for the nationalist party in South Africa that wanted to enforce a brutal apartheid regime. There were over 100 of these diamonds, they were all of the highest clarity, at least 12 carats each, and completely unregistered. Rather than turn over merchandise of this quality to such organizations, I denied their claims, saying that we didn’t have them in our possession.


  Personally, I didn’t want to own or claim any responsibility for them, either, because then I would be stealing and that was not my intent ever. If word got out that I had them or large sums of cash from their sale, I would have become a target. Eventually, I put them into our firm as a legacy item for a term of sixty years. These diamonds can now be passed on to a new owner in the next century, with no one living able to claim them, and well past any statute of limitations for stolen property.


  And so today, as you receive this letter, we have reached that mark of 60 years. The diamonds are entrusted to you and you alone. If you are not yet of legal age, your father will be set up as a trustee and a member of the law firm from whom you receive this letter will also be a trustee in your behalf until you are 21. My hope is that you will take this good fortune and do something to benefit others, not just yourself. I realize that I am giving you an immense responsibility. I believe with Hunter blood in your veins that you will be capable of not only managing this wealth, but doing something very special with it.


  If you agree to accept this gift and responsibility, you must now tell the attorney present while you are reading this. He will then have you sign some paperwork, and give you further instructions.


  With all best wishes and regards,


  Winfield Hunter.”


  Jason looked at his dad in astonishment. “This letter is saying that there is an immense fortune entrusted to the Hunters. But where does it exist? We already know that the legacy item in your safe deposit box only contained marbles and a newspaper article.”


  “I don’t know, Son. I think Mr. Chalmers has more information about that.”


  “Yes, I do,” Mr. Chalmers replied. “But first things first. Jason, do you accept the offer and the responsibility it entails for this bequest from your great-grandfather Winfield Hunter?”


  “Mr. Chalmers, before I decide, is there a down side to this bequest? Or what happens if I say no?”


  “The only down side, if you want to put that way, is that you will be asked to determine how to spend millions of dollars and having the responsibility of that much money can be burdensome and time consuming. If you say no to the bequest, then my instructions are to return to Boston. You will not get a second chance at this offer.”


  “Dad, what do you think I should do?” Jason asked.


  “Jason, you have to make this decision on your own. You know that your mother and I will support you no matter what you decide. The key issue is, do you have the strength of character to use the wealth wisely, as your great grandfather wanted you to do? Personally, I think that you do. You have certainly demonstrated this to everyone the past few weeks! And do you understand the awesome responsibility you are being given? That is something only you can answer. Large amounts of money can be absolutely corrupting to people’s minds and actions. Think about what someone like Frank Encino was willing to do to get his hands on it.”


  “Yes, I see what you are saying, Dad. But there is no provision in the bequest that says I can’t ask others for advice, is there?”


  “Not at all, Jason,” Mr. Chalmers replied. “As a matter of fact, there is a transition team of experts in financial matters that will be available to you for consulting. Their services have been put on retainer for a year, pending your acceptance.”


  “Then I accept!” Jason said excitedly. “Where do I sign, or what do we do next?”


  Mr. Chalmers took out a legal-sized document and presented it to Jason. “This is what you will need to sign to begin the process. Mr. Hunter, since your son is a minor, you will need to sign also. The wording in the document basically says, in legal talk, what I just described to you. Also, you have your great-grandfather’s letter as a guideline to his wishes.”


  Jason took a few minutes to read through the wording. His mind was racing at 100 miles per hour, just going through all of the implications. “Dad, would you like to read this over before I sign?”


  “Sure, Jason. It is always a good idea to know what you are signing!” After reading through it, Bill Hunter said, “I can’t see anything objectionable in this. Let’s proceed.”


  Mr. Chalmers took out a pen and presented it to Jason. “You need to sign here and initial in two other places.” Jason took the pen and signed. Then Bill Hunter did the same.


  “Now that you have signed, we can begin the process of getting you the diamonds. I have another envelope for you to accomplish that.” He handed Jason a second, sealed envelope. This one was a lot smaller and less elaborate to open. Inside was another letter from Winfield Hunter. Again Jason read the letter aloud.


  Dear Great Grandson,


  Now that you have accepted my bequest, first of all congratulations! I have great confidence that you will do the right thing with this fortune. To get to the diamonds, you will need to follow the directions below. The fortune is not in the Hunter & Sons safe deposit box and it is not stored in the legacy box. Having lived through the great depression in the 1930s and having served in the military unit that investigated all of the stolen treasure and art seized by the Nazis in World War II, I have always been very skeptical about the safety of important items in a bank vault. My experience taught me to use the bank, but as a diversion. I wanted everyone to think that the gems were in the bank and I even showed my son, Walter, one of the gems, but I had no intention of ever actually leaving them there. All that you will find in that box, when it is unsealed, are some marbles and a newspaper article that mentions the activities of the two groups that were trying to take back the diamonds.


  The truth is, the diamonds have been kept in a family heirloom, which is probably sitting right there in your living room, assuming that my will instructions were also followed by the family. The tall mahogany clock made by 17th Century English clockmaker, Thomas Tompion, better known as a grandfather clock, is where the diamonds have been stored. I know it sounds like the plot of a bad mystery story, but this clock actually has a built-in secret compartment.


  When I purchased the clock, it was in bad need of repair and restoration. In doing that work, the compartment was discovered and when the work was completed, I put the diamonds in there. To open the compartment, you must stop the clock if it is ticking, set both hands to the number five, as if it was 5:25. Then take the two windup keys. Hold one in place on the time windup key slot, while turning the alarm windup key counterclockwise about two and a half turns. This releases a hidden door at the bottom of the clock face. Inside the door is a velvet bag with the diamonds.


  Again, I wish you a great life and know that the world will benefit from your future actions with the great fortune that has been entrusted to you.


  Winfield Hunter


  Both Jason and his father stared at the tall clock in the corner. Then Jason went over and opened the front, glass door and began to follow the instructions. “Where are the clock’s windup keys, Dad?”


  “They are in that small wooden box on the mantel.”


  Jason got the keys out and then inserted them as directed. Next, he slowly turned the alarm windup to the left. At about two and a half turns he heard a clicking noise. In fascination they watched as a little drawer quietly opened below the clock face. Inside it was a black velvet bag with a drawstring. Jason reverently took it out and brought it over to where they had been sitting. When he carefully opened the bag and looked in, he could see the diamonds sparkling.


  “Why don’t we go over to the dining room table to examine these? Dad, could you get a large flat bowl and a cloth placemat?”


  When the diamonds were slowly poured out, Jason couldn’t believe how strikingly beautiful the gemstones all looked. They were exactly as described—at least one hundred diamonds, beautifully cut with the highest possible clarity. They made the entire room sparkle.


  “Mr. Chalmers, do you have any idea what these diamonds are worth?” Jason asked.


  “I’m no expert, but I would venture say that each stone is probably worth one million dollars.”


  “So I’m probably looking at one hundred million dollars right here on my dining room table?” Jason said in awe and disbelief.


  “I think that is a good ballpark figure,” Mr. Chalmers confirmed.


  “Wow, I need to sit down,” Jason said. “Dad, this is quite overwhelming, isn’t it?”


  Mr. Hunter, himself in shock mumbled, “It sure is, Jason.”


  “Your reaction is most understandable, Mr. Hunter and Jason. I would guess that right now you are feeling like you woke up and found out that you had won the lottery. May I suggest to you a plan of action to start dealing with this?”


  “By all means,” Jason replied as he nodded his head. Then he began to put the diamonds back into the velvet bag.


  Mrs. Chalmers began, “There are several stages of actions that you will need to take. The first is to get these diamonds into a safe place. The next thing is to arrange for how you cash them in for currency. There are major tax implications involved in this transfer and so you would need to discuss your options with a certified public accountant to develop a strategy for their liquidation. You also need to develop a plan for how the money is to be spent. If you are going to start a business with it, or reinvest it, or put it into a charitable trust, you will want to know what your legal responsibilities are. If you want to use the fortune for your personal benefit, you will need to know those tax implications immediately. The third stage is how you announce this to the rest of the world. No matter what you decide, it is important to have your message sent out in a positive way and in a way that discourages every conman out there from taking a shot at you. For this you need someone who knows how to handle public relations.


  “Your transition team members have been selected for you to handle each facet. I have retained Sydney Cartier, who is a very good diamond broker and expert in precious stones. He can handle the registration and auctioning of the diamonds for you. He will also give you an expert appraisal of their value. His company has excellent storage facilities for the diamonds, obviously much more secure than a bank vault or your clock!


  “Randall Lloyd is a local CPA here in the Silicon Valley, with excellent credentials and much experience in tax law. Once you have a general plan for what you want to do with the money, he will help set things up so that you get the most out of the sale of the diamonds.


  “And finally, Ruth Fiorre, a partner in CDM Communications, a national public relations firm, will help you frame your message when you want it sent out, and handle the media for you when word of this gets out.


  “All of these people come highly recommended and you can thank your great-grandfather for having the foresight to have purchased a couple of bonds that yielded enough earnings to pay for their services for a year. I will provide you with the legal documents needed to set up the institutions, foundations, or trusts that you will be creating.”


  “Thank you for all that you have done so far, Mr. Chalmers. How does Jason get started with stage one?” Mr. Hunter asked.


  “Sydney would like to appraise the diamonds, and have them placed in his secure vault. I have prepared a transfer form for you that enables this. Once it is signed, an armored truck will come over here and pick them up. Then I think that you need some time to organize your thoughts on what to do with your newfound wealth. I would suggest that you write down your ideas, even half-formed or in outline. I would be happy to meet with you again, tomorrow, and we can have a preliminary discussion on the legal aspects of selling the diamonds and investing the capital. You each have my business card. On it is my cell phone number. I plan to remain here until Thursday. I think by then we should be able to have a lot of this coordinated.”


  Mr. Chalmers had Jason and his father sign the release form for the diamonds. Soon after that he left and told Jason to call tomorrow to set up a meeting time.


  Still stunned, Bill Hunter knew he needed to get to the office, but realized it was more important to stay and talk with Jason. After all the family had been through because of these diamonds, he wanted to wait until the diamonds were safely delivered to the armored truck.


  Jason was beside himself with nervous energy. “Dad, was what we just have been through real? Was that really great-grandfather Winfield’s writing?”


  “It sure looks like it to me,” Bill replied. “I guess you really are a person of destiny, Jason. And then I think about your narrow escapes from death at the hands of those kidnappers. I don’t know if I ever want to let you out of my sight again!”


  “I think I know what you mean by that, Dad. It’s like my life lately has been walking through a field of snakes. One wrong step and there is something slithering away underfoot. And you don’t really want to look down and see what it was, because you will only be freaked out more!”


  “I do know that you have a good head on your shoulders and have proven that you care about other people. That’s what I think that this largesse is about—doing something for others. Now all you have to do is figure out what you want to do and how you want to do it.”


  “Tell me something, Dad. In great-grandfather Winfield’s letter, he talked about ‘the horrors that the original owners had suffered.’ Do you know exactly what he meant by that?”


  “I think he was referring to victims of the Holocaust—Jews, Gypsies, Slavs, Poles and others who were systematically stripped of all their wealth and belongings then sent to concentration camps. It was race warfare, Jason. People were persecuted because of their religion or ethnic backgrounds. A lot of the artwork and fine jewelry was taken from those people. Your great-grandfather spent a lot of time trying to locate the owners, and too much of the time he found they were already dead—killed in the war or in the concentration camps. Sometimes his only hope for restoring the item to its rightful owner was to locate a surviving family member.”


  “So these diamonds are blood money, precious gems stolen from victims?”


  “Maybe, or they were stolen out of the diamond mines for a more nefarious purpose—to fund the activities of neo-Nazis or white supremacists.”


  “I don’t know if I want to be responsible for this money under those circumstances.”


  “I think that was grandfather’s point. He wanted the money to be used in your generation for the greater good. How to do that is what you have to figure out.”


  Just then the doorbell rang. It was the armored truck driver. “Hello, I am looking for Jason Hunter.” After the driver showed his ID badge, the Hunters had him come in. He was carrying a large pouch with him. “I understand that I am supposed to pickup some diamonds and deliver them to the Cartier Company.”


  “Yes,” Bill Hunter said. “Come into the dining room.”


  When the armored truck driver saw the diamonds, he whistled and said, “Wow, that is quite a haul. I haven’t seen a collection like that, now that I think of it, ever!” He set down his pouch and got out some sorting tools. Using the tools, he quickly and efficiently organized the diamonds into rows of ten. Each row was then re-counted and put into special cases with black velvet interiors and slots for the diamonds. Each case was put into its own security bag that was sealed and locked. When he was finished he said, “My count shows that there are 101 diamonds. Is that what you saw?”


  “Yes,” Bill said, “we were with you every step of the way.”


  “Okay,” the man said. “Jason, sign here and I will be out of here. I will need your signature, too, Mr. Hunter.” After the paperwork was completed, the man left and the truck drove away.


  “Well, I hope everything goes well,” Mr. Hunter said. “I don’t know why, but I had this feeling in the back of my mind that somehow this was a setup and we just got robbed again.”


  “I know what you mean, Dad. I was thinking exactly the same thing. So, while he was counting, I slipped away for a minute and called the number from the legal agreement we signed earlier on my cell phone. They matched. I think we are okay.”


  “Jason, I have to go into my office now. I know you have a lot to work out and I would love to discuss it with you, as I know your mother would. You should call her and tell her that we have a big surprise for her when she gets home. Don’t tell her over the phone. Remember, phones have ears and you want this to be kept secret as long as possible. Remember that with your friends also!” He went over to Jason and gave him a big hug. “Congratulations again, Son. I’d sure love to read that ‘What I Did This Summer’ essay from you in the fall. Sometimes I feel like I’m the father of a superhero!” he laughed.


  “Thanks, Dad. I sure wish I could use my super-powers to figure out what to do!”


  After Bill left, Jason got on his cell phone and called his mom at work. “Hi, Mom. I’m doing great. Well, not exactly a normal day. When you get home we’ll tell you. It’s a surprise. No hints. You’d never guess this one anyway. Oh, and we are going out to dinner to celebrate! Yes, it’s a good thing. Love you, Mom, bye.”


  Then he called Daniel. “Hi, Daniel, are you home? Just about to bike there? Listen, we have to get together right away. It’s real important. I don’t want to talk about it on the phone. No, it’s not that but it’s mind-boggling, to borrow your phrase. No, let’s meet at your house. If lunch is a problem, I could bring some. Okay, I hope your mom doesn’t think I’m a freeloader. I think we might need to use your white board. See you soon.”


  * * *


  It was a little after 11:45 a.m. when Jason arrived at Daniel’s house. When Daniel opened the door he asked, “How’s it going, Jason? Good to see you. Come on in. Mom made us some sandwiches in the kitchen. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.”


  After eating, the two friends went up to Daniel’s room. “So what’s the big news that is such a mystery?” Daniel asked.


  “Before I tell you, you have to swear on your life that you will not tell anyone—not your parents, or other friends, relatives, anyone!”


  “Do I have to cross my heart and hope to die?”


  “This isn’t a joke, Daniel. It’s serious and it’s really important, so yes!”


  “All right, I swear!” Then Jason told him the details of his morning.


  Daniel looked at him as if he was talking about a trip to outer space and said, “Let’s see if I have this straight. After receiving a letter from your deceased great-grandfather, written thirty-five years ago, asking you to take on a great new responsibility, you then twist some knobs on the family heirloom clock and out pops a bag with over one hundred million dollars worth of grade-A diamonds? Come on, Jason. You have to be pulling my leg. Isn’t this the plot of that Hardy Boys book over on the shelf there?”


  “Somehow I had a feeling that you would react this way, so here. Check this out.” Jason fished something out of the coin pocket of his shorts. It was one of the diamonds. “This is what I am talking about. There are another 101 of these, each worth a million dollars!”
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  Daniel whistled out loud. “That is one amazing looking stone! I should know by now never to doubt anything you say, Jason. I guess someday I’ll be able to tell my grandchildren that I knew the great Jason Hunter way back when! What your dad said is true. You are a person of destiny. I’m totally blown away. In one month my best friend has gone from carefree student on vacation, to brutalized kidnap victim, to crack detective who solves the crime committed against him and helps catch the criminals, to a multi-millionaire philanthropist. Is there a Batmobile nearby?”


  “I wish you wouldn’t make fun of me right now. It’s almost harder to tell this story than the one about my kidnapping.”


  “I’m sorry, Jason. I’m really not trying to put you down. It’s just that this whole thing is...mind-boggling! I guess that was a good description you gave me after all. So now what happens? Do you go away to some hundred-room mansion and plan charity events or what?”


  “See, that’s the problem, Daniel. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to lose all my friends and be stuck in some rarefied environment with a lot of stuffy, wealthy people.”


  “I can see your dilemma, Jason. But you know we have always been able to work things out in the past. I guess the best thing I can do is be the cynical sounding board. Or do you want more ideas to throw around?”


  “Maybe as you musicians say, we should play it by ear. By the way, to be honest with you about your reaction to this, my dad told me that he wanted to be first in line to read my ‘What I Did During the Summer’ essay at school in the fall.”


  “I know what he’s saying. My line is, ‘Just when I thought it was safe to play the guitar again...’ ”


  “Maybe I should be the one who’s sorry. It seems I mess up everyone’s life with all of these strange things that keep happening to me!”


  “Stop saying that, Jason! You make everyone’s lives interesting, especially mine. This summer has been—and here we go again—mind-boggling! Now tell me how you would like to begin.”


  “Maybe we could brainstorm and use the white board.”


  “Good idea, Jason. I think you want to start writing things down. The first thing you might want to do is make a list of some things you would like to see done with the money.”


  “Yeah, that is something I could do, but right now my head still isn’t clear about my role in all of this.”


  “You know, Jason, I think you hit the nail on the head with that thought. Let’s rewind the camera to about two days ago. What was so good about your life then?”


  “Well, all the pressure and traumatic flashbacks from the kidnapping were gone or in check. I was back to being just ordinary, carefree Jason. That was the goal you promised me when we undertook the investigation, and finally I was there. It happened for me and I thank you again for that!”


  “Jason, what do you really want out of your life? Do you want a simple, carefree life or all of the power and control over things that the money could bring you? I think you have to consider both sides of that argument to be honest with yourself. I mean, you literally have the money to do anything you want in life and be completely in charge of it. For a lot of people, that is their dream!”


  “The problem as I see it, Daniel, is that once you get involved with that much money, it has to consume your life. Already, I have a transition team in place with a lawyer, an accountant, a diamond broker, and a public relations person. I can deal with that some of the time, but I really don’t want to give up the life I have now.”


  “Then what you need to do is figure out a way to use the money in a way that it won’t take over your life. Tell me, Jason, do you know where these diamonds came from? I mean one hundred million dollars of gemstones didn’t just pop out of thin air.”


  “According to my great-grandfather, these diamonds were gathered by someone at the end of World War II to finance either the Nazi underground in South America or the apartheid regime in South Africa. That’s why he put them in hiding for sixty years to prevent that from happening. Now both movements are dead and the participants, or possible claimants, are gone. His specific request was that I use it for the greater good.”


  “More mind-boggling information, Jason. What the kidnappers were going for really exists! This has to be the big score they were looking for. But I guess your great-grandfather outsmarted them by ironically setting up the legacy item as a diversion. Then the real diamonds show up a week after they are all arrested! Imagine the complications if that lawyer had shown up a couple of weeks earlier.”


  “That’s the other thing about these diamonds. I consider them to be a form of blood money. I think they are tainted by the victims that died in their procurement.”


  “Then there is your answer, Jason. Get rid of them! Don’t let your life be tainted by blood money. You know you are smart enough and talented enough to make it on your own. You know that you have the genuine love of your family and friends because of who you are and the quality of your character. Don’t keep the money for yourself or your personal endeavors. Give it away! I’m sure there are a lot of worthy causes out there that need large infusions of cash.”


  “I really like what you just said there. Not so much for the compliments, which are greatly appreciated, but for the part about giving it away. I think that should be my focus and by doing so it will lighten the burden on me. At the same time, if I do these giveaways, I want them to have fun components besides the obvious serious causes.”


  “Maybe you could give me an example of what you mean by a fun giveaway.”


  “Here’s a good one, Daniel. You know how you and I and a lot of other people like wearing our chucks. How about a program to give pairs away to any needy kid that can’t afford them? We could get Laura and Diana to help us out. You know how they like picking out new pairs at the mall. Let them help put new pairs on the feet of needy kids. I’m sure they would get into it and they could earn community service hours for graduation!”


  “That’s a great idea, Jason. Now how about a more serious one?”


  “Just thinking about all of the things that happened in the past month reminds me how horrible it is to be a victim of violent crime. You remember what it did to me. And I was a lucky one. I had good family support and a network of friends that were there for me. I learned how important that was in my recovery and in my general wellbeing. I’m sure not all victims are as lucky as I was. I think I would like to focus on providing help to those victims, whether it is counseling services, sending them to a summer camp or someplace where they could meet new friends, or getting them involved in art or music—something to relieve the pain that they will all experience.”


  “That’s another terrific idea, Jason. I think you are starting to get the hang of this philanthropy thing.”


  The two continued to throw out ideas, and jot them on the white board. Then Jason copied the ideas onto Daniel’s computer and emailed it to himself.


  * * *


  That evening the Hunters went out to a fine Italian restaurant to celebrate. Just like Daniel, Edith Hunter was totally astounded by what happened that day. But she quickly recovered and got into a party mood. Later, when they had returned home, Jason told them what he was thinking about doing with the incredible amount of money that had just come his way. “I think that it’s great that you want to give the money away,” his mom said. “I’m really proud of you for putting your friends and family ahead of money and material gain.”


  “I know it isn’t going to be as simple as you think to deal with all of the details,” his dad added, “but I think that your great-grandfather would have been pleased with your intentions.”


  CHAPTER 40


  MR. CONNOR’S GIFT


  (The Next Day, Tuesday)


  The next morning, Jason spent some time taking the notes he had emailed to himself and organized them into a presentation that he could discuss with Mr. Chalmers. He called the attorney on his cell phone and set up a meeting for 11:00 a.m.


  He called Joe Connor after finding his telephone number by calling information. “Good morning, Mr. Connor, this is Jason Hunter calling. I’m sorry I haven’t called you sooner. As you probably have heard, many of the things we discussed at our previous meeting have resulted in the solving of my kidnapping case and the arrest of the criminals involved. Daniel and I never have gotten around to properly thanking you and were wondering if we could meet with you this afternoon? Would two work? All right, see you then.”


  After his work was done, Jason took some time to do his fitness exercises. Promptly at 11:00 a.m. the doorbell rang and Jason opened the door and invited Mr. Chalmers in. The attorney was much more casually dressed today in a polo shirt, tan slacks, and running shoes. Jason commented, “I see our California lifestyle has gotten to you already, Mr. Chalmers.”


  “I don’t have any formal appointments today, other than this one, so why not be more relaxed and comfortable. I figured you might feel a little more comfortable, yourself, if I didn’t appear as such a formidable attorney.”


  “You are seeing my dress code for the summer. The only difference in winter is I wear jeans and a hoody. Dressing up for me is nicer pants and maybe a sweater. I think it’s great to be more relaxed. Let’s go into the dining room. I think it will be easier to work at the table in there.”


  After they sat down, Jason presented Mr. Chalmers with a copy of his proposals for using the money from the sale of the diamonds. He tried to make it as clear as possible how he didn’t want the money to become a burden on his lifestyle or a barrier between himself and his friends. “As for the setup of the foundation, I am thinking about calling it the ‘Whatever Foundation,’ with the idea that the foundation would be designed to assist a crime victim or other person they wished to help, with whatever was needed, not something that fit a formula.”


  “I like your ideas about keeping this simple, and especially your own life. I’ve seen so many clients get totally bogged down in financial issues and worries. Your statement that you don’t want the money to be a burden on you or a barrier between you and your friends is surprising to me, because it is such a mature approach to life. That is a sophisticated attitude for an adult to have and quite rare I would think for a teenager.”


  “The events of the past month have forced me to examine my life and figure out what was really important to me. You can’t buy true friends and you only have one family. Plus I now know the pain and agony of being a crime victim.”


  “You have given me some good directions to go on. I am going to work up some foundation plans for you, talk to your accountant, and then I think the three of us should meet tomorrow. I will call you to set that up first thing tomorrow morning.”


  * * *


  After Mr. Chalmers left, Jason called Daniel. “I’ve set up a meeting with Mr. Connor this afternoon. We never did thank him for what he did for us, plus I want to run some of this foundation idea by him. Let’s do another ‘mall visit.’ ”


  It was roughly 2:00 p.m. when Jason and Daniel knocked on Mr. Connor’s door. The door opened and Mr. Connor greeted them, “Hi, Jason and Daniel. Good to see you again! Please come in and make yourselves at home.” After they were seated in the living room Joe continued, “I see from the news media that the two of you were quite successful as detectives. I would appreciate hearing an update about what happened.”


  Jason and Daniel took turns telling Joe how, after their meeting with him, they applied his approach to solving the ‘who and why’ of the case. They went through the entire sequence of events starting with what the criminals were really after in Bill Hunter’s safe deposit box and ending with the discovery of the kidnappers at the Encino duplex, their confrontation with them, and the arrival of help from Chauncey, his three friends, and the police.


  “You two are amazing. I hope you realize how lucky you were at the end there. Your kidnappers revealed themselves to you as true predators. That had to be really scary, especially for you, Jason. It’s interesting to me how the two of you ended up acting like some of the other agents I worked with. Many times their daring actions would break open a case, or get our mission accomplished with their individual bravery. A few times, however, the agents ended up dead. Like I said, you guys were lucky. I do like the fact that you remembered at least to have some sort of backup before you went charging into their hideout.”


  “If it wasn’t for you, Joe, we probably wouldn’t have figured out all those things so fast. That’s one reason why we wanted to drop by today, to thank you again for helping us get started.”


  “You two are certainly welcome and you did exactly what I asked you to do, which was to leave my name completely out of the investigation. So you don’t owe me anything.”


  “Joe, there’s now more to this story,” Jason said.


  “Why am I not surprised?” Joe said with a chuckle.


  “Yesterday the elusive treasure that the kidnappers were looking for suddenly appeared and was dropped into my hands. Due to the plotting and cleverness of my great-grandfather, sixty years ago, I am now the owner of over $100,000,000 in diamonds!” Jason then explained more about what had happened yesterday.


  “Jason, what a roller coaster ride your life has been lately! I sure hope you don’t get sucked into the whole money thing, with its associated power, arrogance, and loss of creativity and soul. You are such a nice person now—open, enthusiastic, friendly, and respectful of others. I would hate to see that changed into smug laziness and lack of ambition!”


  “I don’t want to change, Joe. I am very content with the carefree life of a normal teenager. I had just finally regained it and then this comes along! I am committed to giving away the money through a charitable foundation being set up for me. I would like to help other teenagers that have been victims, like myself, but don’t have the same wonderful support from family and friends that I did. And I am here today to ask for your help in this endeavor. You have such a good mind for determining the truth about things and whether people are lying or not.


  “After my experience with the kidnappers, I know that there are criminals and scam artists who specialize in trying to manipulate people’s minds and bilk people out of their money. I’m sure their targets include charitable foundations. I would like you to serve as a consultant for my foundation. I want you to be the fresh pair of eyes looking at the stories that people will submit asking for money or services. If they can convince you, then I would feel safe giving them the money. Of course, you would be paid for your time, not a lot mind you, but certainly fair compensation for your expenses. I don’t believe this would violate your agreement with the government. What do you say, Joe?”


  “I’m honored that you think so highly of me and I definitely am willing to join your foundation board. Does this mean I get to hang out with the great philanthropist and humanitarian, Jason Hunter?”


  “Of course it does, Joe. I consider you a good friend now!”


  “And will your friend, Daniel, be participating in this also?”


  “Definitely! He’s my great sounding board, conscience, and bubble popper when I get too out there,” Jason said.


  “In that case I am really looking forward to it.”


  Joe continued, “Jason and Daniel, I am glad that you decided to drop by today because I have something for you. You know that I used to run the surplus store and we sold Chuck Taylor shoes. Well, the last year or so I was in business, there were all kinds of rumors that the Converse Company was going bankrupt. I really liked the shoes and wanted to have some to give to my grandchildren. So the last couple of orders from the factory were actually double sized, because I wanted to have them in case they weren’t going to be made again. When I closed the store, I kept all the inventory, plus what I had stashed away earlier.


  “Things didn’t pan out the way I thought they would. My daughter and grandchildren moved away and they never indicated any interest in additional pairs of chucks. So now I have a closet full of great, ‘Made in USA’ high-tops in all sizes and colors. They have the pure rubber soles and real canvas uppers. Now, they are collector’s items. Since you guys are such enthusiastic wearers of chucks, I wanted to give each of you a pair. I’m sure I have your sizes. Do you know what they are? Yeah, just look on the bottom of the outsole for the size number.


  “Jason, you look like a size 9 or 9 ½ and Daniel, I’m guessing 10 or 10 ½.”


  Joe brought out a brand new pair of size 9 ½ red high-tops for Jason, and size 10 black high-tops for Daniel. They both opened the boxes and started to lace them up.


  “Wow, these are great, Joe! Thanks for thinking of us.”
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  “It seems a waste for these to be sitting on a shelf when they could be put to good use by you guys. Enjoy! Here are a couple plastic bags. You can take the boxes and your old shoes home with these hanging off your bike handles.”


  The three sat around talking and joking for another fifteen minutes before Jason and Daniel had to leave.


  “Take care, guys. It’s a pleasure to know you!” Joe said.


  “Thank you again for helping us on the case,” Daniel said shaking Joe’s hand. “Did I tell you that thinking about the Sherlock Holmes quote you told us was what broke open the whole Victor Encino thing, and led us directly to the kidnappers?”


  “Here’s another quote for you then, Daniel. ‘This case deserves to be a classic.’ ”


  “Is that for real?”


  “Yes, Daniel, it’s from the story, The Adventure of the Priory School.”


  Jason came up to Joe, shook his hand and gave him a hug. “Your advice on the whole kidnapping scam was so shocking to me at first! When we got back from that session with you, we both fell on the floor in almost a daze. But you got us steered in the right direction and as a result, you helped me to get my life back. Also, you might not remember this, because you said it to Daniel not me, but I used it! You said, referring to me, to ‘never leave him unprotected during your investigations.’ Remembering that probably did save our lives, because after I got Daniel to start checking out the other duplex unit, I said to myself, ‘I’m quite possibly putting Daniel in harm’s ways and definitely myself too. We need some extra protection.’ That’s when I called my friend, Chauncey, and his buddies to come and be my enforcers! Believe me they were needed!


  “I also am so pleased that you will serve on the foundation board,” Jason continued. “Thank you again for agreeing to help me out with it.”


  “I am really happy that things have worked out so well for you, Jason. I feel privileged to be a part of it!”


  CHAPTER 41


  THE WHATEVER FOUNDATION


  (Two Weeks Later)


  Jason’s week was busy as he had several meetings with his transition team. Prescott Chalmers designed a board structure that would support Jason until he reached the age of twenty-one. At that time, the board could be restructured if Jason so desired. Besides the board, there was an employee structure of just a few, full-time employees that included office staff and a webmaster to run the foundation web site, which would be one of their main ways of communicating with the outside world.


  Sydney Cartier appraised the diamonds, got each of them separate identification numbers, and arranged for a private auction among the top buyers in the industry. He felt that there would be a lot of interest in the diamonds due to their size and high clarity. Also, he was sure that they would all sell for well over one million dollars each and even after sale costs and commissions were deducted, they would still net the foundation about 100 million dollars.


  Randall Lloyd filed the paperwork to set up the non-profit status for the new foundation and made sure that all the proceeds were attached to the foundation and not Jason personally. He also set up the payroll structure for the foundation employees. Then he arranged for the investment of the diamond sale proceeds into an endowment fund so that the foundation could run on the interest received from its investments.


  Jason met with the last person, public relations specialist, Ruth Fiorre, at the end of the week. Ruth was surprised at how young Jason was and how accomplished he was for his age. He explained to her how he wanted the foundation to be introduced to the public.


  “Let me get this straight, Jason. You want to go on national television, one-on-one with a top interviewer celebrity, and tell your whole remarkable story. You are willing to reveal what you went through as a kidnap victim, how you and your friends were so offended by your brutal treatment that you decided to go after the kidnappers yourselves, how you discovered the scam they had put over on everyone and what their real motivation for the crime was, how they were captured due to your efforts, and then after receiving a remarkable fortune, which was what the kidnappers were really after, you have decided to give it all away through a charitable foundation that helps other victims of similar crimes.”


  “Yes, that is what I want to do.”


  “This is such an amazing story,” Ruth went on. “If I can’t successfully pitch this to the networks, then I shouldn’t be in the business!”


  * * *


  Two weeks later Jason was in New York City to videotape his interview. He had chosen a famous interviewer, who usually interviewed show business celebrities, because he liked her personality on the air. “I think it would be like talking with my grandmother,” he explained.


  His mother had insisted that Jason dress up for the interview. So he was wearing a pale blue polo shirt, off-white long pants, and his new pair of chucks. The production team fitted Jason with a portable microphone on his shirt, checked his hair, and made sure his face was washed so the camera wouldn’t reflect back from any skin oil.


  Earlier, Jason had met briefly with his interviewer so they could go over the ground rules. She wanted to make sure that he was willing to talk freely about everything. Jason told her, “I am. And in a way, this would be the final step in finishing the entire incident of my kidnapping.”


  She then reassured him, “Remember, this is just a taping session and we can stop and restart if anything becomes too upsetting or painful for you.”


  After that, the producer showed Jason where he would sit and where to look when he was talking.


  The taping session began with this introduction—


  “I have interviewed many celebrities in my career, including some child actors about the age of my guest tonight, Jason Hunter. But I have never met anyone who has had such an unusual odyssey in his life recently as this young teenager. Jason is very polite, outgoing, intelligent, athletic, and nice. The kind of kid you would want in your family or have your kids be friends with. A couple of months ago he was another, carefree teenager living in the Silicon Valley in California, just starting to enjoy the summer when he became the victim of one of the most cruel crimes of all, kidnapping.


  “Jason, what was it like to be kidnapped? Would you describe some of the ordeal you were put through?”


  “Being kidnapped was the most terrifying experience of my life. It happened so suddenly and unexpectedly. I was walking through City Park in broad daylight...”


  [image: ]


  As Jason outwardly was relating the horrible experiences of his ordeal, his mind was also working. While thinking, he suddenly realized, This whole interview process is liberating me! I am now able to open up and discard all those troubling images and experiences—like tossing playing cards into a fire. Especially the nausea and then the physical pain I experienced as I went in and out of consciousness those first thirty hours—gone. The panic and fear, as my body shut down due to the tightness of the ropes, lack of food and water, and urgent bladder signals—are now fading memories. Plus, the humiliation of the blindfolds and gags, the intimidating manner of my captor, the isolation in the dimly lit basement room from the outside world, and the loss of my clothing and personal possessions—I endured all those indignities and survived all their attempts to break me!


  “The key to my survival and not allowing my spirit to be broken came from many small victories during my captivity.” Jason told her. “Doing exercises to keep my body fit, even while restrained, thinking of my family and friends, and even my attempts to spy on the kidnappers all helped me to not give in but to carry on!”


  Jason ended his interview account of his kidnapping with Friday’s events—his elation at being able to take a shower and put on his own clothes again. Then he told how the kidnappers said he was being ransomed and wanted to know who his most reliable friend was. “They tied me up again like those first days, dumped me into their van, drove for more than an hour, and left me helpless at the City Park maintenance building. The happiest moment of that week was when my blindfold was pulled off an hour later and it was my friend, Daniel, and not the kidnappers. I was finally free!”


  “Oh, my, God, Jason! When I hear your harrowing story of how they treated you, it brings out the maternal instincts in me and I just want to give you a hug and hold you for a while.”


  Jason smiled at her. “Thank you for the love. You can be sure I needed a lot of that after my ordeal. What you are feeling was exactly what the kidnappers wanted my family, friends, and the community to feel. I’ll explain why shortly.”


  “Please continue with your story then.”


  “The next twenty-four hours were like a blur. Daniel called my parents on his cell phone, and they and the police quickly arrived where we were. It was very emotional being reunited with my parents after all that we had gone through that week. Lt. Garcia from the missing persons unit took charge. He explained about all of the procedures we needed to go through such as medical examination and treatment for me, debriefing for the police of myself, my dad because he paid a ransom, and my rescuer, Daniel, plus counseling to deal with the trauma I had experienced. The media even started to arrive, so he had me taken away to the hospital by the EMTs.


  “The doctor there examined me. He said my cuts and bruises were all superficial and that I would have no trouble recovering from the physical stress of my ordeal, especially because I had been doing exercises while in captivity. Some hydration and a return to eating good food would also do wonders for me. What he said I needed to look out for was the mental repercussions of my ordeal. Right then I was on a high because I was free again, but he warned me to watch out later for other emotions like embarrassment, humiliation, sorrow, and anger...even guilt. Right away he called and set up a counseling session for me with a psychologist who I met with the next day. She told me to expect some mental flashbacks as part of the way my mind would deal with my experiences in captivity. She asked me if I was feeling any guilt yet.”


  “Why would you feel guilt, Jason? You were the person who was wronged,” said the interviewer.


  “She explained that it was a very common reaction. Because I was suddenly taken away from my family and friends, they were put through an equally horrendous time. Not with physical pain, like I endured, but certainly a lot of mental anguish. It was especially hard on my parents and my best friend, Daniel. I felt guilty because after my return I found out how they reacted when I put their love to the test by disappearing. She said that I should respond by reaching out to them with companionship, mainly just being there when they needed my support and reassurance in the future. That’s when I began to realize how important family and friends were in my life; how they were more valuable to me than any possession I owned.”


  “That is a very nice thought, Jason. Did you learn anything else?” she asked.


  “Yes, the psychologist had me look at what she called my personal demons—disturbing images and thoughts from my ordeal that were starting to bottle up inside me. She told me that much of these were due to the mind games that my kidnappers played on me. It was clear by their actions, especially at first, that they were trying to break my spirit. They did a lot of things they didn’t have to do to humiliate me and keep me off balance. Keeping me tied up and isolated in a dark basement room was part of that game. They had control of me physically, but I wasn’t going to let them control my mind!”


  “You are a very brave and courageous person, Jason. A lot of people couldn’t take that kind of punishment.”


  “I learned what it means to be a victim of a major crime. It was a very hard lesson to learn, because you only learn it through extreme physical and mental pain. And the victimization of a human being comes with a lot of mental baggage. That was the hardest thing I had to deal with.”


  “Let’s take a break as we hear from our sponsor.”


  When the cameras stopped rolling, she held Jason’s hand and told him, “You are doing fine. Your story is shocking but very compelling. Would you like some water or anything before we continue?”


  “Yes, please,” Jason said. Quickly an aide brought them water bottles.


  When the taping resumed, Jason described his homecoming and how great it was to be home and reunited with his friends. It was like graduation and his birthday all rolled into one. “My parents and I were able to spend the next day on the coast. It was very relaxing to be outside with nature, after being confined in a dark room all week. But already flashbacks were beginning to haunt me and all of that confidence I felt on Friday and Saturday was starting to slip away.”


  “How did you cope with the deterioration in your mental state?”


  “It was actually my friend Daniel who got me started on my recovery process. That Monday we got together after lunch to hang out and play some games like we had planned the week before when I was kidnapped. My mental state was getting worse with flashbacks of that week and I totally lost my mental concentration and was unable to play competitive games. After about a half hour in which he totally slaughtered me in every round, he couldn’t take it any more. I think he actually baited me! He told me that the kidnappers had only returned my body. That my spirit and mind were still missing and I was a discounted kidnap victim! Of course, that made me go ballistic. I swore at him saying, ‘You’re not being fair! Look at what I had to endure all last week!’


  “Then Daniel did the most remarkable thing he has ever done in our friendship…”


  Telling of this part of the story again seemed surreal to Jason. As he verbally continued to describe Daniel’s challenge to him, his mind wandered and focused on what an exceptional friendship they had. He thought, Most kids our age walk around with blinders on, just looking straight ahead, seeing little else and living for the moment. Very seldom do they ever think about the needs of other people, even their friends. But with Daniel, our friendship has this deep, mental and spiritual side to it that makes it special. It isn’t physical at all. We aren’t gay and in a few years we will probably go our separate ways to different colleges and into different careers. Yet, somehow Daniel knew what I needed in order to become a whole person again—to be free again. I have never had a friend before that I could talk to on such a high level of understanding. I am indeed fortunate to have a loyal friend who has been willing to give up all his time and energy to help find the truth so that I could have closure on my kidnapping.


  As he finished his verbal description of Daniel’s challenge to the interviewer, Jason said, “Daniel told me, ‘Don’t worry about our age or lack of experience as detectives because we have the ultimate motivation—our lives are at stake.’ He reminded me that I wasn’t their intimidated captive any more. He told me to use my analytical mind to defeat them!”


  “But wasn’t your friend, Daniel, asking you to return to and relive the horrors that you had just escaped from?”


  “Yes, and he acknowledged how difficult that must be for me to do. ‘Take your time to decide,’ he said. ‘Ask whoever you want for advice. No matter what you decide, I will do my best to be your friend. And I won’t bug you about this challenge again. Let me know when you are ready to decide.’


  “That evening I asked my father about the ransom note. He actually had made a copy of it. Everything Daniel had said about it was true! When I told my father what Daniel had asked me to do, he thought it was a long shot that two teens could solve a mystery that the police couldn’t. But then we started talking about the fact that there had to be a family connection somewhere. How else would they have known where to grab me on Monday, or that he would have $50,000 in cash in his safe deposit box?”


  “So you were on the verge of making a decision about Daniel’s proposal. What pushed you over the edge?” the interviewer asked.


  “Actually it was playing some basketball with my long-time friend, Chauncey Jackson. I knew that he had a lot of experience dealing with intimidation because he is a star athlete and had been involved in a lot of championship games, so I wanted to ask his advice. He really surprised me with his answer….”


  Again Jason’s mind came to an important conclusion: That conversation I had with Chauncey was another extraordinary moment for me. I had never realized how deep our friendship was and for the first time both of us were admitting it! And Chauncey’s advice was as perceptive as Daniel’s. They were somehow on the same wavelength urging me to take action, knowing that I would never be whole again until the case was solved.


  “At that point I knew I had to go with Daniel. I was still scared about reliving that horrible week again, but that was the cost of doing business. And so the detective team of Hunter & Holmes was born!”


  “We will be back shortly to hear more of this fascinating story,” the interviewer said into the camera.


  After a short break they were ready to continue.


  She began, “When we left off, Jason, you had just decided to accept Daniel’s offer to work on solving your kidnapping case. But how did you actually go about doing it? Was there any kind of plan?”


  “Actually, yes. My friend Daniel continued to surprise me with his thoughtfulness and insights. In his room, he had cleaned out a corner and borrowed a large white board on which we could write and assemble whatever evidence and knowledge we had about the kidnapping. And that’s what we proceeded to do.


  “First, we wrote out the entire timeline of the case as we knew it. The second thing he said was, ‘We have to look at this case with a fresh pair of eyes. Don’t accept anything as is. Question everything again.’ I must tell you that seeing all of this in front of me, in outline form, was very strange and eerie. About then my emotions started to get the better of me. Daniel said to me, ‘Don’t worry about it. These moments are going to happen. If they do, let your emotions out! Don’t bottle them up. You will need to control them and draw on your inner strength to do what we are about to do. Remember our ultimate goal is for you to be truly free again!’ ”


  “What did you do to look at the case with a fresh pair of eyes as you cleverly described it?”


  “Well, the whole kidnapping seemed so strange because there was no continuity to it. At first I was treated so brutally. I could have been seriously injured with even a few more hours of that torture. Then it was like a guardian angel stepped in….”


  Jason couldn’t help but think how bizarre his whole experience had been. It was actually three kidnappings in one! The first kidnapping was the work of a predator, Frank Encino, who really had it in for me. The second kidnapping was part of the plan by Vladimir Koslochevsky to break into and steal the contents of the Hunter & Sons safe deposit box. This kidnapping was carried out in a more traditional manner with a lot better treatment for me. The third kidnapping was a farce. A ransom note with a godfather theme, a bargain-priced ransom amount and a timeline that suggested that the money didn’t even need to be paid, although probably the threats to Daniel during the phone call he received telling him where to find me were said just in case the money wasn’t actually placed in the library book.


  Aloud Jason finished his description of the different stages of his experience. “After driving around for an hour in Frank’s van, they left me tightly tied up at the maintenance building so I couldn’t get away on my own because they had dropped me off before anyone could have possibly collected the ransom money!”


  “But what the kidnappers had done to you was very real! You had the physical and emotional scars didn’t you?”


  “You are absolutely right. I was treated very cruelly by the kidnappers. The shocking thing we discovered was that my kidnapping was meant to be a diversion for another crime! I was tortured and abused by them just for show! And, unfortunately, it worked! All the attention was focused on what had happened to me and they then had free rein to commit the real crime that they had planned. Earlier in this broadcast, you showed exactly the same reaction that the people had in my community.”


  “I know. I was outraged by what they did to you. Even more so now that I find out it was part of a cruel hoax! But what was the real crime then...the one covered up by your kidnapping?”


  “That is what we had to figure out next. At that point, everything seemed to focus on my father. What was the real purpose of the kidnapping and ransom note? It wasn’t Dad’s money, although they did get some of it and in a way that kept the police out of the picture completely. We finally figured out that they had wanted my dad to go to his safe deposit box at the bank and open it. The ransom note had forced him to do that. It was there that he kept operating cash for the business and also some other valuables called legacy items. These are boxes of valuables placed there for long periods of time by estate attorneys so that their contents would be out of circulation until recalled. The holder of these items, Dad’s business, was not told their contents, but their size and weight usually indicated that they contained precious stones or other small objects of great value.


  “Sure enough, that is what they wanted. While Dad was getting the money out of the safety deposit box in a private room, one of the conspirators was inside the vault placing low-grade plastic explosives in the storage slot where my dad’s safe deposit box would be returned.


  “A second conspirator turned out to be the bank employee running the safe deposit area. A few minutes after Dad returned the safety deposit box and left the bank they ignited the explosive and broke open the locking mechanism on the client’s side. It was then a simple matter to grab the box and remove its contents. The criminals were so sure that they would be long gone by the time this was discovered, that they didn’t even try to cover this up on the bank’s security tapes. So now we had the real crime and video of two of the criminals. The bank was really great about getting right on this and within a few days both of these criminals were tracked down and caught.”


  “So now you had the why of the crime, and some of the persons responsible. Were these criminals also your kidnappers?” the interviewer asked.


  “No, they were co-conspirators in the kidnapping but they weren’t actually involved in grabbing me. We found out later that the bank employee was coerced into it because of gambling debts. The mastermind of the crime, Vladimir Koslochevsky, a Ukrainian immigrant with some mob ties had purchased these debts. Adrian Evans, the bank employee, was told that if he helped out in the bank vault, his debts would be retired and he would receive additional money to leave the country. Koslochevsky maintains that he actually helped me out. When he found out how I was being treated by the actual kidnappers, he says he insisted that they stop torturing me and treat me humanely. He didn’t want me to be damaged goods when it was time to release me.”


  “How did you track down the other criminals, your true kidnappers?”


  “Again I have to give my friend Daniel credit for this. A friend of his told him about one of the famous sayings of Sherlock Holmes. You’ve probably heard this: ‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth’.


  “The two of us would often go outside and shoot some baskets to take a break from the intense mental efforts of the detective work. One day when we got back from our exercise, Daniel said, ‘I had an epiphany out there! The whole key to how you were kidnapped has to be your thirteen-year-old cousin, Victor. Besides yourself, he was the only one who could influence what you did on that Monday morning. Remember the Holmes quote and think about it!’


  “And as it turned out, Daniel was right. The next day we went over and talked to Victor. I demanded to know why he had set me up at the park that day….”


  Jason again began to experience another surreal moment during the interview. In his mind he thought: All my life I have put up with Victor’s attitude and putdowns, mainly because my parents insisted on maintaining a family relationship. Then the little twerp sold me out to Frank Encino under the pretense of a mind-control game. That was bad enough but then he bought into Frank’s idea of giving me an “attitude adjustment.” If Victor wanted to fight or get even for some perceived wrong-doing, why couldn’t he have been man enough to bring it up to me face to face, instead of helping Frank kidnap me? Maybe after a few punches the hostility could have been broken down and we could have laughed about it and the two of us might have actually had a friendly conversation. Now it looks as if Victor will do some time in juvenile hall. Maybe this will give him time to seriously think about the consequences of his actions. Best of all, there will be no more forced Hunter-Encino family get-togethers!


  Aloud he continued, “Victor was really fortunate that Daniel was there when he told us how he had set me up with his cousin, Frank. Otherwise, I might have seriously hurt him. I did get in a satisfying roundhouse punch in partial payment for five days of torture for me, five days of pain and suffering for my family and friends, and for that matter, a life time of his constantly acting like he was better than me!”


  “Jason! I am really surprised. That doesn’t seem like you!” exclaimed the interviewer.


  “I know. It wasn’t my finest moment, punching a younger kid like that. But you know, he really deserved it for what he had done to me!”


  “Then what happened, Jason? It seems like you were having another break in the case.”


  “You are absolutely right. After our run-in, Victor was like a little songbird, telling us everything he knew. After the police came and questioned him the Monday night of the kidnapping, he was really scared. Frank had told him, ‘If anyone asks about it, say you had just forgotten about Little League practice. Otherwise, if you say anything, you will be arrested as an accessory, and put in juvenile hall.’ Also, Frank said, ‘Jason will be released in a few more days and no one will know the difference’.


  “As Daniel and I kept pumping Victor for information about Frank, the whole case finally just fit into place. Frank owned a van and he knew all about my family, even though he wasn’t a relative. How Frank got by was doing odd jobs like contract gardening work in City Park or for his uncle. His uncle Ricardo was the wealthy buyer who came into Dad’s showroom and purchased the expensive necklace that Friday. Rudy Ruggiero, Frank’s roommate, worked at the library where they had Dad drop off the ransom money.


  “Victor told us that Frank and Rudy lived right next door in the other unit of the duplex. The only difference was that their unit had a basement room that was originally going to be a bomb shelter. That was the most shocking thing for me to hear. Suddenly I realized there was a good chance I had been kept captive in a room not even fifty feet away from where I was standing!”


  “It sounds like you had plenty of information to bring the police in on the case again. Did you notify them?” she asked.


  “I was almost ready to, but there was one more bit of proof needed. That was to confirm that the basement room was the actual room where I had been held. Once I did that, then there would be my eyewitness account in addition to Victor’s testimony. I felt the police would think his story was unreliable because we forced it out of him and also because of his age.


  “I sent Daniel outside to scope things out. He was able to look in the garages and there was no van in there. With just his roommate Rudy there, I felt we could create a diversion and I could sneak in and check out the basement.


  “What we did is empty their trash cans on the street and driveway. Then Daniel rang the doorbell and told Rudy about the trash that had nearly caused him to fall off of his bike. He said he was a boy scout working on an environmental merit badge and volunteered to help clean up the mess. The diversion worked perfectly. Daniel had Rudy out of the unit looking at the driveway and street at all the spilled trash.


  “This diversion enabled me to sneak inside their duplex without being noticed. I quickly found the staircase down to the basement. At the end of the corridor, there was a bolted door. When I unlocked and opened it, I felt for the light switch. What the light revealed caused a wave of nausea hit me. This definitely was the room! It hadn’t been cleaned up since my captivity there. There was even the stack of comic books I had been given to read. Now I was ready to leave and bring in the police. Just then I heard a voice behind me that sent another shiver down my spine. It was the voice of my kidnapper!”


  “So now you were in peril again, Jason. Your worst fears had come true!” Looking into the camera she said, “We will find out what happened next after this break.”


  When the cameras stopped rolling, the producer came over and said, “That worked out perfectly. Just like a mystery show! You are doing great, Jason.”


  Jason got up and stretched for a minute and then took a big drink of water. He was finally getting to the end of his ordeal.


  When they resumed, the interviewer said, “Jason, when we left for the break you had just discovered who your kidnappers were and you were standing in the actual room where they had held you captive for five days. Then you said you heard the actual voice of your kidnapper!”


  “Yes it was very scary. Turning, I saw he had a loaded pistol pointed at me and he told me to turn around slowly and put my hands up. I was facing my enemy, Frank Encino, and he clearly had the upper hand! Even though I was in serious danger, for some reason I didn’t have the same deep fear that I had had when I was in captivity. I knew that I had to stall for time. And at the same time, I had to let him know that the odds were different now and wanted him to feel a little off balance. If I could keep him off balance by describing details of the safe deposit theft, I thought he would realize that the authorities were closing in. Plus, I wanted to find out why he hated me and my family so much. To my dismay, I also discovered that Frank was a real predator when he bragged about how he planned to torture Daniel and me to death!”


  “How were you able to escape? Both you, and probably your friend Daniel, were now their prisoners.”


  “After I sent Daniel outside to check out the other duplex, I realized that what we were about to do was dangerous and I didn’t want to go in without some extra backup. I called up my friend, Chauncey, who actually lived about five blocks away, and asked to him come over right away with some friends and their baseball bats, just like he had promised me he would be willing to do. I told him that if he got to the duplex and couldn’t see Daniel or myself outside anywhere, to charge into the duplex unit and get us!


  “Those guys came through like the champion athletes that they are. Two of them went in through the back door and took out Rudy, who was just starting to tie up Daniel after hitting him on the head. Chauncey and his friend, Reggie, came in the front door then snuck down into the basement and took out Frank. I don’t even think he knew what hit him because he was so busy bragging about how he would torture me into telling all about the Hunter family treasure before he turned me into worm food. It was fitting that Chauncey was the person who took out Frank since he was the person who had persuaded me to do the investigation. And he was the voice of good over evil! I’ll never forget the righteous anger in his voice after they batted Frank into complete submission: ‘That is the last time you will be attacking kids in our community. If you even think about moving from that spot I will bat you into hell!’ It was just like the movies!” Jason had to smile at the memory.


  He continued, “Soon after that the police arrived. Chauncey wisely had called in the police as soon as they knew they had to go inside to rescue us. I was so happy to hand over the case to them and see them take away Frank and Rudy to jail. There was still a lot of detail work to finish, statements at the police station, the extradition of the other criminals back to the Silicon Valley, and a press conference with the local media. As far as Daniel and I were concerned, the case was over...at least I thought so. Actually, I had a few days of being that carefree teen I had been at the start of the summer.”


  “Jason, could you explain what you meant by the Hunter family treasure?”


  “This was the motivation for the crime! Frank Encino was sure that our family was hiding a large number of precious stones because evidently his grandfather, on his death bed, had told him that my grandfather Walter Hunter talked about it one night when they were drinking together. That’s how they knew that the so-called treasure was stored away as a legacy item. So Frank plotted with Vladimir Koslochevsky to kidnap me and then set up my ransom plan so that my father would have to go and open his safe deposit box at the bank. But the legacy boxes inside, didn’t have anything of value in them. Ironically, my great-grandfather, Winfield Hunter, used the legacy box as a diversion. He had actually moved the gems out of there, if he had ever even put them in at one time, to another place that only he knew about. My father knew nothing about the gems or the contents of the legacy boxes. That’s why we were genuinely surprised when the kidnappers targeted me.”


  “We will now take a short break. When we come back, you will hear the amazing conclusion to Jason’s story,” announced the interviewer.


  When they began videotaping again, Jason told what had happed after Mr. Prescott Chalmers had knocked on his front door that fateful Monday. He described how strange it was to receive a letter written to him before he was born, by his late, great-grandfather. Even more unusual was what it told him—that he was going to be entrusted with a fabulous fortune in diamonds! The Hunter fortune did exist! But where was it? Jason went on to describe how he followed Winfield Hunter’s directions in the second letter and the diamonds popped out of that drawer in the clock in his living room.


  “I felt overwhelmed. It was like winning the lottery! Luckily, Mr. Chalmers came quite prepared with an action plan and transition team in place to help me deal with handling the diamonds.”


  “What was it like to see and handle the diamonds, Jason?”


  “They were the most beautiful stones I had ever seen. Each one was crystal clear, expertly cut with many facets and about the size of a peanut M & M candy. All together they were the size of one of those large-sized M & M bags you can get at a grocery or drug store. The main difference being that this bag was worth over one hundred million dollars!”


  “Suddenly you find yourself rich beyond your wildest dreams. But you also were given a great responsibility. How did you deal with that?” the interviewer asked.


  “Winfield Hunter, in his letter, said that it was his wish that I would take this wealth and do something to benefit others, not just myself.” Jason told about their history, what organizations were claiming them after World War II, and why his great-grandfather felt they had to be hidden for sixty years, rather than be used to fund neo-Nazis or white supremacists.


  “You are talking about some pretty nasty people who did a lot of harm in the world,” interjected the interviewer.


  “The more I thought about it, the more I realized that this was blood money, somehow earned off innocent victims. As a recent victim of crime myself, I didn’t want to become a target again. Look what had just happened to me based on a rumor of existing treasure. Imagine what it would be like with real treasure! I had just gotten back into enjoying being a relatively carefree teenager again. I didn’t want to be transformed into a wealthy snob. I didn’t want this wealth to get between me and my family and friends. I didn’t want to lose my personal desire to figure out and do things on my own to smug laziness! Deep inside, I knew that I should give the money away.”


  “What did your friends and family advise you?”


  “I was again pleasantly surprised at their reactions. Actually, the hardest thing I had to do was convince Daniel that what I was telling him was real. I finally had to show him an actual diamond to convince him I wasn’t pulling his leg. When I was finally able to get through to him, he told me the nicest compliment. He said, ‘You know you are smart enough and talented enough to make it on your own. You know that you have the genuine love of your family and friends because of the quality of your character. Isn’t that worth more than the money?’ And he was absolutely right. The value of money comes and goes. True friendships and a loving family are priceless. And my mom was so sweet. She told me how proud she was that I wanted to put friends and family ahead of money and material gain.”


  “You are so fortunate, Jason, to have such great friends and parents. And you are right that there is no price you can pay to achieve that kind of real love, friendship, and respect! Now, explain to us how you decided to handle all that money.”


  “I had the lawyers put it all into a charitable organization I call the Whatever Foundation. The ‘whatever’ is not meant to refer to an exasperated reply to someone, but rather ‘whatever is needed’. I am dedicating this organization to young victims—other teens that have been hurt by criminal acts and need extra help. I know that not everyone is as fortunate as I am in terms of family and friend’s support structure. And I am sure that a lot of victims are not well off financially either. Some of them may need specialized counseling. Others may need opportunities to meet and make new friends, a new social environment, or even the chance to attend a new school. Others could benefit by being given the opportunity to study music or art and take advantage of the healing properties the fine arts offer.”


  “How will the foundation find these people?”


  “We will have a website where anyone can suggest a name, or a victim can apply for extended assistance. Our screeners will go through everything and rate it for accuracy and need. We will be very careful to choose people with genuine needs and we will definitely go after any scam artists! Even though the process may start online or in a written format, we plan to meet with everyone we assist personally. I think there are so many people out there who have no one or feel that there is no one to talk to that can give them help. I hope that the foundation can help fill that void. There will also be automatic short-term assistance items, like an immediate needs victim’s package we can give to any crime victim. Like any organization, the Whatever Foundation will refine it goals and procedures as we gain experience fulfilling our mission.”


  With a big smile the interviewer said, “Jason, I have been so impressed listening to you this evening. You have freely told us about the incredible highs and lows you have experienced this summer. Despite all of the horrible things that those kidnappers did to you, you were able to fight back and eventually defeat them! You have been put through hurtful and humiliating experiences, yet you still have such a positive outlook on life and a real sense of what is important in your life. Now you have become a philanthropist to help other victims of violent crimes, also. You have done all this at the tender age of fourteen. Bravo, Jason! Bravo!”


  “Okay, that’s a wrap,” the producer said.


  After the assistants came over to Jason and removed his microphone, he went over to talk to his host. “Thank you so much for having me on your show. You are so easy to talk to and I had some really difficult things to talk about. I still get the creeps, sometimes, remembering what they did to me. But as I was telling the story again today, I felt that I was receiving closure for the violence done to me.”


  “While I was listening to you, I sensed that had you figured out how to cope with the horrible memories of what they did to you. Your descriptions were remarkably candid coming from a victim of such a cruel crime. You were so poised and honest. I still can’t believe that you are just fourteen. Thank you, Jason, for asking for me to interview you. I wasn’t sure what to expect at first, but you wowed them, trust me! The network will love the ratings on this show because your story is so compelling. I’m sure that they will broadcast this interview in a prime spot on the fall schedule. Now can I have that hug?”
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  EPILOGUE


   


  (Early the next morning)


  The Hunter family took the same redeye flight back to San Francisco that Bill had taken when he heard that Jason was missing. This time the flight was a lot more pleasant and relaxing. They were able to doze off and on in the afterglow of Jason’s successful interview. Bill was happy because he was able to finish the business that he had to cut short on his last visit. About 6:45 a.m. the plane landed and taxied to the terminal. The Hunters gathered up their carry-on luggage and headed into the terminal.


  As they were walking through the terminal past security and toward the baggage claim area, Jason couldn’t believe his eyes. There were all these signs saying things like: “Welcome Home, Jason,” and “You’re Awesome!” Holding the signs were eight of his friends—Chauncey Jackson and his A-team members, Laura Friesen and Diana Miglione, Richard Liu from his neighborhood, and Daniel. There were also a few parents who had been persuaded to drive everyone there. There were some cheers, and everyone said, “Welcome home, Jason.”
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  Jason had a big smile on his face as he went to greet everyone. “Hello! It’s great to see all of you. But you didn’t have to come all the way up here to the airport!”


  “Oh, yes we did,” Chauncey said. “You see, the four of us, Reggie, Mariano, Kololo and me, happened to open our mailboxes yesterday and there were letters from a Mr. Jason Hunter telling each of us that a college fund of $160,000 had been set up in our names!”


  Each of them came up to Jason shook his hand and then gave him big bear hugs.


  “Hey, guys, it was the least I could do. You did save Daniel and me from those lowlife predators!”


  “Yeah, but we did that because it was the right thing to do, helping out a friend,” Chauncey explained.


  “Well, I did the same thing. But I hate to tell you this guys, it’s not all going to be fun! Now you have no excuses for not cracking the books! Everything is paid for but you still have to get accepted into college first and you need good grades for that. And there is one more thing.... Sometime in your life, I expect you guys to do the same thing for someone else. It could be your son or daughter or anyone you think deserves it!”


  “Laura and Diana, what brings you two here?” he asked. They hugged him and Laura gave him a kiss and held his hand.


  “Daniel told us about your plan to provide chucks for needy kids and how you wanted us to help. We think that is so cool of you.”


  “I can’t think of any two people who would be better at helping those kids pick out the right pairs and colors. That’s great that you want to help out! I think we should discuss this poolside very soon!”


  Turning, Jason said, “Richard, what a pleasant surprise. Now I can’t imagine what I’ve done for you lately.”


  “But you did help me a lot. First, when you solved the kidnapping case, my parents relaxed all the restrictions on me and my brother to go out and do things. Things were pretty uptight for a while. And you know how much they push us to do academic work. Then they heard your press conference, where you talked about how you would do sports or other outside activities to clear your heads and it would give you renewed energy to solve problems. So now they insist that we go outside and shoot hoops or do other activities every day instead of having to study all the time. Thank you so much!”


  “That’s great, Richard! Now, you guys will have to come over and play hoops with Daniel and me sometime.”


  “And Daniel, it’s always great to see you, my friend. I hope I’m not taking you away from your morning ritual of exercise and guitar.”


  “Hey, everyone kept asking me when you were returning, so when I heard that everyone was coming up here, I figured why not me too. This summer has been the most memorable of my life, all because of you.”


  “I’m sure when we start adding it all up, we’ve saved each other’s lives a few times in the last six weeks! By the way, I have something for you.” Jason opened his carry-on bag and took out a medium-sized square package. “I figured you better have this, since you quote it all the time!”


  Daniel opened the package. Inside was a book entitled The Complete Sherlock Holmes. “Thank you, Jason. I guess better late than never. I’ll get started reading this tonight!”


  “And Daniel, I didn’t send it in the mail because I wanted to give it to you personally, but I have one of those letters for you also with the four-year college fund. Now you can go to Julliard or whatever music school you want and really concentrate.”


  “I’m speechless, Jason. But how are you able to do this? I thought you gave up all of the money.”


  “Remember that diamond I showed you? I had them put that in a special personal account for me. I hedged my bet a little on the foundation. Don’t worry. It’s not enough to turn me into an arrogant snob, maybe just a little annoying at times.”


  Jason then turned to his parents. “Mom, Dad, I think it’s time to head on home. I heard a rumor that we might actually have a normal week ahead of us!”


  “Sounds like a plan I could get behind,” Bill Hunter replied with a big smile.


  Turning to face his friends, Jason said, “Thank you all for coming down to the airport. I am so fortunate to have such great friends!”


  * * *


  Things were normal for the time being, but the Hunter & Holmes detective team soon would be put to the test again. As Sherlock Holmes said, “Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent.”
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