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N THE THIRTY-FIFTH FLOOR
overlooking Times Square, Diane Baker sat at her

desk opening the mail. A stack of more than a
hundred envelopes were addressed to Susan McCarthy,
literary agent. The morning sun filled the office on a clear,
and unusually warm, autumn day. Diane sipped her
Starbucks caramel macchiato as she carefully sliced open
each envelope. Most of the letters would end up in the
waste basket, but some would be held for the next step in
the difficult process of selection. Diane was trained to
recognize the good from the bad, the prepared from the
unprepared, and Susan counted on her to know which was
correct. She had been Susan’s assistant for more than a
decade.

Possibly, one of the envelopes held the outline of the
next bestseller: the next John Grisham, David Baldacci,
Tom Clancy, James Patterson or Stephen King. But most
would be stamped with the standard rejection notice and
sent back to the want-to-be author. Only the exceptional
would be held for Susan.

Any cover letter or outline that was hand-written instead
of typed was automatically placed on the pile to be
returned. If the envelope did not include a return, self-
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addressed, stamped envelope, it was quickly fed into a
shredder and transformed into confetti for New Year’s Eve,
when thousands of authors’ submissions would become a
cloud of paper strips raining down on a half-million people
bringing in the New Year. The closet held a plastic trash
bag already half full with tiny strips—thousands of
manuscripts made into confetti and street litter.

When she finished the mailed submissions, she went for
the one overnight envelope. When she opened it and read it
her life was changed forever. Inside was a cover letter and
computer disk. She immediately looked for the return
envelope. She fed the overnight envelope into the shredder
beside her desk. The letter had been typed on a computer
and definitely had the required catchy first line to grab the
attention of the literary agent. It stopped Diane in her
tracks.

Dear Susan McCarthy:

By the time you read this letter, I will already have taken
your daughter.

Diane stared at the words. Her eye shadow quickly
disappeared behind her eyelids.

“Oh my God,” she gasped into the empty office as she
read the opening words. “This Aas to be a joke!” Her mouth
dropped open in astonishment.

This is no work of fiction, the author stated. You are to
tell no one of this letter or your little girl will most certainly
die. My demand is very simple...publish my novel by
November fifteenth, or pay the consequence.

Enclosed is the manuscript of my book. As you can see,
it is on computer disk. I say book because you will make it
so—you will take it from words and sentences on a
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computer and make them words and sentences on paper,
nicely printed in Goudy Old Style and bound as a hard-
cover novel. This will surely be next year’s best-selling
work. You are to have it published exactly as I have
written it.

1 saw you on the national television show not too long
ago bragging about your successes as a literary agent, so
now is the time for you to prove it to me and to your pretty
little girl Christine. I will expect you to promote my novel
prior to the release to be sure that it sells. Sorry that you
won’t have a picture of the author for the back cover...just
use anything, I don’t really care. However, a rejection of
this manuscript will mean the death of your little girl. 1
will expect to see my book in every major bookstore in the
country on November fifteenth. This has nothing to do with
money, which is no longer important to me; it’s a question
of my success as an author.

1 will not contact you until the day of the release of the
book...then, and only then, will you see your daughter. |
will visit a bookstore of my choosing on that day, and [
expect to see this work on the display. If it is, you can have
your girl back.

1 must go now, but I will expect to see this novel in each
and every book store. You may use the name Thomas
Cavanaugh as the author, I've always liked that name.

Signed, Your new client.

Diane dropped the letter on her desk and picked up the
CD. She couldn’t believe what she had just read. She
gathered her thoughts and then picked up the phone to call
Susan McCarthy. The number was programmed in her
phone for speed dial. Within seconds the phone was ringing
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at Sue’s home, but no answer. She then tried her cell phone.
Again there was no answer, but it did connect with Sue’s
voice mail.

“Sue, this is Diane. This is urgent. Please, call me as
soon as you receive this voice mail...it’s critical. Wait! I
can’t say anything over the phone, so maybe you had better
come into the office. Bring Christine with you...don’t leave
her out of your sight. Please, come right away.”

Diane suddenly realized that perhaps she shouldn’t have
touched the letter or the computer disk, so she dropped it
onto the desk. As she rose from her chair while trying to
think of what to do next, she accidentally caught her blouse
sleeve on the desk pad. It lifted and slid to the right
knocking over the coffee. A flood of brown liquid flowed
over the letter and began leaching into the paper fiber. She
grabbed it and waved it in the air. In a panic she cried
out...Oh God! Oh God!

12



REJECTION

2

HEN LOCAL NEWS REPORTER,

Victory Alexander, pulled her little red sports

car into the bank parking lot next to the fast-
food restaurant, she saw that more than twenty police cars
had been positioned haphazardly between her and the front
door of the popular eatery. Yellow police tape had been
wrapped around the building to ward off spectators. Red
and blue strobe lights on police cars flashed the message
that something very serious had recently taken place.
Traffic in front of the building slowed to nearly a stop as
onlookers tried to determine what had happened.

Inside, Carla Perez sat at a small table, her tears leaving
a trail of mascara on her chubby Latina face. She kept
pulling on her black hair, panic still in her eyes.

“I only left for justa second,” she repeated to the
detective who was seated on the other side of the small
table. “I justa went to the bathroom to wash the syrup off
my hands...when I comma back, she wussa gone.”

“Exactly where was she when you left her to use the
girl’s room?”

“She was justa playing in there,” Carla answered, as she
pointed to the room filled with brightly colored tubes of
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plastic, a labyrinth designed to entertain children while
parents devoured French fries and burgers.

The detective wrote something on his small pad before
continuing.

“You said that Christine is six years old?”

“She justa turned six last week,” Carla explained
through sniffles. “She’s sucha good little girl...she woulda
never runned off...somebody musta took her.” More tears
streamed from Carla’s deep brown eyes and she began
hyperventilating, her tears sliding down her face as her
chest heaved with each and every panicked breath.

“What was she wearing? And, please, Carla, try to calm
down,” he continued. “The more we know, the easier it will
be to locate her. Try to remember everything you can. |
know this is tough.”

While the detective continued questioning her, other
officers were interviewing the restaurant employees. Each
said they had seen nothing out of the ordinary, and that they
had not seen the little girl in the play area. The restaurant
manager, practically a child himself, explained that the
security cameras had not been working. It was apparent that
the two cameras facing the children’s playland would have
videotaped what may have happened, but there wasn’t any
tape in the machine. “They’re mostly for effect,” the young
boy explained. “We never use them anymore.”

Victory took her reporter’s identification card from her
purse and flashed it to a half-dozen police officers as she
made her way across the parking lot and up to the
restaurant doors. A uniformed cop guarding the door

removed his designer sunglasses and read her name out
loud.
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“Lynchburg Daily Reporter,” she said in a polite
obligatory voice, interrupting his concentration on her
unusual name.

“Just checking,” he told her, as he moved away from the
door to let her through.

“Have the child’s parents been notified?” Victory asked,
taking back her press card.

“You got me...but you might ask Sheriff Tomlin; he’s
over there with the woman who was supposed to be
watching the girl...but this may not be a good time.”

“It’s never a good time,” Victory said, as she pushed
past him and entered the restaurant.

Static and squelched voices coming from portable police
radios added to the confusion as Victory made her way to
the table where Detective Larry Tomlin sat with the very
upset Carla Perez. She decided she would stand close
enough to listen to what he was asking rather than interrupt
them. Experience told her that some of the best exclusive
information came from just eavesdropping.

“She has on her favorite yellow pants,” Carla told the
detective. “And a white tee-shirt.”

“Anything written on the shirt?”

“No, justa white shirt...and she had white sneakers on,
with pink socks.”

The detective continued making notes.

“Do you bring her here often?”” he asked.

“Every week in the summer, it’s special for her. She like
to come in here and play. I don’t mind bringin’ her; it keeps
her busy...makes her laugh.”

The screams of Christine’s mother echoed through the
building as she burst through the door. As soon as she
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entered, she raced toward Carla and the detective. A police
officer tried to catch up to her but to no avail. Carla stood
up from the table when she saw Christine’s mother.

“I’ma sorry, Mrs. McCarthy,” Carla said through gasps
of horror and panic.

“Why? Why did you leave her alone?” Christine’s
mother yelled.

“I’ma so sorry,” Carla repeated, as more tears streamed
down her face.
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From local TV news: “... six-year old Christine
McCarthy was abducted from a local fast-food restaurant.
The search for her continues...”

HE FARMHOUSE WAS LOCATED

twenty-three miles south of Lynchburg, Virginia.

It was situated on 100 acres of hilly countryside,
with a panoramic view of the Blue Ridge Mountains. In the
basement of the old, three-story dwelling, Christine sat on
the dirt floor with her legs tucked tightly under her petite
body. She was looking around at the strange walls and
ceiling, that had been covered with cardboard fast-food,
take-out trays. Each carton had been hot-glued to the
cinderblock walls and the plywood ceiling. Christine could
scream at the top of her lungs and no one would be able to
hear her. The nearest house was more than a quarter of a
mile away. A one-hundred-watt light bulb hung from an
electric wire in the center of the room. A television sat on
top of a chest of drawers, and images of Sponge Bob
Square Pants added a flickering light to the room. The
sound had been turned down. A daybed was against the far
wall. It was neatly made up with sheets and a blanket, both
with images of Elmo’s smiling face.
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“Mommy,” she pleaded to the empty expanse. “I want
my mommy.”

In the room directly above, her kidnapper stood at the
kitchen sink washing dishes. He had removed a section of
corrugated cardboard from the window in front of him and
was gazing at the panorama of trees and mountains in the
distance. He lived a life of seclusion since he had moved
into the house and had covered all the windows on the first
level to insure his privacy.

He was deep in thought planning his next move,
excitement and anticipation coursing through his veins. He
knew that by now the local television station would be
airing the story of the missing girl he had hidden in the
basement. Visions of celebrity danced in his head, just
knowing that the news of what had happened would spread
like a virus through the city. He was happy that he would
finally achieve his ultimate goal. He knew that by evening
it would become a national event. He pictured hordes of
neighbors searching for Christine in the surrounding woods
behind the restaurant and the nearby lake, but he was thirty
miles away, and neither bloodhounds nor anxious
neighbors of the little girl’s family would be any threat.

He could not hear Christine’s cries from the room
directly below him while he fantasized about what he had
done. In a short ninety days, he would win his reward.

When he finished rinsing the last coffee cup, he traded it
for a plastic drinking glass from the cupboard. He opened
the refrigerator and filled the container with Juicy-Juice. He
went to the basement door and turned the dead bolt. When
he opened the door the pungent odor of mildew enveloped
his head. He stepped onto the stairs and turned and locked
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the door behind him. Thirteen steps below, Christine froze
when she heard the door open.

“Are you thirsty?” Perno asked, as he went down the
steps.

She said nothing. The only movements were the tears
sliding down her alabaster skin.

“I brought you some juice. You don’t have to worry, my
dear,” he said in a soft voice, “if you’re a good little girl
you can go home soon.” He knew when he made her that
promise that it was just another lie, it would be three
months of prison.

He walked across the room holding the plastic glass in
front of him as though it were a peace offering.

“I don’t want it,” Christine said in a quivering voice. “I
want to go home. I want to go home to my mommy.”

“But you have to drink something,” he said.
“Remember, I told you if you were a good little girl you
could go home very soon. If you don’t do what I tell you, it
could be very unpleasant. Do you know what unpleasant
is?”

“Yes,” she said through sniffles. “It’s not nice.”

The words she spoke seemed to die in the stagnant air
only a few inches from her face.

Her captor wore black pants and a black shirt with the
collar of a priest. His blue eyes were positioned close
together on a wrinkled face. His lower lip hung from his
mouth, it was puffy and smooth, shiny with the wetness of
spit. Perno had never been considered a handsome man, yet
he had gentleness in his eyes.

“What do you want?” Christine asked. “Why are you
keeping me here?”
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“Don’t worry, if you are good you will be home soon.”
Perno knew he was lying to her, but he needed to keep
her calm; panic could cause tragedy.
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