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Layla opened her Geometry book. She sighed as she 

examined problem fourteen on page 337. Westminster 

Chimes rang through the house to reach Layla’s ears in 

her basement bedroom. Layla vaulted from her chair and 

took the stairs two at a time. She yelled, “I’ll get it!”  

She opened the door to a frantic and frazzled looking 

Mrs. Fields. Mrs. Fields lived across from Layla and her 

family. Layla opened the screen door and Mrs. Fields 

entered the house. She asked, “Is your mother home?”  

Layla nodded and went to her mother’s bedroom to 

tell her Mrs. Fields needed to see her. Mrs. Kessinger 

came into the entryway scratching her ear. She said, “Hi 

Cassie.”  

Mrs. Fields replied, “Hey Miriam. Claire Sawyer is 

missing.”  

A cold fear swept over Layla. This was nowhere 

town in Missouri. Three year olds didn’t go missing here. 

Miriam turned to her daughter and said, “Check the 

pool!”   

Layla looked at her mother horrified. Layla obliged. 

To her relief all she found was leaves and dead bugs. 

When Layla returned Mrs. Fields was gone. Her mother 

was looking for her glasses and shoes. Layla slipped on 

her worn out low top converse shoes and tripped out the 

door. 

Layla headed to the Sawyer’s house. The Sawyers 

lived down the block. Layla babysat for Claire. Claire 

wasn’t the kind to just go off and be found five blocks 

away. The Sawyer kids were well behaved and well 

supervised.   

There was scores of cars lined up along the street in 

front of the house. Layla even caught a glimpse of the 

Fox 4 van. Layla craned her neck to catch a glimpse of 
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Amanda or Dr. Sawyer. Layla passed behind the news 

anchor with raven black hair. In a loud voice, she 

announced the Amber Alert.  

Layla stopped her heart sinking. Claire was missing.  

They needed to find her quickly. Claire had type 1 

diabetes. If she was not recovered to take her insulin, she 

could die. 

Layla knew when she saw Amanda’s blonde head 

bobbing in a swarm of too helpful busybodies that Layla 

wouldn’t be able to get near to her. She continued into 

the house where she had heard the search parties were 

congregating.  

She heard someone say, “She isn’t any where around 

here. She could be in Kansas for all we know.”  

Layla took a deep breath and walked into the living 

room. Mr. Fields divided them into groups. He 

exclaimed, “Layla! Nice to see you. Join Mrs. Jones’s 

group.”  

Layla moved over to her old school teacher’s group 

and stood next to her solemn looking friend Meeko. 

Layla was handed a flashlight and Mrs. Jones said, 

“Okay we’re the wheels unit. Amelia, Layla get your 

bikes.”  

Meeko didn’t move until Layla tugged on her arm 

saying, “You can barrow one of ours.”  

Meeko nodded, her face was ashen. Layla and 

Meeko reported back to the rendezvous spot. Mrs. Jones 

said, “Amelia and Layla and … um…”  

Mrs. Jones searched for another cyclist. Layla 

looked around her and spotted Georgie Hanaway riding 

toward them. Layla and Meeko flagged her down. After 

they explained what happened, Georgie was quick to 

agree to help.  
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Mrs. Jones said, “Georgie, go with Amelia and 

Layla.”  

Mrs. Jones told them each their search points. 

Meeko, Georgie, and Layla were to look by the practice 

fields a block down. They departed and rode off. Meeko 

said once they were out of ear shot, “I really wish she 

wouldn’t call me Amelia. It’s too. . .” Georgie supplied, 

“Proper?”  

Meeko smiled, “Exactly proper. I don’t see why she 

can’t just call me Mia or something.”  

Layla said exasperated, “Girls focus.”  

When they arrived at the fields Meeko ordered, 

“Layla you take over by the equipment houses and 

Georgie down by the soccer fields. I’ll take over by the 

practice football fields.”  

They nodded and spread apart. 

 

Four Hours Missing 

 

Officer Evan Charles picked up his cell phone after 

the second ring.  

“ The team on Elm found two sets of footprints and 

requested an officer.”  

Charles replied, “I’ll be right there.”  

Charles grabbed his keys and his supplies and raced 

to the car.  

Charles walked along the path on Elm following the 

footsteps into the wood. There was a set of large 

footprints and set clearly belonging to a child. At points, 

it looked as if the smaller one had been dragged. About a 

mile down the trail a tire track appeared beside them.  

The tracks never intersected the footsteps. Officer 

Charles crouched down and felt the earth. The tire track 
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was soft. It had passed a short time ago while the 

footsteps were a few hours old.  

Cautiously he continued down the path. About two 

more miles down the path was a slightly rusty blue bike 

was lying on its side. It matched up perfectly with the tire 

track.  

Branches cracked loudly. Someone said, “This way.”  

Officer Charles stood his ground. He unclipped his 

holster ready to draw his weapon if he had to. The 

crunching grew louder. A tree obstructed his view. 

Brown boots appeared. It pulled back for a second. 

Something sounded like a gun being cocked.  Charles 

tensed. He waited. 

Two girls stepped out onto the path. Both caught 

sight of Charles and screamed. The black haired girl 

wearing the boots pleaded, “Don’t shoot us.”  

The blonde girl watched Charles carefully. He pulled 

his hand from his gun and dropped his stance. 

A locust flew up in his face. A third girl crashed 

though the woods onto the path carrying something in 

her hand that was unidentifiable. She had brown hair 

pulled back into a pony tail and worn out converses. She 

spoke animatedly to the girls not noticing the police 

officer.  

The third girl spoke to the wary blonde. She asked, 

“Georgie you’ve babysat Claire right?”  

Georgie nodded still watching Charles. She said, “Is 

this Elsie?”  

She held up the thing in her hand. Charles could see 

it was some stuffed animal. Georgie gasped as she 

flicked her eyes to the thing.  

Officer Charles said, “Where did you find that?” 



Darrah Steffen 

~ 5 ~ 

 

The girl spun around. She raised her hands dropping 

the toy. 

Charles asked, “Who are you?”  

The girl replied, “Layla Kessinger. Y Tu?”  

Charles said, “Officer Evan Charles.”  

Officer Charles asked, “What’s that?”  

He pointed to the toy on the ground. Layla picked it 

up. She said, “This is Elsie the pup. Claire never went 

anywhere without this animal.”  

Officer Charles asked, “Whose bike?” Layla said, 

“Mine. Is it a problem?”   

Charles ignored the question. He said, “Take me to 

where you found the dog.”  

Layla shrugged and said, “Stay low.” 

 

Five Hours Missing 

 

Layla led the way followed by Meeko, Georgie, and 

lastly Officer Charles. She crouched under the branches. 

Layla dropped to the ground and crawled under a pile of 

fallen logs. She stood up in a spacious room. Layla 

waited while the others crawled in then placed Elsie 

where she was found. She said, “Here it is!” 

Charles asked, “What is this?”  

Meeko said, “This is the natural room. At least that 

what the kids here call it. Legend – or old kids – have it 

that the trees just fell this way. See no nails.”  

She gestured around the room. Charles moved to the 

entrance and looked intently at the dirt. Layla said, 

“There weren’t any prints. I checked.”  

Officer Charles looked at her. She was wearing on 

his nerves He flicked on his flashlight and shown it 

around the hideout. 
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Layla said, “I think there is blood over here.”  

She shone her flashlight between  two logs. It 

illuminated dark red spots.  

Charles looked at his watch: 8:45. It was starting to 

get dark. He would need to get a team in here to get 

investigate. They still had no sign of the girl. He flicked 

out his phone and called in his location. 

Layla continued to shine the flashlight around the 

room. Georgie and Meeko looked uneasy. 

Meeko dug at the wood. Charles held a hand on his 

phone. He asked, “What are you doing?” 

Meeko said, “There is something in here.” 

Officer Charles said, “Do not touch it!” 

He hung up his phone and used a plastic back to pull 

it out. It was a bullet.  

He examined it fearing the worst.  

Layla asked, “How long ago do you think it was 

fired?”  

Charles said, “You need to leave before you 

contaminate the crime scene further.” 

Meeko and Georgie moved to exit the hideout. Layla 

said, “It isn’t a crime scene.” 

Charles said, “I will let my team be the judge of 

that.” 

Layla smacked herself in the forehead. She asked, 

“You don’t see it do you?”  

She turned and pointed at a bullet shell that Charles 

hadn’t. 

Officer Charles looked at her quizzically. What had 

she figured out? Layla questioned, “Georgie about how 

tall is Claire?”  

Georgie put her hand about mid-thigh saying “’Bout 

here.”  
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Layla nodded, “Thought so.”  

She turned back to Charles. She gestured to the 

bullet in his hand. She said, “It was in the wood right 

there.”  

She pointed to the spot. She said, “That would of hit 

her in the stomach if she’d have been shot. There should 

be blood everywhere. But there isn’t.”  

Layla said excitedly, “This is a plant! A… clever 

rouse. They’re trying to make us think she’s dead. And 

come on they wouldn’t just kill her. I mean her dad’s a 

doctor after all. Have you heard of a ransom?”  

Officer Charles eyed her suspiciously. Layla said, “I 

just have this feeling okay?”  

Meeko said, “She has an 89% accuracy rate.”  

Layla rolled her eyes at them. Charles crawled out of 

the natural room and told them to go home. 

Layla started to protest. Georgie and Meeko grabbed 

her arms and pulled her away. They gathered their bikes 

and returned to Layla’s house. To no one in particular 

Layla stated, “I am going to find her.”  

 

Sixteen Hours Missing 

 

Officer Charles and his team combed the woods as 

best they could. Charles couldn’t help but feeling like he 

was missing something crucial. His team didn’t know the 

area. This small town did not have its own police force. 

The county sheriff patrolled and major crimes was called 

in for anything else.  

What he needed were people who knew this land 

better than anyone. He flipped open and told the police 

chief as much. The Chief said, “Sorry sir but most of the 
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officers here come from the city. The ones who know 

that woods would be kids.”  

Charles sighed and said, “Give me the addresses.”  

The first house was a large Victorian style with large 

windows. Charles rang the doorbell. The door opened 

quickly as if someone had been waiting to open it. The 

girl had on a red tee shirt and jeans with an orange in her 

hands. The glare on the screen made it hard to see her 

face. She exclaimed, “You!”  

She opened the screen door and Charles could see it 

was the girl from the night before. “I...” he said trailing 

off.  

Layla filled in, “Need my help? You city slickers 

don’t know how to comb a wood?”  

Her tone was only slightly mocking. Charles said, “I 

need more than just you.”  

Layla slipped on her converses and tossed her 

orange into the kitchen. She said, “Come on.” 

Layla climbed into Charles’s car snatching up 

Charles’s list. She said, “Junk.”  

She crumpled it in her hand.  

Charles said, “Hey!”  

Layla said, “I’ll tell you knows these woods. Take a 

right up here.” 

Charles and Layla picked up Georgie, Meeko, 

Austin Benson, and Sam Conrad. These kids had been 

playing in the woods since the third grade. They knew it 

as if it were the back of their hands. They met the 

searchers and spilt into groups. There were two teenagers 

to every four or five adults. They got their positions and 

spread out. 

Layla walked briskly around her area. She said to 

Charles, “She’s not over here!”  
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Charles said, “You didn’t even look!”  

Layla said, “Yes I did. Yesterday! This is where we 

were yesterday!”   

Charles looked around and saw she was right. He 

said “Where to then?”  

Layla and Sam conferred. Sam said, “Follow her.”  

Layla crawled over the natural room and headed 

deeper in the woods. They approached a rundown house. 

Layla said, “Okay you guys look around here. Be careful 

of the stream over there. It slopes suddenly. Sam and I 

will go into the house and search.”  

Charles said, “I don’t think so. It isn’t safe.” Layla 

looked at Sam. She said her voice dripping with sarcasm, 

“Oh right. I think it would be much safer to let a few two 

hundred pound men gun wander around in there. So 

much safer on that burned floor don’t you think?”  

Sam smirked. Layla rolled her eyes back to Charles. 

She stared him down till Charles agreed. 

 

Eighteen Hours Missing 

 

Sam and Layla crept into the house. Their steps were 

hardly audible. Layla wandered around the kitchen while 

Sam looked in the kitchen. Layla carefully stepped over a 

cave in the floor. She opened the hutch. There were some 

charred books. She didn’t find anything out of the 

ordinary so she closed the doors.  

She stepped forward and wound her way to a closet. 

She threw open the door. A pink windbreaker hung on 

the pole along with a black leather jacket. They were 

completely untouched by fire and sloppily hung on the 

hangers. They had been placed there recently.  
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Layla dug in the pocket of the leather jacket. She 

pulled out the wallet and pocketed it as a crash rang from 

the kitchen. She shifted back to see into the kitchen 

doorway. She asked wearily, “What happened?”  

Sam replied, “A pot fell.”  

Layla glanced up at him surprised as the floor 

beneath her buckled. She yelped as the floor collapsed 

beneath her.  

Layla’s ears rang. She stood, her head spinning. She 

pushed a board off of her feet as the dust settled around 

her. She sneezed. Sam yelled, “Are you alright?”  

Layla said, “Yeah.”  

She looked around her. Shadows danced around her. 

She blinked trying to get the images of people out of her 

mind.  

She called to Sam, “Toss me your flashlight.”  

He dropped it to her and she shone it into the corner. 

It was just a chair. Layla shone the light around the room. 

It seemed untouched by the fire that raged through the 

house so many years before. Layla called out Claire’s 

name.  

Voices shushed each other. Layla zeroed in on a 

small door at hip height. It sat back in the wall almost as 

if it went to a crawl space.  

Layla stepped away. Sam asked, “Where are you 

going?” 

Layla looked up at him. He looked down at her 

anxiously from the edge of the collapsed floor. She 

waved her hand patiently at him. She pointed to the door. 

Sam said, “Be careful.” 

She shifted the flashlight in her hand. She swallowed 

hard, her throat suddenly dry. Layla reached a shaking 
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hand out to the doorknob. She pulled open the small 

door. 

A squeal of fright emitted itself from the back of the 

crawlspace. 

Layla pushed back the coats and shone the flashlight 

in there. Clinging to each other was Claire Sawyer and a 

little girl with red curls.  

The girl screamed and pulled Claire further into the 

small room. Claire responded listlessly. 

Layla said, “I am not going to hurt you. I am friends 

with Claire.” 

The girl glanced at the girl in her arms. She said, 

“She is sick.” 

Layla nodded. She said, “I know. We are going to 

get her help.” 

The redhaired girl slowly came forward. Layla 

slipped her arm under Claire’s neck and the other behind 

her knees. Claire looked at her with glossy eyes.  

Layla said, “Hold on, Sweetie. Your mama is really 

worried about you.” 

The girl clung to Layla’s sleeve. She asked, “What 

do we do?” 

Layla said, “Sam! I found them.” 

Sam said, “What do you want me to do?” 

Layla looked at the unconscious girl in her arms. She 

said, “Go get Officer Charles.” 

Sam asked, “What about you?” 

Layla said, “We will be okay here. Just hurry.” 

Layla crouched down next to the little girl. She 

asked, “What is your name?” 

The little girl pulled on one of her curls. She said, 

“Kelsey. Is Claire going to be ok?” 



Lost and Found 

~ 12 ~ 

 

Layla looked at the girl in her arms. She said, “I 

hope so. We have lots of people coming to help.” 

Layla asked, “Where do you belong?” 

Kelsey shrugged. She pulled on her curls again. She 

said, “My dad was looking for something to fix her.” 

Layla’s stomach dropped. She asked, “Did your dad 

bring you here?” 

Kelsey bit her lip. She said, “I miss my mom.” 

Layla hugged her. She said, “We will get you back 

to her soon. I promise.” 

Muffled voices sounded above them. Layla glanced 

at the hole in the floor. Sam’s face appeared. She 

breathed a sigh of relief. Officer Charles asked, “Are you 

alright down there?” 

Layla nodded. She said, “Claire needs an ambulance. 

She needs her insulin.” 

Charles said, “It is on the way. Are there stairs?” 

Layla said, “I don’t know how sturdy they are.” 

She glanced at Sam. He pulled Charles away from 

the hole. Layla carried Claire and Kelsey to the stairs. 

She asked, “Have you used these?” 

Kelsey nodded. She said, “They are scary.” 

Layla said, “I’m sure. We can do it together. Does 

that sound good?” 

Kelsey nodded.  

Light funneled in the stairwell as Sam and Charles 

open the door at the other end. Layla said, “Alright. 

Together.” 

She shifted Claire to one hip. She gripped Kelsey’s 

hand. She tested each step. They creaked beneath her 

feet. Kelsey clung tightly to her hand, her tiny fingernails 

digging into her palm.  
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Officer Charles moved down into the stairwell. He 

reached out. He said, “Hand me Claire.” 

Layla said, “I’m going to let go for just a minute. 

Okay?” 

Terror crossed Kelsey’s face. Layla said, “Just hold 

onto my leg.” 

Kelsey gripped onto her. Layla leaned forward and 

handed the unconscious girl to Charles. The stairs 

creaked beneath their feet.  

Charles pulled Claire close to his chest and retreated 

to the stable surface. Layla lifted Kelsey into her arms. 

She said, “Almost there.” 

The girl nodded, her curls bobbing. 

Layla ran up the last few steps. Sam grabbed her 

elbow and pulled her to the stable surface.  

 

Found 

 

Lights flashed outside the burned home. Officer 

Charles led the group from the house. Paramedics ran to 

the group. Claire was rushed to the hospital. They 

assured them she would be just fine. Layla was treated 

there for her minor cuts and bruises. 

Kelsey refused to leave her side. Charles sat down in 

the ambulance next to her. He said, “I suppose that we 

never would have solved this without you.” 

Layla pulled the ice pack from her temple. She 

smiled, “I’m just happy they are safe.” 

Officer Charles looked back at the house. He said, 

“The abductor is still in the wind.” 

Layla said, “Oh. Here.” 

She fished the wallet from her pocket and tossed it at 

him. She said, “I found this with the kids.” 
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Charles opened the wallet. The image of a man with 

red hair stared back at him. He said, “We will put a 

BOLO out on him.” 

Charles stood. He stopped. He asked, “What are 

your plans after graduation?” 

Layla shrugged. 

Officer Charles handed her a card. He said, “Apply. 

With a bit of training, you will be my boss.” 

  


