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            I’m married to an amazing woman who, many years ago, told me to chase my dream. Then she made it possible in all the days since.

             

            This one—especially this one—is for her.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

            ONE

         

         Their first move against us was so small, such an infinitesimal blip against the blaring background noise of life, I didn’t register it as anything significant.

         It came in the form of a text from my wife, Alison, and it arrived on my phone at 3:28 one Wednesday afternoon:

         
            Hey sorry forgot to tell you kids have dr appt this pm. Picking them up soon.

         

         If I had any reaction to this unexpected disruption, it was only mild disappointment. Wednesday was Swim With Dad, a weekly ritual revered enough in our family to deserve capitalization. The twins and I had been partaking in it regularly for the past three years or so. While it had started as a predictable disaster—more the avoidance of drowning than actual swimming—it had since evolved into something far more pleasurable. Now age six, Sam and Emma had become ardent water rats.

         For the forty-five minutes we usually lasted, until one of them got that chatter in the teeth that told me they were done, all we did was enjoy one another. We splashed around. We raced from one end of the pool to the other. We played water games of our own invention, like the much-beloved Baby Hippo. There’s something about having genuine fun with your kids that’s good for the soul in a way nothing else is, even if you’re forever stuck in the role of Momma Hippo.

         I looked forward to it in the same way I cherished all the weekly rites that had come to define our family’s little universe. Friday, for example, was Board Game–apalooza. Sunday was Pancake Day. Monday was Hats and Dancing, which involved, well, dancing. With hats on.

         And maybe none of this sounds terribly sexy. Certainly, you wouldn’t want to slap it across a Cosmo cover—HOW TO GIVE YOUR MAN THE BEST PANCAKE DAY OF HIS LIFE! But I have come to believe a good routine is the bedrock of a happy family, and therefore a happy marriage, and therefore a happy life.

         So I was miffed, that Wednesday afternoon, when the enjoyment of our little routine was taken away from me. One of the benefits of being a judge is having a certain amount of say-so over my own schedule. My staff knows that, no matter what crisis of justice may be visiting us on a Wednesday afternoon, the Honorable Scott A. Sampson will be leaving his chambers at four o’clock to pick up his kids from after-school care so he can take them to the YMCA pool.

         I thought about going anyway and swimming some laps. Doughy forty-four-year-old white men with sedentary jobs ought not pass up opportunities for exercise. But the more I thought about it, being there without Sam and Emma felt wrong. I went home instead.

         For the past four years, we’ve lived in an old farmhouse alongside the York River we call “the farm,” because we’re creative that way. It’s in a rural part of the Virginia tidewater known as the Middle Peninsula, in an unincorporated section of Gloucester County, about three hours south of D.C. and many steps off the beaten path.

         How we ended up there is a story that starts in Washington, where I was the go-to policy guy for an influential US senator. It continues with an incident—might as well refer to it as The Incident, also capitalized—that landed me in a hospital bed, which tends to encourage the rethinking of one’s priorities. It ends with my appointment as a federal judge, sitting in Norfolk, in the Eastern District of Virginia.

         It was not, necessarily, what I had envisioned for myself when I first picked up Congressional Quarterly as a sixth grader. Nor was it your conventional put-out-to-political-pasture assignment. From a workload standpoint, federal judges tend to be like ducks: There’s more going on under the surface than anyone quite realizes.

         But it was certainly better than where The Incident might have ended for me, which was the morgue.

         So I would have told you, all things considered, I had it pretty damn good, with my two healthy kids, my loving wife, my challenging-but-rewarding job, my happy routine.

         Or at least that’s what I would have said until 5:52 P.M. that Wednesday.

         That’s when Alison arrived home.

         Alone.

         
            *

         

         I had been in the kitchen, cutting fruit for the twins’ next-day lunches.

         Alison was emitting her usual coming-home sounds: opening the door, putting down her bag, shuffling through the mail. Every day, from nine to five thirty, she works with children who have intellectual disabilities that are so severe, their local school systems lacked the ability to accommodate their needs. It is, from my perspective, grueling work that would absolutely wipe me out. Yet she almost always comes home in a good mood. Alison is a veritable force of nurture.

         We’ve been together since our sophomore year of college. I fell in love with her because she was beautiful and yet also found it endearing that I could name all 435 members of Congress, along with the states they represented and their party affiliations. If you’re a guy like me and you find a woman like that? You hang on to her for all you’re worth.

         “Hey, love,” I called out.

         “Hey, hon,” she answered.

         What I didn’t hear, I immediately realized, were the twins. A six-year-old human is a noisy animal; two six-year-olds, even more so. Sam and Emma typically enter stomping and banging, chattering and humming, creating their own little unselfconscious cacophony.

         The only thing more conspicuous than the racket they make is the absence of it. I dried my apple-damp hands on a towel and walked down the hallway to the foyer so I could investigate.

         Alison was there, her head bent toward a bill she had opened.

         “Where are the kids?” I asked.

         She looked up from the bill, perplexed. “What do you mean? It’s Wednesday.”

         “I know. But you sent me a text.”

         “What text?”

         “About the doctor,” I said, digging into my pocket so she could read it. “It’s right here.”

         Without bothering to look, she said, “I didn’t send you any texts about any doctors.”

         I suddenly knew what it must be like to sit on a beach when all the water mysteriously rushes away, as happens just before a tsunami. You simply can’t imagine the size of the thing that’s about to hit you.

         “So, wait, you’re saying you didn’t pick up the twins?” Alison asked.

         “No.”

         “Does Justina have them?”

         Justina Kemal is the Turkish college student who lives rent-free in our cottage in exchange for a certain amount of childcare each month.

         “I doubt it,” I said. “It’s Wednesday. She—”

         My phone rang.

         “That’s probably the school,” Alison said. “Tell them I’ll be right there. Jesus, Scott.”

         Alison was already grabbing her keys from the bowl. The number was coming up as RESTRICTED. I hit the answer button.

         “Scott Sampson,” I said.

         “Hello, Judge Sampson,” came a voice that sounded thick, deep, and indistinct, like it was being put through a filter. “It must be nice to have your wife home.”

         “Who is this?” I asked stupidly.

         “You’re probably wondering where Sam and Emma are,” the voice said.

         There was a surge of primal juices in my body. My heart began slamming against my rib cage. Blood raced to my face, roared in my ears.

         “Where are they?” I asked. Again, stupid.

         Alison had paused, halfway out the door. I was braced like I was about to start throwing punches.

         “Skavron,” the voice said.

         “Skavron,” I repeated. “What about it?”

         United States vs. Skavron was a drug sentencing scheduled for my courtroom the next day. I had spent the early part of the week preparing for it.

         “You will receive your instructions about the verdict we want in a text message tomorrow,” the voice said. “If you want to see your children again, you will follow those instructions exactly.”

         “What instructions? What do—”

         “You will not go to the police,” the voice continued. “You will not approach the FBI. You will not notify the authorities in any way. Your children remaining alive and unharmed depends on you going about your business as if nothing is wrong. You will do nothing. You will say nothing. Do you understand?”

         “No, wait, I don’t understand. I don’t understand anything.”

         “Then let me make it clear to you: If we even suspect you’ve spoken to the authorities, we’ll start chopping off fingers. If we know for a fact you have, we’ll do ears and noses.”

         “I got it. I got it. Please don’t hurt them. I’ll do whatever you want. Please don—”

         “Say nothing,” the voice warned.

         Then the line went dead.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            TWO

         

         The front door was still open. Alison’s eyes flared.

         “What’s happening?” she asked. “What’s going on? What do you mean, ‘don’t hurt them’?”

         I couldn’t immediately answer her. I couldn’t even breathe.

         “Scott, talk to me.”

         “The children … They’ve been”—I had to force myself to say the word—“kidnapped.”

         “What?” she shrieked.

         “This voice … He said … He wanted a verdict in this case I’m hearing and … He said if we go to the police he’ll start chopping off”—I involuntarily brought my hands to my face and gasped for air—“chopping off fingers. He said we have to say nothing. Say nothing or …”

         My heart was thrashing. I felt like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the world, even though I swear I was sucking it in as fast as I could. My chest was being crushed by some huge, unseen hand.

         Oh God, I thought, I’m having a heart attack.

         Breathe. I had to breathe. But I couldn’t get my lungs to fill, no matter how desperate I was to make it happen. I yanked at the collar of my shirt, which was buttoned too tight. No, wait, it was my necktie. I was being strangled by it.

         I brought my other hand to my neck so I could tear away whatever clothes were impeding the flow of blood to my brain. That’s when I realized: I wasn’t wearing a tie anymore.

         My face was a furnace. I was suddenly sweating out of every pore. Pins and needles attacked my feet and legs. They weren’t going to hold me much longer.

         Alison was screaming at me. “Scott, what is going on? What do you mean they’ve been kidnapped?”

         I watched, with surreal detachment, as the veins in the side of her neck bulged.

         “Scott!” she said, grabbing my shoulders and shaking me. “Goddamn it, Scott! What’s happening?”

         To me, the question was unanswerable. But Alison, apparently expecting some kind of reply, started banging on my chest and raving, “What’s happening? What’s going on?”

         Her fists kept striking me until it occurred to me I should shield myself from the blows. As soon as I brought my hands up to ward her off, she dropped to the floor, hugging her knees and sobbing. It sounded like she was saying, “Oh God.” Or maybe she was saying, “My babies.” Or both.

         I bent over to pull her up—what this would accomplish, I had no idea—but couldn’t manage it. Instead of lifting her up, the effort just brought me farther down. I sank to one knee, then both knees. The corners of my vision had gone blurry. I felt myself losing consciousness. I let out a loud moan.

         Some dimly functioning part of my brain told me that if I was going to die, I should lie down. I let myself fall to my side, then rolled onto my back. From there, I stared up at the ceiling, gasping and waiting for everything to go black.

         Except it didn’t. My face was still flushed and I swore the top of my skull was going to erupt from the heat. But it was slowly dawning on me that meant there was too much blood going to my head, not too little.

         I wasn’t having a heart attack. I was having a panic attack.

         Panic attacks don’t kill you. I had to will my body to start operating, even if it didn’t want to. Sam and Emma needed me. They needed me more than they ever had in their entire lives.

         This thought brought me back to my hands and knees. I crawled over to the wall, leaned against it, and managed to hoist myself up. I shut the front door—why, I don’t know—then looked down to where

         I had dropped my phone. I picked it up and started searching for a number in my contacts. The desire to help my children was suddenly as strong as the desire to keep breathing had been just moments before.

         “What … what are you doing?” Alison asked.

         “I’m calling the marshals.”

         The US Marshals Service oversees my safety while I’m at the courthouse. Outside the courthouse, I’m the responsibility of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I didn’t have any FBI numbers stored in my phone, but I did have the chief deputy marshal in charge of the courthouse. He, in turn, could call the FBI.

         “What?” Alison demanded.

         “I’m calling the chief—”

         With extraordinary speed, Alison leapt to her feet and knocked the phone out of my hand. I watched it skitter into the corner.

         “Are you out of your mind?” she asked.

         “Why did you—”

         “You’re not seriously calling the marshals service.”

         “Yeah, I—”

         “Absolutely not,” she said, a shrill spike in her voice.

         “Look, Ali, we need to call in some reinforcements here. We need people trained in negotiating with kidnappers. We need the FBI. They have resources we don’t even begin to—”

         “Absolutely not,” she said again, in case I hadn’t heard her the first time. “What did that man on the phone tell you? That if we went to the police they’d start chopping off fingers?”

         And ears. And noses.

         “They obviously have resources too,” she continued. “They have the technology to fake the origin of a text message. They got your cell phone number. They knew to call right after I got home, which means they’re watching us right now. What do you want to do? Test them to see if they’re really serious? They’re serious, okay? We have to assume they’re out in those woods”—she pointed in the direction of the approximately ten acres of forest between our house and the road—“and the moment they see a cop car, marked or unmarked, they’re going to start carving. I don’t want pieces of my children sent to me in the mail.”

         My stomach lurched.

         “I could never, ever forgive myself if something we did resulted in … ,” she began, but then couldn’t bring herself to finish the thought. At least not out loud. What she came up with instead was: “I grew those fingers.”

         It effectively ended any argument we might have had. Alison and I tell ourselves we are one of those modern couples who share equally in the duties of child-rearing. And that’s true. Until we disagree about something. Then it becomes very apparent that, deep down, we are still old-fashioned. When it comes to the kids, Alison calls the shots.

         “Okay, so what are you saying we should do?” I asked.

         “You said, ‘Skavron.’ Is that the case they’re looking to control?”

         “Yes.”

         “When do you hear it?”

         “Tomorrow.”

         “Well, then you give them what they want—exactly and precisely what they want, whatever that is,” she said. “And by this time tomorrow, this will all be over.”

         “I give them a verdict. They return the kids unharmed.”

         “That’s right.”

         “And you believe them, because people who kidnap children are known to be so honest?”

         Her face went crooked.

         “Sorry,” I said.

         She looked away.

         I might have tried to press my point further. But then I remembered something I had once been told about the FBI. In kidnapping cases, agents don’t face discipline if the victim gets killed. That’s seen as sometimes-unavoidable collateral damage. They suffer career consequences only if the kidnappers get away.

         That meant, at this moment, the FBI and the Sampson family had very different priorities.

         “Okay,” I said. “We’ll say nothing.”

      

   


   
      
         
            

            THREE

         

         The single-story, wood-sided ranch had been built by a man—now long-dead—whose primary aspiration in life was to be left alone. It was situated in a county so thinly populated it did not have a single stoplight; down a lightly traveled road lined with abandoned farmhouses and corroded trailers; deep in a forest thick with loblolly pines, marshland, and poison ivy.

         Its only connection to the outside world, beyond the power line, was a satellite dish that funneled television and Internet from the heavens. Vehicle access consisted of a meager, rutted sand-and-dirt lane with a rusted chain stretched across the entrance and several prominent NO TRESPASSING signs.

         It was not the end of the Earth. It just felt that way.

         Outside the house, on the small clearing of pine straw that passed for a turnaround, there was a white panel van. Inside the kitchen, two men sat at a circular table. Both had untrimmed beards, protuberant noses, and eyes the color of strong coffee. Both were broad shouldered and well built. It was easy to see they were brothers.

         The older one was slightly taller. He was reading a cracked-spine paperback. The younger one was slightly thicker. He swiped at his iPad, playing a game whose end goal was planetary domination.

         When they spoke, it was in a foreign language.

         “You should feed them now,” the older one said.

         “Why?” replied the younger, not looking up from his game.

         “They’re children. They need to eat.”

         “Let them starve.”

         “They’ll be more docile if we feed them.”

         “They’ll be more docile if we tie them up.”

         “Our employer said not to.”

         The younger one just grunted. The older one returned his attention to his book, making no move toward the refrigerator or cabinets. The younger one eventually lit a cigarette, taking drags as he continued poking his iPad.

         Situated between them on the table was an Internet phone, a necessity in a place so far from cell tower coverage. When it rang, the older brother answered, pressing the speakerphone button so both could hear.

         “Yes?” he said, in accented English.

         “I made the call to the judge.”

         “And?”

         “He got the message. I don’t think we’ll have any problems, but you’ll still be keeping an eye on him, yes?”

         “Of course.”

         “First delivery is tonight, right?”

         “Yes.”

         “Good. Don’t let him get comfortable.”

         “We won’t.”

         The call ended. The older brother placed the phone back in the middle of the table. From a satchel at his feet, he retrieved a long-handled, serrated hunting knife and handed it to his younger brother.

         “Okay,” the older one said. “Time to get to work.”

      

   


   
      
         
            

            FOUR

         

         Over the next hour, as the horror of what happened lashed into us, Alison and I failed in all attempts to comfort each other. Eventually, we went to our own sections of the house and our own separate hells.

         She retreated to the family room, where she pulled a blanket over herself and stared at the wall, lost in her agony. From time to time, I heard the noises of grief: sharp intakes of breath, shudders that became audible, soft groans.

         The temptation to do the same was nearly overwhelming. I’m sure if I allowed myself to consider our new reality—that the foundation of our lives had been washed away and there was not a damn thing underneath—I would have found a hollow in which to collapse and capitulate to the breakdown that was surely coming.

         But that urge was still there: the desire to do something that felt like it would help my children, no matter how futile the gesture was. I kept pacing in manic circles around the house until eventually I wound up sitting at the kitchen table, where we fed the kids, as if that could somehow draw me closer to them. Driving out all the extraneous (and terrifying) thoughts that kept invading my head, I forced myself to focus on Skavron. The people who had my children had to be connected to him. If only I could figure out how.

         Up until 5:52 P.M., I would have told you there was nothing particularly noteworthy about Skavron. If anything, the case was heartbreakingly typical. Drug sentencings were, by far, the most common cause of action in the federal judiciary, which bears its share of burden from the spectacular public policy failure that is the war on drugs. I handle at least thirty such cases a year.

         My staff had given me the case work-up on Monday. I had a call with the probation officer who wrote the presentencing report on Tuesday. I had spent much of this day, Wednesday, in the office, going through that report, which is essentially the defendant’s life story.

         Rayshaun Skavron had been born in Danville, a down-on-its-luck town in the south-central part of Virginia. His father had never been in the picture. His mother’s parental rights were terminated when he was six, after she was arrested on drug charges. He was raised by an aunt. His first arrest was at thirteen, and it was followed by many others. Drugs and guns, guns and drugs—with a few driving offenses thrown in for variety. He was in and out of juvenile facilities for the remainder of his childhood, then graduated to state penitentiaries.

         At some point, he drifted over to Virginia Beach, maybe for a fresh start, or maybe for a place where the cops didn’t know him as well. There were two years without an arrest, and then he hit the big time: Using information from a cooperating witness and a family member who was tired of his act, the police tied Skavron to a stash consisting of five kilograms of heroin and smaller amounts of cocaine and crack.

         To his credit, he had spared the judicial system the expense of a trial, taking a plea deal and agreeing to cooperate with the authorities.

         The weight of the drugs was what made the case federal. His deal would help him some, though federal sentencing guidelines bent only so far. With his record and with the crime he had committed, Rayshaun Skavron was going away for a long time.

         Except, possibly, if someone wanted to ensure that he didn’t.

         But who? And why?

         My knowledge of the drug world was limited to what I saw in my courtroom. But Skavron seemed to be, at best, middle management. According to the charging documents, he received his product from someone who was listed as UCC No. 1, which stood for Unindicted Co-Conspirator No. 1. He had a few clients of his own but mostly served as a pass-along. He packaged the product and sold it to other dealers/users, who then worked the streets.

         The evidence suggested none of this had been particularly lucrative. Before being arrested and detained, Skavron lived in a small apartment, drove an aging Chrysler, and had been working on and off as a cook, most recently at an assisted-living facility that paid him minimum wage. Police had seized some paltry amount of cash—I believe it was two hundred and thirty-eight dollars—from his residence. He had no bank account. He had been unable to post bond or hire a private attorney.

         How had someone like that found the wherewithal, from behind bars, to orchestrate the kidnapping of a judge’s children? I thought about the steps involved. First, there had been the text message. The kidnappers needed to make sure I wouldn’t pick up the children, and also that I wouldn’t immediately be looking for them. So they somehow hacked the phone system and arranged for “Alison” to send me a text.

         The next step was the abduction itself, whose particulars were harder to fathom. Sam and Emma were first graders at Middle Peninsula Montessori. It was a tiny school, with only three other first graders. It’s not like two children could have disappeared without someone noticing.

         Likewise, the staff was not in the habit of allowing students to wander off with strangers. The school kept lists of people who were approved for pickup. Ours included only Justina and Alison’s family: her mother, her two sisters, and their husbands. But perhaps that safeguard had been circumvented through some bit of deception?

         What that told me, along with the text message, was that whoever orchestrated this was cunning, disciplined, and well organized.

         None of which seemed to fit the Rayshaun Skavron I had met in that presentencing report. He must have been assisted by someone far more sophisticated than he was. But whom?

         The obvious answer might have been UCC No. 1. This, in theory, was someone who was a little further up the food chain, someone who might want to ensure Skavron’s release so that he wouldn’t testify in UCC No. 1’s case.

         Except there was the matter of the U in UCC. Unindicted. Which might as well have also meant Unknown. If there really was a case pending against UCC No. 1, Skavron wouldn’t be in my courtroom. The US Attorneys Office would prosecute UCC No. 1 first and Skavron sometime after that. They always landed the bigger fish first.

         Skavron probably didn’t know one useful thing about UCC No. 1. That’s why the cartels have hundreds and thousands of middlemen like Skavron in the first place. Dealing on the streets is a hazardous enterprise, one where it’s nearly impossible to distinguish the customer from the undercover cop and/or the snitch. Arrests are part of the cost of doing business. For this reason, the real bosses never deal directly with the consumers. They maintain several layers of insulation, like Skavron, between themselves and the chaos of the streets.

         And they keep that insulation clueless. Skavron probably didn’t even know which organization he worked for.

         The US Attorneys Office could go no higher with this case. From a prosecutorial standpoint, Skavron was a total dead end.

         
            *

         

         Perhaps an hour or two later, I was still shuffling through everything in my mind when Alison entered the kitchen with a loud sniffle. Her eyes were red rimmed.

         She didn’t stop at the table or acknowledge me in any way. She just went to one of the cabinets and withdrew a water glass.

         Even under obvious duress, she moved with easy grace. Alison was also forty-four, though you’d barely know it. Her body has the same slender shape it did when we met, twenty-odd years ago. Her posture is just as straight. Her shoulders—my wife has great shoulders, if that doesn’t sound too strange—have not surrendered an inch to gravity.

         She was getting a few gray hairs, but they blended easily with her natural ash blond. While I’m acutely aware of my own receding hair and advancing wrinkles, I could swear Alison is barely aging at all. Or maybe I just didn’t notice. Love does that.

         I’m not trying to hold her out as some kind of paragon of perfection. She binges on chocolate and potato chips. She sneaks cigarettes at work, even though she thinks I don’t know. She’s a terrible driver.

         Nor would I say we have a perfect marriage, inasmuch as such a thing exists only in the imaginations of greeting card writers and the delusions of single people. We have these fights defined not by their noise but by their ferocious silence. We will literally go days where we barely talk, each of us too stubborn to concede on whatever point started the dispute. In the depths of these silences, there are times when I’ll think we really are on the brink of divorce.

         But, inevitably, one of us caves. And I will say, if we do one thing well, it’s finding a way to laugh about it later. We have an ongoing gag about her running back to Paul Dresser—Paul being the high school boyfriend who now grows more dashing, gallant, and rich with each passing year. So after we’ve made up, she’ll say, “Well, Paul Dresser’s private jet has been waylaid in the Maldives, so I guess we might as well stay together a little longer.”

         Beyond that, I can say without question that the initial flame of attraction—that spark that fired my crush on her all those years ago—still burns in me. My wife doesn’t believe me when I tell her this, but it’s true: If you wiped my memory and I walked into a room with her and a hundred other women, she’s still the one I’d want to take home.

         So if I took a moment to admire her as she poured herself a glass of tap water, it was only because it had become muscle memory.

         She half turned toward me and asked, “Do you want any?”

         “No. Thanks.”

         Alison contemplated the glass in her hand.

         “Emma was here, just last night,” she said in a hollow voice. “She was so insistent she wanted to help me wash the dishes I let her stand on a chair and do it. All I did was dry. She was being so grown up.”

         The glass slipped out of Alison’s fingers. As it shattered in the sink, she was already sobbing.

         “Hey, hey,” I said, rising from my chair and walking quickly over to her.

         She wouldn’t straighten herself or face me, so I bent down and wrapped my arms around her from behind. For a little while, all I did was hold her in that awkward pose, just so she knew I was there.

         “I just can’t stop thinking about them,” she said. “Where are they? What are they doing? Are they hurt? Are they scared?”

         “I know, I know.”

         An unexpected aspect of parenthood was that sometime during Alison’s first trimester, my brain developed an extra region that was dedicated to only one purpose: worrying about my children. Even when the rest of me is occupied by something completely unrelated, that part pulses softly.

         Right then, it was throbbing.

         “I think I’m still in shock,” she said. “If I was even processing this at all, I’d just shut down completely.”

         “Yeah,” I said.

         In an attempt to steady herself, she was taking breaths so deep they rocked her entire body. I ran my hand up and down her back, hoping that might soothe her.

         “By this time tomorrow, it’ll be over,” I said. “We just have to keep it together, do what we’re told, and everything will be fine.”

         “I know, I know. Without that …”

         She didn’t complete the sentence. I held her some more.

         “Scott, if we lose them, I—”

         “Shh. We can’t think that way. It’s not going to help anything.”

         “I know, but—”

         “Shh,” I said again, as if either of us voicing the thought would somehow give it power.

         We stood there without talking until she found the impetus to push herself away. “I’m sorry,” she said.

         “Don’t be.”

         She made to move back toward the sink to clean up the broken glass. I blocked her.

         “I’ve got that. Seriously. Don’t worry about it.”

         She paused. “Okay. I think I’m going to go lie down.”

         “That’s a great idea.”

         “Would it be … Would it be weird if I went into one of the twins’ rooms?”

         “Not at all,” I said.

         She nodded. I kissed the side of her face, still moist with tears. She departed the kitchen without another word.

         I kept expecting, as I delicately removed what had once been a water glass from the sink, that a rage would begin to well inside me, that I would be seized by the urge to strike out at the people who had done this to us, that I would begin to entertain deadly revenge fantasies.

         Instead, all I felt as I picked at those shards of glass was supreme impotence.

         It was a distinctly foreign sensation for a man of my occupation. Within our democracy, the federal judiciary is the one place that tolerates dictatorships. Federal judges are appointed for life. We do not have to worry about running for office or groveling to our patrons. It takes an act of Congress to remove us from the bench. On a daily basis, we do not answer to supervisors or voters or anything other than our own consciences.

         Some lawyers refer to federal judges as Little Caesars, like the pizza chain, except it’s not totally a joke. We really do have an astonishing degree of authority. Some of my decisions can be overturned or amended by higher courts, yes, but a surprising number of them are, for all practical purposes, unassailable.

         With little more than my own gut to guide me, I routinely make pronouncements that will shape the remainder of people’s lives. The wealthiest lawyers in the land kowtow to me. Huge bureaucracies are forced to follow my orders. The most formidable people in our society are but one bad decision away from winding up in my courtroom, begging for my mercy, sometimes literally trembling before me.

         I realize it’s the position, not the person, that inspires this sycophancy. I certainly do nothing to encourage it. I am something of a reluctant Caesar. The constant fawning embarrasses me.

         It comes with the job all the same.

         Whether I like it or not, I represent power.

         Whether I want it or not, I have power.

         Or at least I used to.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            FIVE

         

         Around midnight, I went up to our bedroom to begin an ill-fated attempt at sleep. What this soon became was me lying there, with that extra region in my brain—the kid part—in overdrive.

         I thought of Sam. Brave, lovely Sam. Alison and I have done our best to eschew gender stereotypes in how we raised our children. Yet Sam is still one hundred percent boy. There’s a certain amount of energy he simply has to expend each day. And if he doesn’t? Woe to all furniture, walls, and human beings in his path. Sometimes in the late afternoon, when his rambunctiousness is about to overwhelm all of us, we’ll send him to run laps around the house.

         Then I thought of Emma. Sweet, thoughtful Emma. She also has her share of energy, except she expresses it emotionally, rather than physically. She is incredibly perceptive. If Alison and I have a loud conversation—even if we aren’t disagreeing about something, just talking boisterously—she’ll ask us to stop fighting. On the rare occasions I’ve had to reprimand her, I had learned to do so gently, beginning with assurances that I loved her endlessly and forever. Otherwise, one cross look could make her burst into tears and end all hope of discourse.

         As I considered some of the questions Alison had asked—where were they? what were they doing?—I concocted a scenario under which they were safe and unharmed.

         Under this wishful thinking, their kidnappers had invented some kind of lie to make the children think the whole thing was a game, so they didn’t fully understand what was happening. They were not being fed peanut butter or other tree nuts (Emma was allergic). They were being given the Big Three of a six-year-old’s diet—pizza, pasta, chicken nuggets—and allowed to gorge themselves on television.

         They knew something was a little strange, yes, but they were basically okay. After all, Sam had his Emma. And Emma had her Sam. On some level, twins are always okay as long as they have each other.

         That was the best-case scenario.

         The worst-case scenario was something I was fighting desperately to keep out of my head.

         Time passed in small increments. Around two A.M., Alison crept into the room, peeled back the covers, and slid under them. We lay, side by side, each of us quiet in our own misery.

         The house was dark and still and making all its usual house noises, though none of them sounded right without the twins there. We had been drawn to this place for them, not for us. We bought it because we knew they’d grow to love the river, with its white-sand beach and its gently sloping shoreline; because its ample acreage included a thousand trees to shade their summer days; because it was this big, rambling former farm with a million memories waiting to be made. Alison often talked about how special it was to her that we were giving the twins a childhood that was so different from the usual cul-de-sac existence of most upper-middle-class kids.

         But ultimately, we bought it because before The Incident I had been the kind of blithe optimist who trusted in the goodness of my fellow man. After it, having seen the human potential for wickedness, I wanted to raise my children in a place that was as safe as possible. I had thought all those trees and all those acres would act as a kind of fortress; and that our driveway, a dirt road spanning four-tenths of a mile, was long enough to effectively seal out the worst of the world.

         It was only now that I understood the falseness of that. Security was a myth, a grand lie we told ourselves to mask the jarring reality of the human condition: that the social contract was written in sand, not stone, and it could be blown away at any time, by anyone with sufficient breath in his lungs.

         This was the thought going through my head in a relentless loop as I lay in bed and the night plodded on. I tried to steer my dreams toward the happier times that would come. This would end. Soon. I had to believe that.

         Slowly, I felt my body sinking into the mattress. Alison’s breathing had become more steady. I was just starting to think I might be able to drift off for a minute or two.

         Then someone rang the doorbell.

         
            *

         

         I was on my feet before the bong-bong chiming of the bell had played out. Alison was sitting up. I could see the whites of her eyes, looking wild in the blackness. The clock read 3:17.

         Operating without much thought, I was already striding toward the door of our bedroom.

         “Wait, where are you going?” Alison asked in a ferocious whisper.

         “What do you mean? What if that’s the kids?”

         “The kids? Just walking up to our door and ringing the—”

         “Well, a sheriff’s deputy with the kids.”

         I wasn’t waiting around to debate her. I had arrived at the door to our bedroom and was reaching for the door handle.

         “Wait,” she said, having jumped out of bed and grabbed me by the wrist. “Don’t you think the sheriff’s office would have called us first? What if it’s the kidnappers? What if they have a gun?”

         “Just stay here,” I said, tearing my arm away.

         “Scott,” she called after me, but I was already out the door, on my way downstairs.

         We own a gun, a Smith & Wesson nine millimeter we bought when Alison was pregnant and I was gone most of the time. She had joked—well, half joked—that her momma-bear hormones were telling her she needed it. Woe to the criminal who tried to take on Alison. She was an army brat whose dad’s idea of father-daughter bonding was an afternoon of target shooting. As a kid, she had won a trunkful of marksmanship ribbons. Judging from the way she handled the Smith & Wesson on the range the day we bought it, her skills had not faded much.

         Unfortunately, the weapon was currently disassembled, with half in the attic and the other half hidden under the sink in the master bathroom. I had insisted on this after researching the statistics on accidental gun deaths for a bill I drafted. The numbers were clear: A functioning gun inside a house was a far greater danger to children than anything lurking outside it.

         This was the first time I regretted that decision. I quickly catalogued the possible weapons at my disposal—kitchen knives, screwdrivers, a fireplace poker—and opted for a golf club from the hall closet.

         The absurdity of it—a soft, middle-aged man thinking he could confront armed assailants with a six iron—had not yet dawned on me. I flipped on the switch that controlled the outside lights. Then I skittered around to our sitting room so I could look out the window and at least have some idea of what I was about to face.

         Like a lot of southern farmhouses, ours has a generous front porch, one that wraps around two sides of the house. It is decorated with wicker furniture and a series of bird feeders, which had been painted by the kids when Justina had gone on an arts-and-crafts kick the previous summer. Beyond the porch is a front yard dotted with magnolia trees and loblolly pines, and that long dirt road.

         Peering out the window, I couldn’t make out much. The porch and the part of the yard that was now illuminated appeared to be absent of humanity. The trees and the road beyond it were mere suggestions in the gloom.

         Regripping the golf club, I returned to the front door, which was old and heavy. I unchained it, then eased it open, hiding most of my body behind its bulk in case there was some ambush awaiting me.

         There was no need. No one was out there. All I heard was distant yipping from a small pack of semiferal dogs that sometimes patrol our woods.

         Then I looked down to see a knee-high cardboard box with a Home Depot logo printed on the side. A line of silver duct tape had been used to seal the top.

         I toed the box to get a sense of its weight. Whatever was in there wasn’t much heavier than the box itself. I listened—for, what, a ticking sound or something?—but heard nothing.

         Then I finally realized I was being paranoid. Whoever was doing this needed me alive, at least until sometime after eleven o’clock in the morning, when I followed whatever instructions awaited me. I let the golf club drop to my side and tore open the box.

         Inside were two clear Ziploc sandwich bags, filled with hair clippings. Specifically, my children’s hair. Sam’s was straight and sun bleached. Emma’s was curly and, while still blond, ever so slightly darker.

         My hand went to my throat, a classic gesture of vulnerability. A judge spends his life examining evidence. This was all I needed to see to know this nightmare was real. I had to grab on to the doorframe to keep my balance.

         Once I steadied myself and took some deep breaths, I saw there was also an envelope. It was small, the kind you might see attached to a bouquet of flowers. I pulled it open. There was a piece of card stock, folded in half. The message it contained was printed in block lettering:

         
            JUDGE SAMPSON,

            FOLLOW YOUR INSTRUCTIONS OR NEXT TIME WE’LL CUT MORE THAN JUST HAIR.

            —FRIENDS OF RAYSHAUN SKAVRON

         

         I gazed out into the darkness one more time. Nothing about it had changed. Except as my eyes returned to the porch, I noticed something strange about the post nearest the steps.

         One of the bird feeders was missing.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            SIX

         

         The chiming of the motion sensor was loud enough to wake the younger brother from the easy chair where he had been dozing. He rose and grabbed an assault rifle that had fallen to the floor, then went to the window.

         A pair of headlights burst into the clearing in front of the house, then flicked on and off several times.

         The all-clear signal. The younger brother stepped back from the blinds and disarmed the security system. It was old, installed by the crackpot who built the place, and no longer connected to central monitoring. But it still wailed plenty loud if anyone opened a door or window. He returned the gun to the hook on the wall where it belonged and was seated at the kitchen table with his iPad when his older brother entered.

         “How did it go?” the younger asked.

         “Fine,” said the older as he rearmed the security system.

         “No problems with the delivery?”

         “None,” the older said. “Any trouble here?”

         “Not really. The boy started complaining he needed food. I fed him just to shut him up.”

         “I told you they’d be more docile that way. What did you give them?”

         “Peanut butter and jelly on bread. You said that’s what American children like.”

         “Did they eat it?”

         “The boy did. The girl wouldn’t touch it.”

         “She will when she gets hungry enough.”

         The younger gestured his head toward one of the bedrooms. “The boy has been crying a lot. He keeps asking for his mother and father. It’s getting on my nerves.”

         “Well, then I guess that settles it.”

         “What?”

         “Which one we get rid of.”

      

   


   
      
         
            

            SEVEN

         

         There was no sleep the remainder of the night. Just a lot of tangled sheets.

         In the morning, the early-autumn sun rose over Gloucester, Virginia, cruelly unaware of the two agonized lives it was illuminating. Alison was already out of bed. I heard her in the shower and may have lightly dozed to the sound of the water running.

         The next thing I knew, she was back in the room, dressing.

         “Are you going to work?” I asked.

         “God no. I already called in. I’m going to the kids’ school.”

         I propped myself up on my elbow. “You can’t. Say nothing, remember?”

         “I won’t. I just … I just have to ask some questions, that’s all. I’ve been thinking about it all night. I mean, what happened? Someone just came and took our kids? I have to understand. Or at least try. For my own sanity. They’re going to want to know why our kids aren’t in school, anyway. We have to come up with something.”

         “I’ll come with you,” I said, swinging my legs down onto the floor.

         “It’s better you didn’t. You being a judge, it intimidates people sometimes.”

         “Then you do the talking,” I said. “I just want to be able to hear their answers.”

         “I don’t—”

         And then she stopped herself. “Okay,” she said.

         With that concession, I forced myself into the shower. We left quickly after I got dressed. The house was excruciatingly quiet without the twins.

         We took separate cars and within fifteen minutes had arrived at Middle Peninsula Montessori. Gloucester was not an especially affluent county, and the school’s simplicity reflected this. It was just a small steel building set at the edge of a gravel parking lot. The student artwork that decorated the outside had always made me think of it as a cheerful, welcoming place, this little haven of love and learning where I sent my children each day.

         Now it seemed grotesque.

         It was a few minutes past eight o’clock when we arrived. The school day would start in less than half an hour.

         “I’m doing the talking,” Alison said again when I met her at the door of her car.

         “Absolutely,” I said.

         We walked across the parking lot, our feet crunching on the stones. The front door was locked—that was policy—so Alison rang the doorbell.

         Suzanne Fridley, the head of school, soon appeared. Miss Suzanne, as everyone called her, was one of those preternaturally calm people who would have been wasted in anything other than an educational environment. She had a simple magic with children.

         “Well, good morning, Mrs. Sampson. Judge,” she said as she opened the door. “Come in, come in. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

         We were standing in the small school’s entryway, which also doubled as a library. I looked at Alison, to make it clear to all she was taking the lead.

         “This may sound like a strange question,” she said. “But who picked up the twins yesterday?”

         Unruffled, Miss Suzanne grabbed a clipboard on a small table next to the door. Every pickup was recorded there. Miss Suzanne flipped a page.

         Then her brow crinkled. “Why, you did.”

         She turned the clipboard around so Alison could inspect the page. Sure enough, at 3:57 P.M., Sam and Emma were recorded as having departed. The “Picked Up By” column had “mom” in it. Next to that were the scrawled initials of a staff person.

         I think if it had been me, my mouth would have been hanging open. Alison, to her credit, simply said, “That’s Miss Pam’s signature, yes?”

         “Yes, it is.”

         “Is she here?” Alison asked.

         “One moment, please.”

         Miss Suzanne walked serenely into the next room and returned fifteen seconds later with Miss Pam, the grandmotherly sort who served as a teacher’s assistant.

         “Judge Sampson and Mrs. Sampson were just asking a few questions about pickup yesterday,” Miss Suzanne said. “Do you remember checking out the twins yesterday?”

         “Yes,” Miss Pam said blankly.

         “Who picked them up?”

         “It was … Mrs. Sampson,” Miss Pam said, eyeing Alison, whose face had flushed.

         At this point, I jumped in: “We’re just having some confusion. Someone picked up the kids yesterday, but we’re not sure who. So I know this is going to sound weird, but are you sure it was her?”

         Miss Pam’s head snapped from me to Miss Suzanne, back to me, then to Alison. “Well, yes, I … I think so,” she said. “You were wearing a … a ball cap and sunglasses, weren’t you?”

         Alison hadn’t worn a baseball hat in public since the days of college all-nighters.

         “Did you actually see her face?” I pressed.

         “No, I … Just the back of her head. She had her hair in a ponytail.”

         “Did she speak at all?”

         “Well … no,” Miss Pam said.

         Which, for me, confirmed it wasn’t Alison, who was a please-and-thank-you kind of woman. Someone had obviously impersonated my wife, trusting in the hat and shades to hide the differences between her and another thin blond woman.

         “And it was the right car?” I asked.

         “Yes, of course,” Miss Pam said. She was looking at Miss Suzanne again, a desperate look that said, Help me out here.

         Finally, Miss Suzanne came up with: “We had that security camera installed last year. If you like, we can look at the video from yesterday afternoon.”

         “That would be great,” I said.

         “Come with me,” she said.

         We followed her into a cramped office that was just off the entrance. She sat at a chair in front of a computer monitor, which was soon filled with a current view of the school. The camera was really aimed at the front door but captured at least a little bit of the parking lot.

         “Let me just rewind it,” Miss Suzanne said.

         She clicked several times. The clock in the upper right corner of the screen started scrolling quickly backward. Morning gave way to night, then to yesterday’s twilight, then to an increasingly sunny afternoon.

         Soon a succession of cars and trucks, all of them moving backward, flitted across the screen. I wasn’t seeing anything of note, but Alison said, “Right there.”

         “Okay,” Miss Suzanne said.

         She set the video going forward, at regular speed. The clock in the upper right corner read 15:55.06—military time for a few minutes before four o’clock. For the next seventy-two seconds, nothing happened. Then, at 15:56.18, a gray Honda Odyssey minivan glided into the left side of the frame and came to a stop.

         We own a gray Honda Odyssey minivan. We bought it secondhand a few years back so Justina could use it to pick up the kids.

         I couldn’t say whether this gray Honda Odyssey was our gray Honda Odyssey. The make and model appeared to be identical. You couldn’t see the license plate—only the right side of the car appeared on the screen. But I did recognize a Middle Peninsula Montessori School window decal on the right side of the back window, in the exact spot where we had ours.

         This was either our car—stolen from our driveway and then returned, perhaps?—or a painstaking reproduction of it.

         The driver was wearing sunglasses and a pink hat with a blond ponytail pulled through it. She stared straight ahead. It certainly could have been Alison. It also could have not been Alison. The footage was too grainy to tell.

         At 15:57.13, Miss Pam appeared. The side door to the minivan slid open.

         I had to stifle a gasp as my children, my two beautiful children, came bounding out. First Sam, then Emma. I fought the desire to tell Suzanne to pause it just so I could stare at them.

         But I stayed quiet as I watched the minivan roll off screen. I looked at the time stamp. It said 15:59.45.

         That was all the time it took to rip our lives apart. Two minutes and thirty-two seconds.

         “Would you like to see it again?” Miss Suzanne asked.

         Alison had lifted her hand to her mouth at some point during the viewing. She brought it down, straightened herself, and tried to retake control.

         “No, that’s okay,” she said. “We’ve taken enough of your time.”

         “It’s not a problem,” Miss Suzanne said, perhaps even more confused than before.

         “The children won’t be coming to school today,” Alison said.

         “Oh?” said Miss Suzanne.

         “They both came down with a fever last night,” Alison said, then added: “My mother is watching them today.”

         “Well, I hope they feel better,” Suzanne said.

         “Yes, thank you. We’ll see ourselves out.”

         We escaped to the parking lot. Alison waited that long before the sob she had been muffling crept out. I walked toward her, to put my arm around her. She glared at me.

         “Keep walking,” she said between gritted teeth. “Don’t make a scene.” She had kept her back to the office the whole time. If Miss Suzanne was watching us out the window, she wouldn’t have necessarily seen anything.

         I’m not sure it mattered. We had just given a performance that could be carried off only by two people who had lost their minds.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            EIGHT

         

         Alison called me shortly after we pulled out of the parking lot.

         “It wasn’t me,” she said. “I didn’t pick up the kids.”

         “Yeah, I know.”

         “I can’t believe the kids would just hop into the car with a stranger. Did they really not notice?”

         “It was just another day on the pickup line,” I reasoned. “They didn’t have cause to think anything was out of place.”

         “It’s just wild. I”—she interrupted herself with a strong exhale—“I don’t know if I can hold it together.”

         I didn’t know if I could either. But this didn’t seem like the right moment to admit that. I think it’s an unwritten rule of parenting that only one of you gets to freak out at a time.

         “Can you imagine how insane we must have looked? ‘Hey, who picked up our kids? We’re such bad parents, we don’t even know.’ ‘Oh, actually, you did, you lunatic.’”

         “Yeah. We must have looked pretty nuts,” I said. “But, I have to be honest, I think we have bigger things to worry about.”

         “I know,” she said softly. “I know.”

         I had just made the left turn to travel south on Route 17, a four-lane decorated by the gaudy ornamentation of American commerce—fast-food joints and chain hotels, strip malls and banks, auto-repair shops and gas stations, all set on an endless loop.

         “Okay, I guess I’ll let you go,” she said. “You’ll let me know as soon as you have them, right?”

         “Of course. Just sit tight. This will be over soon.”

         We ended the call. I had just crossed over the York River on the Coleman Bridge and merged onto Interstate 64 when my phone rang again. I thought it would be Alison. Instead, I saw just one name on the screen: FRANKLIN.

         
            *

         

         For thirteen years, Senator Blake Franklin had been my boss. No, more than that. He had been my mentor, my cajoler, my cheerleader, my tormentor, my obsession. He was that rare person who could always tell me how good I was and also how much better I could be, and I would believe him, no matter what he said. As my job titles became more impressive and my responsibilities grew, so did the hours I spent in his service. I typically arrived by six A.M., seldom left before eight P.M., and told myself I was happy to do it. I was, above all, desperate to please him.

         Then came this one day five years ago, otherwise known as The Incident. Blake was holding a press conference to announce a much-heralded piece of gun legislation we were calling the Gun Rights and Responsibilities Act.

         It was, we felt, a very reasonable law, one designed to appeal to both sides of the aisle. It recognized, in very strong terms, that the Second Amendment guaranteed the individual right to gun ownership—codifying recent Supreme Court rulings on the subject, an important concession to the gun lobby. It implicitly outlawed any efforts to limit the number of guns owned by an individual, another nod to the crowd of lawful citizens who merely wanted the gunpowder-backed instrumentality to resist government tyranny. But it also greatly strengthened background checks and other commonsense measures designed to keep guns out of the hands of criminals, spouse abusers, and the mentally ill.

         I had worked on it like a fiend, polishing it to unassailable perfection. Various versions of the bill had been passed around Capitol Hill, and it seemed to have the broad support in both houses necessary to pass. I was proud to be standing just behind Blake as he introduced it.

         Then some nutcase—precisely the kind of person the bill was designed to prevent from owning a gun—opened fire.

         He squeezed off eight rounds before a police officer tackled him. Blake, miraculously, was not hit. Seven of the bullets bounced harmlessly off the steps of the Dirksen Senate Office Building. One buried itself in the right side of my chest.

         The doctor told me later I was extremely fortunate: The bullet struck at an angle and ricocheted off my ribs to the left, exiting out my armpit. Had it gone straight, I would have been in real trouble. Had it turned right, I would have been dead for sure.

         As it was, it carried away a chunk of flesh and any notions I might have had about immortality. It is, perhaps, a cliché to say that facing death makes you reevaluate your priorities. But it’s a cliché because it’s true. That bullet impacted me far beyond the scars it left behind.

         Certainly, it reinforced what my late father had told me about how no man ever lay on his deathbed wishing he had spent more time at work. The twins had just celebrated their first birthday and, in the harsh light of the surgical recovery room, I saw that I had basically missed the whole year, losing it in a haze of fourteen-hour workdays. Sure, a bullet tearing off in a different direction might have made their lack of a father permanent. But I had been depriving them of a second parent long before that bullet arrived.

         I knew nothing would change as long as I continued in Senator Franklin’s employ. When I told Alison I was thinking about quitting—this, mind you, was before the anesthesia from surgery had even worn off—she wept with joy.

         Two days later, still in my hospital bed, I presented my handwritten letter of resignation to Senator Franklin. He was incredibly gracious about it. I’m sure guilt played a role: He knew those bullets had been intended for him. Maybe it also helped that he was Emma’s godfather. There was a higher authority telling him this was right for me and my family.

         The judgeship had actually been his idea. One of the seats in the Eastern District of Virginia, in Norfolk, had just become vacant. I was, to say the least, an atypical candidate. No one could remember a Senate staffer being appointed to a federal judgeship, and I hadn’t regularly been in a courtroom since clerking in the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals, when I was just out of law school. But I rode my many contacts within the Senate and a strong measure of shooting-inspired sympathy to an 88–0 confirmation.

         The twelve senators who opposed my nomination were too chicken to show up and cast their votes. Instead, they got their revenge by working behind the scenes to scuttle the bill I had nearly died for.

         Since that time, Blake and I had stayed close. The shared experience of near death had bonded us like something akin to war veterans. We were also just friends who enjoyed gabbing about policy, politics, and the gossip that was in continual orbit around the Senate.

         I thought about letting his call go to voice mail. But there was a long time in my life when ignoring Senator Franklin wasn’t an option, and ultimately old habits are hard to break.

         “Hey, Blake.”

         “Good morning, Judge,” he returned in his gentle southern drawl, an accent that had won him countless votes in the southern and western parts of the state through the years. “You in the middle of anything?”

         “Just driving. What’s up?” I said, trying to sound casual.

         “Well, my press officer just had me chatting with a reporter from The Wall Street Journal.”

         “About the campaign?” Blake was in a tight race for reelection.

         “No, son, about you,” he said. “You got some big drug case?”

         It was all I could do to keep my car on the road. The Wall Street Journal was calling about Skavron? What was I missing? What could there possibly be about Rayshaun Skavron that had attracted the attention of one of America’s most important newspapers?

         “Oh yeah?” I said warily. “What’d you tell them?”

         “Oh, the usual: that you gave out child pornography as gifts every Christmas, but that we forgave you for it because you were high on heroin most of the time.”

         This was, clearly, not the side of Senator Franklin the voters got to see. Ordinarily, I would have invented some equally ribald retort. But not now.

         “I just hope they don’t find out about all those bribes you’ve been taking, because—”

         And then he stopped himself, because I wasn’t playing along, and said, “Hey … you all right, buddy?”

         I felt myself well up. Blake had this way with people. It was part of his genius. He could be a relentless despot, demanding more-more-more, pushing without end until the moment he realized you were at your personal brink. Then he could flip a switch and suddenly it was like he cared about nothing more in this world than your personal well-being.

         And of course, I wanted to pour my heart out to him, like I had so many times before. My parents died within a year of each other when they were in their mid-sixties and I was in my early thirties. Blake had nursed me through that and was now as close a thing as I had to a father.

         But I reeled in the nearly overwhelming urge to share my burdens with him.

         “Yeah, yeah, sorry, I’m fine,” I said. “I’m just a little distracted by this case.”

         “Well, I could say I understand, but of course I don’t. I’m not sure I could go it alone the way you do. It’s a lot easier to make a decision when you know there are at least fifty other people to share the blame with you if you screw up.”

         “Yeah. Thanks,” I said, and then just to change the subject, I said, “Everyone in your household okay?”

         He prattled on about his wife and kids for a moment—he had two girls, both happily launched into adulthood. He steered the conversation back around to The Wall Street Journal so he could assure me he told the reporter nice things about me. He finished with, “And how’s my goddaughter doing these days?”

         I felt my breathing hitch, then forced out: “She’s great, thanks.”

         “All right,” he said before ending the call. “Send Alison and the twins my best.”

      

   


   
      
         
            

            NINE

         

         On the morning of a sentencing, my chambers—a suite of offices that occupy the western wing of the fourth floor of the Walter E. Hoffman United States Courthouse—have a different feel to them.

         My staff is quieter. The mood is more somber. You would understand why if you had ever been to a federal prison. They are dreadful institutions whose procedures are designed to dehumanize the people they contain. And when you look at our rates of incarceration—roughly seven times higher than those of our peer nations, higher even than the Soviet Union under Stalin—you can’t help but feel there is something wrong with a society that feels the need to lock so many of its citizens in cages.

         It’s part of my job all the same. It’s just not a part I relish. My staff knows this and usually affords me some space on mornings like this.

         So it was somewhat unusual, as I went toward our small kitchen to pour myself some coffee, that I heard Jeremy Freeland’s voice coming from his office.

         “Hey, Judge, got a second?”

         Jeremy was a handsome man in his late thirties with perfectly groomed sandy-colored hair and clear blue eyes. He ran a minimum of twenty miles a week and remained scrupulously trim. He wore fitted suits and colorful ties that perfectly matched the rest of his outfit.

         Between that, his effeminate nature, and the fact that he had never been married, I assumed Jeremy was gay, though we had never discussed it. The lawsuit that struck down Virginia’s ban on gay marriage, the Bostic case, had been decided in our courthouse. I had made it clear to Jeremy I thought the judge had rendered a very just, very eloquent decision and that it was a long-overdue triumph for civil rights in America. He responded with a dispassionate analysis of the Fourteenth Amendment.

         Jeremy’s official title was “career clerk,” but don’t be fooled by the “clerk” part. He is a lawyer, one whose experience had saved me from embarrassment countless times. Many of the rules of procedure in federal court are not codified anywhere. They’ve evolved over many decades of common practice and I had forgotten most of them when I first came out of the Senate. Jeremy was my secret weapon, making me appear far more competent than I really was.

         He had been clerking for a Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals judge who had finally retired, but he agreed to go back down to district court because the challenge—helping a rookie judge who clearly needed a lot of hand-holding—appealed to him. He also did research for me, kept the younger clerks in line, wrote some of my more routine decisions, and acted as a sounding board for the more complex ones. I always told Jeremy he was the best career clerk in the history of the Eastern District of Virginia, and that was not hyperbole.

         I stopped at his doorframe. His office was as carefully maintained as his personal appearance. He had plants he treated like pets. His actual pets—a pair of fish named Thurgood and Marshall, after his favorite Supreme Court justice—were like his children.

         “I’m so sorry to bother you,” he said. “I just wanted you to know a reporter from The New York Times called this morning. I told him you had no comment, but he asked if you could talk off the record. I said no to that, too, but I at least wanted you to be aware of it.”

         First the Journal. Now the Times. What about Skavron was I missing?

         “That’s fine,” I said. “Thank you.”

         “I also got a call from a reporter named Steve Politi from a website called HedgeofReason.com. It’s some kind of investing blog run by this Politi guy. Instead of edge of reason, its hedge of reason, like hedge funds? I clicked on it and it’s … As far as I can tell, it’s just a lot of rumor and innuendo, sort of a National Enquirer for the finance crowd. He claims to have more than two million unique viewers a month.”

         And why did he care about Skavron?

         “Oh. Well. We’ll have no comment, of course,” I said.

         “Of course.”

         For a long moment, I rubbernecked at the security camera monitor that sits on his desk. You wouldn’t know it, but in our courthouse, which was built during the Great Depression and looked like it hadn’t been touched since then, there were actually cameras hidden everywhere. For the judges, that meant two or three angles of the hallway outside their chambers. The idea was that if someone was asking to be buzzed in, we could look at the person first. The monitor was in Jeremy’s office because my judicial assistant, Joan Smith, hated having it on her desk.

         At this moment—like most moments—the hallway was empty. But I stared at it. My head felt pretty empty too.

         
            *

         

         After I mumbled my thanks to Jeremy and got my coffee, I returned to my office and tried to do what I’d normally do: Go through the case one more time, check and recheck my gut about the rectitude of the punishment I was about to mete out.

         But on this morning, I couldn’t get myself to concentrate. I kept staring out the window at the gap-toothed skyline of downtown Norfolk, which is what I often did when I wanted to ponder something. Except all I could think about was the kids.

         I chased away the unpleasant thoughts and settled on something happier. It was the image of the morning routine Sam and Emma had worked out for themselves over the past year or so. Sam was the earlier riser of the two, but he never went downstairs without his sister. He just played in his room, waiting for her to call for him.

         That was Sammy’s signal to enter Emma’s room. He usually cuddled with her a little bit—we used to keep the twins in the same crib, and they’ve become accustomed to the closeness—until she declared herself ready to go downstairs. Then Sam, who was bigger by two inches and maybe ten pounds, gave his sister a piggyback ride down the stairs to the family room.

         The whole thing was so adorable Alison and I didn’t want to call attention to how much we loved it. But sometimes we would lie in bed a few minutes longer just so we could listen to their banter, or we’d sneak out of bed, stand near the door to our bedroom, and watch.

         I was treating myself to that memory when I felt my cell phone buzzing. I pulled out the phone and read the screen: ALISON.

         “Hey,” I said.

         “Justina has a wig,” she said.

         “Excuse me?”

         “Justina has a blond wig,” she said again, emphasizing the last two words, as if the meaning of this should have been self-evident. “I found it in the cottage. In her closet.”

         “I’m sorry, I’m not following you. Justina has a wig in her closet. So what?”

         “Why does she need a blond wig?”

         Justina was a brunette, though I made it a point not to notice much more about her appearance than that. When you’re a middle-aged man with a college-aged woman living on your property, it’s in the best interests of your marriage to pay as little attention as possible.

         “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Wait, are you thinking—”

         “That she put on the wig so she could pretend to be me when she picked up the kids? Yes.”

         I considered the possibility of that fooling someone. There was no doubt Justina bore some resemblance to my wife from the neck down. They are roughly the same height and have the same thin build. And while Justina is from a country that straddles two continents, her looks were more European than Asian. Would a wig, a hat, and dark glasses be sufficient to make Miss Pam think Justina was Alison? Just for the few seconds the door to the Honda was open on the pickup line?

         “Wait, why would she need to pretend to be you?” I asked. “She’s on the list. She picks up the kids more often than you and I combined.”

         “Yeah, but she knew about the sign-out sheet and she knew if she was listed as having made the pickup we’d ask questions.”

         “Okay. So talk out the rest for me … Why would Justina want to help free a drug dealer she has almost certainly never met?”

         “Well, we don’t know that for sure. We don’t really know what she does or who she associates with when she’s not with our kids.”

         “Fair point.”

         “I’ve thought about two scenarios,” Alison said. “One, she has a drug problem she’s been hiding from us and it’s brought her into contact with this … criminal element.”

         I quickly flashed through a mental file of my interactions with Justina. Nothing stuck out as being suspicious, but I had certainly seen ample evidence in my courtroom of how cunning addicts could be.

         “The other scenario—and this seems more likely—is that someone forced her to cooperate by, I don’t know, threatening her or her parents or something. I haven’t worked out all the details. But think about it: Who else has keys to the Honda?”

         I stood up and walked over to the window. Justina’s parents were in Turkey, but it wasn’t unimaginable that an international drug cartel could reach that far. If Skavron mattered enough.

         “Okay,” I said. “What do you want to do about this?”

         “Well, I already texted her and told her she didn’t need to pick up the twins this afternoon. I was thinking we could just deal with it once we got the kids back. In the meantime, I’m going to keep looking through her stuff, see if I find anything else. Like, I don’t know, cash or drugs or …”

         “Okay. Good. Let me know.”

         We ended the call. I returned to my desk and thought about Justina, who for two years had been a loving presence in my children’s lives. I can’t say I was ready to convict her of kidnapping and conspiracy on the basis of one blond wig.

         But I also wasn’t ready to rule anything out.
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