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Chapter 1

The surveillance began on the third day of the honeymoon, though the bride and groom had no possible way of knowing it. And why should they have known or even been suspicious? So far in their short happy lives they had committed no felonies, breached no contracts, sued no one or been sued, joined no subversive groups, offended no foreign governments, defamed not a soul, listened to their parents when it mattered, and for the past two years had been thoroughly faithful to each other in every conceivable way. They came from nice families who’d given them proper educations. Who in the world could they have possibly angered or provoked?

A mole inside their trendy Left Bank hotel served them up, and for his treachery he would soon receive an envelope stuffed with enough euros to equal a year’s wages. He spent most of his spare time watching the endless wave of tourists attracted to the City of Light. On any given week, at least half of the eighty rooms in the hotel where he worked were booked by Americans, many of them just married. He monitored other hotels as well.

Once their names were in play, it took less than twenty-four hours of online digging to know more about Paul and Chelsea than they could have imagined. But, in this world of shameless self-aggrandizement, isn’t that what they really wanted? Their splashy wedding a few days earlier in Annapolis had drawn three hundred friends and relatives. Dozens of beautiful photos told the story. Chelsea svelte, tanned and toned, and positively radiant. Paul in his fiercely starched naval whites, equally lean and bronzed and ready for command. Both quoted from memory sappy sonnets promising eternal love and bliss and plenty of children. Paul even read an embarrassing poem that made Chelsea cry. There was a close-up of her tears to prove it! For the benefit of her followers she posted a daily schedule of their honeymoon in Paris, evidently in the belief that they were the first couple in history to attempt such a romantic adventure.

The surveillance picked it apart and made plans accordingly. Following the young lovers was easy because their destinations and movements were so clearly telegraphed, and the thought of looking over their shoulders never crossed their minds. They had eyes only for each other. There was no one back there. After each thrilling visit to the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower, Notre-Dame, Sacré-Coeur, and so on, the photos kept coming and the surveillance indexed them against Chelsea’s itinerary. The couple was punctual and keen to cover a lot of territory during their eight-day fantasy.

According to her musings on social media, limited of course to her select group of followers but ridiculously hackable, Chelsea fell in love with Paris as a ten-year-old when her mother took her there one summer. Her father and his doctor buddies splurged on an exotic fishing trip to Alaska, and in an act of revenge-shopping her mother called the travel agent. The girls spent a week in a small boutique hotel, rumored to be the favorite of Lauren Bacall, roamed the streets for hours each day, and had afternoon tea in the courtyard. When the tourist sites were too crowded they retreated to the Luxembourg Gardens where they sat in the shade near the Grand Pond and read books about Paris. Chelsea took all the French language courses she could in school and watched videos for hours. During her second year of college she qualified for a semester abroad and lived at the Sorbonne. While her American friends stuck together and tried to avoid speaking French, she spent weekends with her new French friends and their families. She never claimed to be fluent but was highly proficient and strove for improvement.

Long before he finally proposed, Paul knew precisely where they would honeymoon. He had never been to Paris, but after two years of courting Chelsea he felt as though he knew the city well. Far less enamored with social media than his bride, he made it clear that he was terribly excited about the trip. His priority was a long day trip to the beaches of Normandy. He came from a family of servicemen, and military history was his hobby.

On the fifth day, they left the hotel at 7 a.m. on schedule, a bit early for vacationers and honeymooners but the drive ahead of them would take three hours. They rode in the rear seat of a shiny black Peugeot with Malik at the wheel. The private car had been Paul’s idea because they could cover more territory and see more battle sites with a pro behind the wheel. Malik was very much the professional driver—black suit, crisp white shirt, black tie, perfect manners, and excellent language skills. With a captive audience, Chelsea immediately began chattering away in French and within minutes knew that Malik was from Senegal in West Africa, where he grew up speaking French, English, Wolof, and was now studying Japanese. It was good for business. He had been in Paris for fourteen years and had no plans to leave. His wife was a schoolteacher. They had three small children and lived with her parents in a suburb north of Paris.

Paul understood none of the conversation and was soon nodding off.

They went straight to the D-Day beaches, where Paul could have spent days wandering around, trying to grasp the enormity of the courage and carnage of that epic battle. At the American Cemetery, they were deeply moved by the magnitude of the manicured burial grounds, the sacred soil that held the remains of over three thousand American soldiers. Paul managed to locate the grave of a distant relative who died during the initial assault on Omaha Beach.

The concierge had booked lunch in a bistro in the town of Bayeux. Malik had taken other clients there and said the food was excellent. With a sly grin he said he had asked the owner to put on ice a bottle of local white wine, and it was already cold. He escorted them to the bistro, introduced them to the madam of the house, and left to go find lunch on his own. He would be back at 2 p.m. to retrieve them and continue the tour at the war museum in Caen.

Malik parked on a narrow street off the town square and found a seat at an outdoor café. It was midday in France, a crucial moment of the day when the French forget about everything but tending to the needs of their stomachs. The café was busy but not packed. He ordered a goat cheese salad and a bottle of sparkling water. As he waited, he checked his phone for messages and emails. It was a beautiful day in late April, sunny without a cloud to be seen.

He was halfway through his salad when a slim young woman in tight jeans appeared at his table and said, meekly, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I think I’m lost.” She had an innocent voice, a comely smile, and red curly hair. Her eyes were hidden by thick sunglasses.

Ever the professional, and not wanting to interrupt his lunch, Malik said politely, “I’m from Paris and I don’t know this town very well.”

She offered an even bigger smile and said, “I’m trying to get to Paris.” Perfect unaccented French, obviously a native.

Suddenly, a man on an orange bicycle veered off the sidewalk and crashed into a nearby table where two Finnish tourists were having their lunch. Glasses, bottles, bowls, plates, flatware, food, water, wine, all went flying as the table flipped while everyone yelled. Water splashed onto the back of the girl with red curls. Malik jumped to his feet, as did others, to lend a hand. The girl deftly slipped two capsules of chloral hydrate into his glass of water.

Waiters were quick on the scene. The cyclist got to his feet, apologizing profusely and offering to pay for his damages. Lunch was ruined but the Finns were too shocked to be angry. They wiped food from their shirts as they tried to compose themselves. A waiter led them to another table and promised quick service. The cyclist kept apologizing. Malik would remember that he had a slight accent and was probably of North African descent.

Once order was restored and everything was back to normal, Malik sat down to finish his lunch. The girl was gone and forgotten, but fifteen minutes later she reappeared and sat across from him as his head began to nod. “What do you want?” he asked, his words slurring.

“Are you okay?” she asked in a louder voice.

“What do you want?”

“Let’s talk about Paris, shall we? Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure. I’m not sure. I can’t see very well.”

She clutched his hand on the table as if they were friends. The chloral hydrate hit hard and he began to slump. She slid his plate and glass to the side. When he fell from the chair, she exclaimed, “Oh my God! He’s having a heart attack. Please! It’s an emergency!”

Having just recovered from one jolting interruption to their lunch, the other diners were slow to react to a second one. The girl was kneeling next to Malik, touching his chest and his forehead, speaking loudly, begging for help. In the midst of her histrionics she managed to take his keys from a pants pocket. When Malik failed to respond, a waiter took charge and checked his pulse. The girl cried and shrieked as if he was dying, and as she backed away she managed to tip over his glass of water. More chaos. Another tourist claimed to be a doctor and knelt down to examine Malik, who was not responding. The girl continued to back away as the crowd grew. By the time the ambulance arrived, she had vanished again.

Inside the restaurant down the street, Paul and Chelsea lunched on grilled sole and sipped cold wine. Paul was eager to see the D-Day museum in Caen, the largest of many in Normandy. Chelsea cared little for the military stuff but gamely hung on. Tomorrow she would drag him to an exhibition of modernist sculpture. Back and forth, the ping-pong game that would prove crucial to a happy marriage. They heard a siren in the distance but thought nothing of it. No one else in the restaurant stopped eating to look around.

The reckless bike rider changed quickly into all black—suit, shoes, tie. Only the shirt was white. For a nice touch he added a smart black chauffeur’s cap. He took Malik’s Peugeot for a spin around town to get a feel for it and to check his routes. He filled the tank, then waited on a bench across the street from the restaurant. He covered his mouth and nose with a light blue disposable mask.

At 1:50, Paul and Chelsea emerged and reached for their sunglasses. Their new driver waved at them and turned on the charm. He said his name was Laurent and he was from the same car company. He gave them a business card as he explained that Malik was rushing back to Paris by train to see about his wife. She had been injured driving to work only hours earlier and was in the hospital. Laurent apologized for wearing the mask and explained that he was getting over the flu and his employer required a mask. He pointed to the same black Peugeot across the street and apologized for any inconvenience. Paul and Chelsea could think of none. Without hesitation, they got into the rear seat; Laurent got behind the wheel and clicked on the child locks. He asked them about lunch, said it was one of his favorite places, and off they went in the direction of Caen, a half hour away.

Chelsea began grilling Laurent about his Frenchness. He claimed to be of Moroccan descent but his parents were both born in Lyon. They had tried to make him learn Arabic at home but it didn’t stick. He considered himself thoroughly French, though he was proudly Muslim. He informed them that there were over half a million Moroccans living in France.

On the outskirts of Bayeux, Laurent was talking away as he pulled a thin cord that was attached to an aerosol canister under the front passenger seat. Silently, a strong but odorless dose of nitrous oxide entered the airspace of the rear seat.

Laurent pinched his mask tighter on his nose. Chelsea was suddenly quiet. Paul pushed the button to crack a window but it was locked. He said, “Say, could you lower a window?”

“Sure. Let me turn here.” Laurent braked hard and skidded into a turn onto a gravel road.

“I’m dizzy,” Chelsea said.

“Where are we going?” Paul demanded. His words were slower, his tongue thick.

“One moment,” Laurent said, stopping the car. He turned off the ignition, opened his door, got out, and slammed it. Paul tried to open his too but it was locked. He yelled, “Open the door!” But his words were muffled. Outside, Laurent lowered his mask, stuck an inhaler in his mouth, and took a dose of pure oxygen. Paul was yelling and banging on the window. Seconds passed and he grew quiet.

When they were still, Laurent opened both rear doors to clear the air. The girl with the red curls appeared behind the wheel of a small, unmarked delivery van and parked it between the Peugeot and the highway in the distance. They were at the edge of a farm outside Bayeux. A dilapidated barn was the only building nearby.

“Put on a mask,” Laurent said. “And wait a moment.”

They watched the traffic from behind a thicket of saplings and wild shrubs. “Now.”

From her small first aid bag the girl removed two identical syringes with one-inch needles. She jabbed the first into Paul’s neck and gave him a one-cubic-centimeter dose of ketamine. The one for Chelsea went into her lovely left thigh.

Laurent opened his leather attaché case and removed a set of license plates and a screwdriver. As the girl kept watch, he swapped the front and back plates from the Peugeot. He gave the real ones to the girl, who slid them into her backpack and tossed it in the rear of the delivery truck, next to the orange bike. She quickly got behind the steering wheel, started the engine, and drove away without a word.

 

At 3:17, Laurent turned off the A13 autoroute near the city of Louviers, ninety minutes northeast of Paris. At a busy service station, he found the car’s GPS tracker under the dash near the steering column, disabled it, and tossed it in the garbage.

At 4:14, the dispatcher at the car service in Paris received a call from a woman who said she was Chelsea Tanner, that she and her husband were in the town of Bayeux, and that their driver, Malik, had disappeared, along with his car. They were stranded and quite angry about it. A policeman told them that the driver had been taken to the hospital for some reason. Ms. Tanner said she and her husband had decided to catch a train to London to spend a few days. Please inform Malik that they no longer needed him, and don’t even think about billing them for the trip.

The call was strange on several levels. First, Malik was a thoroughly reliable driver with a spotless record and not a single complaint in seven years with the company. If he’d had a medical problem, he would have called the dispatcher immediately to make other arrangements for his clients. Second, the caller claimed to be an American and spoke near-perfect English with only a hint of an accent, but it was an accent nonetheless, a French one, and the dispatcher knew it. Third, over four hours had passed since Malik had last logged in, with the drop-off at the restaurant. The long gap in time was confusing. Fourth, why would the American couple suddenly change plans and go to London?

For that afternoon, the car service had seventeen vehicles on hire, all but two in the Paris metropolitan area. The sole dispatcher was expected to monitor all of them, but it was a boring task and she needed several cigarette breaks. When she checked the Peugeot’s GPS tracker, she realized it had been disconnected. An alert had been sent at 3:18 p.m., probably when she was outside having a smoke.

The car service had been booked through the concierge. The dispatcher chatted with her supervisor and both decided not to call the hotel. If the Americans wanted to see London, it was their business. Malik was of greater concern. The dispatcher began calling Malik’s cell phone but there was no answer.

At that time, the phone was in a locker in a closet of the semi-private hospital room.

At 4:31 he called and said he was still there, still being treated and feeling pretty lousy. Evidently, he had collapsed during a perfectly normal lunch and passed out. He had not been ill and felt fine during the drive from Paris to Normandy. He was not taking any meds and had no lingering health problems. He had no idea what happened but suspected it was the work of a car-theft ring. Alcohol was not involved because he was on duty, and besides he was Muslim and never touched the stuff. The doctor was waiting for the police to stop by because Malik was worried about his car. It was across town and he had not yet been able to check on it. The dispatcher explained that Ms. Tanner had called, was very upset, and said they were going to London. That was confusing because they had said nothing about London. Indeed, Ms. Tanner had talked of a gallery exhibit the next day on the Right Bank.

The dispatcher also explained that the car was gone. According to their monitor, the GPS tracker had been disabled an hour earlier when the car was near the city of Louviers, halfway back to Paris on the A13.

Malik was still dizzy and had a splitting headache. The doctors would not permit him to drive for another two to three hours. At 5:15, he called again and said his car was indeed missing. A policeman had driven him to the center of Bayeux, to the exact spot he’d parked at noon. Now there was a stolen car, a serious crime, and Malik was going to the police station to start the paperwork.

By then, the black Peugeot was hidden under a tarp in a tractor shed on a small farm near the town of Dreux, an hour west of Paris.

The rear seat was empty.





Chapter 10

Late Saturday afternoon, Hudson finally made contact with the consultant who was friendly with one of his firm’s partners. Hudson talked to the consultant, one Ben Baxter, and outlined the basics. Baxter’s reputation was that of a discreet dealmaker who kept a short list of prospective buyers and sellers, all with money, and he had the ability to move fast and avoid the hassles of listing, staging, and viewing upscale homes. He did not advertise nor use realtors, and had a small law firm at his disposal. He had been in business for thirty years and facilitated deals for countless important people, often working both sides of the deal. He knew what his properties were worth and there was almost no haggling. Every four years he mopped up when a new administration came to town. His flat fee was $100,000, half paid by the seller up front and half paid by the buyer at closing.

Weekends were his busy days and he was happy to take a look. Hudson sent him the basics along with a few photographs. They agreed to meet in Baxter’s office in McLean at six.

Neither Fritz nor Linzy wanted to attend the meeting. By then they were quite willing to hand the matter over to Hudson and stay out of the way. Thoughts of moving, of digging out after twenty-four years and packing up the things they didn’t toss, were overwhelming. However, it had been discussed before, if only in general terms. Fritz was sixty and tired of his job. Linzy was fifty-eight and still teaching. They were old enough to think about retirement and its advantages, though they had made no concrete plans. The tuition bills were almost behind them and they could start seriously saving again. Their ace was their home and its value, which would only continue to increase as they wound down their careers.

Those plans, vague as they were, were now gone. They were thinking of nothing but Paul and Chelsea, and if they had to sell their towels and bedsheets in a flea market they would quickly do so.

Still, they moved around the house as if sleepwalking. They closed the curtains and ignored their cell phones. Sam called again on the burner and said his father was walking around Paris, bored and waiting. Linzy told him about the last email and photo. She assured him they were doing okay and holding up. Same at the Clayburn home. Neither was being truthful.

Ben Baxter worked from an efficient, no-frills office with just enough room for a secretary by the front door. He was curious about the reasons behind the sudden need to sell and cash in, but he knew not to pry. He’d seen it all, and didn’t really care about the motives. Hudson gave him nothing but the basics and stressed the importance of confidentiality. Ben told a couple of mildly interesting stories of homes he had brokered for representatives of people with no identities. They involved corporate names, offshore businesses, straw men, shell companies, and so on. His lawyers and their lawyers knew all the tricks. Hudson had spent his career in and around real estate investors and their developments and had dealt with plenty of fast-talkers and shady types. After fifteen minutes with Ben, he felt the guy could be trusted.

Ben had already found a dozen comparable sales in the past year in the same neighborhood. He had copies of those “comps,” along with recent tax assessments for the property. He was of the opinion that the Tanners should price their home at $2.2 million with plenty of room to negotiate.

The meeting lasted half an hour before Ben had to hustle off to meet another client. As Hudson was returning to the Tanner home, Ben called with a question about availability. He had a prospect who wanted to see the house Sunday morning.

At 5:10 Eastern, Justine got an email with another text that she promptly clicked on. She and Sam were staring at the screen when a photo of Lowell appeared. He was walking out of a train station. The words gare de lyon were clearly visible behind him. They were indeed watching.

Justine and Sam discussed sending the photo to Lowell but decided not to. There was no benefit in doing so and they were uncertain about the risks.

The bistro was a ten-minute walk from the hotel and recommended by the clerk at the front desk. For a man who’d spent the day walking aimlessly around Paris, another ten minutes was nothing. Lowell settled behind a small table with a checkerboard cloth and ordered a glass of champagne. He was looking at the English language menu, and contemplating a late dinner, when his cell phone vibrated. Caller unknown, which meant only one thing. The text read: Sunday, take the 9:40 a.m. train from Gare du Nord to Chantilly. Get a room at the Hotel Dauphine. Wait for further instructions.

He could think of nothing to say but tried to respond anyway. It was blocked. He pulled out his guidebook and found Chantilly, fifty kilometers north of Paris. Five minutes later, Sam called on the burner and said, “They’re taking photos of you.”

“Okay. Why am I not surprised?”

“Where are you?”

“I don’t know. Some restaurant in Paris.”

“They just emailed a photo of you walking out of the Gare de Lyon.”

“Was I smiling?”

“No. You looked rather bothered.”

“Wonder why. That was hours ago. They just instructed me to take a train to the town of Chantilly, which, according to my little book, is a lovely town of ten thousand just north of the city.”

“Be careful.”

“I am. How’s your mother?”

“The same. We’re hanging on.”

“Thanks, Sam, for being there.”

“Of course.”

“Any word from the Tanners?”

“We’re keeping in touch. Nothing new, really.”

“Any more talk of calling the FBI?”

“No. I think they’ve decided to wait and see how things go tomorrow.”

“I can only hope we’re doing the right thing, Sam.”

“Who knows?”

They ended the call. A waiter appeared and Dr. Clayburn ordered sea bass with a glass of white burgundy. He studied his guidebook and refused to look around.





Chapter 11

Chantilly was an elegant old town with a famous racetrack where horses from Europe had been running for centuries. Rows of aged but well-maintained stables spread behind the grandstand. The town was proud of its racing history and there were equine motifs at every turn. Lowell checked into the Hotel Dauphine in the quaint town center and went for a walk. It wasn’t much of a tourist town and not a lot to see, but what else was he supposed to do? Besides the racetrack, the château was the main attraction. He bought a ticket for twenty euros and took his time strolling from room to room. The art collection was impressive. The library had seven hundred volumes of ancient manuscripts, including a Gutenberg. He bought a museum guidebook and flipped through it on a bench in a courtyard shaded by a weeping beech tree.

Stuck across the ocean and doing what he was told, his schedule and movements dictated by criminals he would never meet, Lowell had a moment to reflect on his life and what he had missed. He knew nothing about art and never spent a single moment considering the history and importance of ancient books and manuscripts. He looked at the color photos of the paintings he had just seen inside the château and tried to understand them.

He had spent the past thirty years on a surgical assembly line designed to help his patients but also make as much money as possible, all to fund an enviable lifestyle. Such a career gave little time for diversions, hobbies, travel, education, even friendships. His balls-to-the-wall ambition consumed as much of his time as he could devote to it, with, of course, his family being another priority. Now the family was threatened. It had been upended in a manner so dramatic that there was no precedent. He knew parents who had lost children. Others were nursing kids sick with leukemia and other diseases.

He didn’t know a single person who had been hurled into the nightmare of a kidnapping. But there was hope, and he kept telling himself that was enough.

He returned to the galleries inside the château and spent more time with the paintings.

At 5 p.m., a text came with more instructions.

Chelsea had spent a day or two without being cuffed and hooded. She was given plenty of bread, fruit, and water, and she managed to relieve herself in the filthy bucket that had yet to be emptied. She slept and cried, said plenty of prayers, tried to stretch and do some yoga, then slept some more. She had read that solitary confinement was a form of torture, and now she believed it. But being alone in a tiny room that was almost pitch-black was even worse.

She was almost relieved when the door opened and the guard was back. He handed her the hood and she put it over her head.

“Give me your wrists,” he said, rather gently.

She stuck them out and he cuffed them with plastic bands. He said “Stand up,” and took her by the arm. She was aware that she was leaving the room, for the first time. Would it be the last? “Where are we going?”

There was no reply. She looked down and tried to see her feet. They were there, still sore and half numb, but she could not see them. There was light, though, and they were walking slowly through another room. Another door opened, and more light. The guard had her right arm, another person took her left. They turned her around. He said, “Sit here,” and forced her rear onto something metal.

A female voice said, “This will sting. Hold still.” A needle pricked her left shoulder and it stung for a second or two.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Just do as you’re told,” the woman said.

They lifted her feet and shoved her into the rear of the white delivery van. The rear door closed and latched. A man got behind the steering wheel. The woman was the passenger. The van began moving, its tires crunching over gravel.

As Chelsea drifted away, her last thought was that she had been in that place before. There was something familiar about the smell and feel of the surface where she now rested.

As directed, Lowell was sitting on a park bench beside the Nonette River, in the heart of Chantilly, at six-thirty. The Nonette wasn’t really a river, but more a tributary that ran for twenty miles before emptying into the Oise, a proper river that meandered for a hundred miles before joining forces with the mighty Seine. The Nonette was narrow and seemed perpetually still. Humble as it was, it was the only river in Chantilly and the town made the most of it. There were old bridges, both for pedestrians and vehicles, small colorful boats, and the banks were lined with sycamore trees shading benches and picnic tables.

His bench was near a pedestrian footbridge. Third bench to the left as one walked away from the town center. He had no idea what to expect and was given no opportunity to ask questions. To do so would have been a waste of time. It would make sense that he was about to meet someone or see something important, but that was only a guess.

The white delivery van parked on a narrow street between buildings, across the Nonette. Its rear door opened and a woman slid out. She hurried away along the sidewalk, made the block, disappeared for a moment, then emerged near a newsstand where she could see both the van and the target, Dr. Clayburn. She watched every vehicle, every bike rider, every pedestrian, with her phone in her hand.

Chelsea was now seated in the front, her eyes covered with large shades, her wrists uncuffed. She had been told moments earlier that her freedom was very close, that she was about to see her father, and that if she obeyed orders, she would be released soon. A false move of any kind, and she would never see him again.

“What about my husband?” she had asked.

The man had replied: “First you’ll see your father, then your husband. No more questions.”

She had been allowed to glance at the driver, but there was little to see. He, too, wore large black sunglasses. A cap with a logo was pulled low. He had a dark beard with a few sprinkles of gray. When she glanced again, he growled, “Don’t look. Eyes straight ahead.” After three or four days of hearing virtually nothing but his voice, she knew he was the same guard or gunman or whatever who had first hauled her into the little dark room. She had nicknamed him “Grumps” because of his terse statements. She also called him “Sewer” due to his hygienic challenges.

She wondered where the woman was but let it go.

He pointed and said, “There across the street, over the river, you see those benches under the trees?”

“Yes.”

“The third one from the left. The man in a white shirt and brown vest.”

“Yes.”

“That’s your father.”

Chelsea gasped in disbelief and squinted. But there was no doubt it was Lowell. Her driver held a small phone and pressed a button. “Let’s say hello. Tell him that you can see him. Ask him to wave his left hand. Tell him you are doing fine. But nothing more, understand?”

“Yes, yes.”

They watched as Lowell reached into his pocket, removed his cell phone, and said, on speaker, “Hello.”

The man nodded at her. Chelsea gushed, “Dad, it’s me. I’m here. I see you. I’m okay.”

“My God! Where are you, Chelsea?” They watched as Lowell held the phone while instinctively jerking his head around. “Where are you?”

“I’m close by. You can’t see me. Dad, please wave your left hand.”

“Okay.” Lowell raised his left arm and waved his hand, still looking around.

“I see you, Dad. I see you.”

“When do I get to see you, Chelsea?”

The guard held up his hand, then said, “Soon, Dr. Clayburn. Very soon.” He closed the phone, stuck it in his pocket, and said, “Now, just sit still for a moment.”

They watched as Lowell stared at his phone, then reluctantly put it down. He kept looking around, desperately searching for his daughter. She began crying.

Lowell called home with the news that he had made contact with Chelsea and even spoken to her. He’d heard her voice. No, he had not actually seen her, but she had seen him. In great detail, he described the incident to Justine and Sam. The family wanted to celebrate but knew it was far too premature.

Then he called Fritz with the same story, and he and Linzy were just as excited as the Clayburns. Rescuing Chelsea practically guaranteed the same for Paul.

That night, Hudson called a man named Max Whitehead, the friend of a friend. Whitehead worked for a Bethesda bank and specialized in large home equity loans. The friend had briefed him without revealing too many details. A certain reputable family needed some money as quickly as possible.

Hudson apologized for the weekend interruption and said only that the family, who he was close to, was rather desperate to borrow against their fine home in Old Town Alexandria. The city assessed it for $1.6 million. There was no mortgage. A realtor friend thought it would sell for much more than that.

Whitehead was interested and said a deal would be no problem. Once the appraisal was done, he could turn around the money in a matter of hours. The problem was the appraisal. Even one of the “drive-by” variety would take at least two weeks.

No, there was no way around the requirement of an appraisal.





Chapter 12

At nine o’clock Monday morning, Sam and Justine entered a glittering new office building and found their way to the home office of a bank they had used for several years. They rode an elevator to the third floor and were directed to the office of Brooke Lansky, a vice president they had never met and would never see again. She was in charge of the bank’s electronic wire transfer system. She had spoken to Dr. Clayburn and his financial advisor several times, beginning last Friday, and would handle the movement of money.

The entire episode was shrouded in mystery and intrigue, primarily because the Clayburns were so closely guarding the facts. Things were tense enough to command her attention throughout the weekend. The bank’s lawyers had weighed in and, of course, sent along some paperwork. Lowell was forced to bark once or twice and remind the bankers that the money belonged to him and Justine and they were free to do with it whatever they pleased, without a lot of explaining.

Ms. Lansky moved them into a splendid conference room with distant views they never noticed. The gist of the paperwork was that the Clayburns were guaranteeing the bank, its regulators, the government, and pretty much every breathing soul in America that the money was not being wired for illegal purposes, nor was it in any way related to the illegal trafficking of narcotics, at least twenty of which were listed. Nor was the money destined for the hands of persons or organizations engaged in terrorist activities against the United States. The paragraph defining such activities ran on for half a page.

The truth was they had no idea who was getting the money and didn’t care, and if they had to sign ten documents and swear under oath and with the threat of imprisonment, they were prepared to do so. Hell yeah there was an illegal activity. It was commonly known as kidnapping, and they were paying the ransom to save Chelsea. Nothing else mattered.

At 9:30, as expected, the wiring instructions arrived in an encrypted email. The receiving bank was Swiss, one with a long presence in the United States, and this seemed to please Ms. Lansky. The routing was through an office in New York. Her assistant hurried in with fresh new forms for Sam to review. He called Lowell in Chantilly, then Justine signed where needed. The $2 million left the Clayburns’ account in an EWT, an expedited wire transfer. Ms. Lansky assured them it would be received within thirty minutes. They were welcome to wait in the conference room and she promised to monitor the wire. The assistant brought in coffee and pastries, which went unnoticed.

At 4 p.m. in France, Lowell entered the Church of Our Lady of the Assumption, a ten-minute walk from his hotel and still in the heart of Chantilly. It was a seventeenth-century example of classical architecture and historical intrigue. Lowell had read all about it in his guidebook, as he had for most of the old buildings in town. What else was there to do while he waited?

But the waiting was almost over, wasn’t it? The money had been transferred. Chelsea was in town. He had been directed to this handsome old church and told to sit on the fourth pew, right side, and wait a bit longer. At such an hour on a Monday the sanctuary was almost deserted. Only two other parishioners were present, kneeling and lost in their worlds. Lowell admired the soaring ceilings and beautiful stained glass and tried hard to restrain his labored breathing.

As the minutes passed, he began to pray for a miracle.

The sunglasses Chelsea wore were actually blackened, so that she would see virtually nothing but her hands if she looked down. She was once again in the passenger’s seat, in the same van, and it was moving through traffic. Then it stopped and parked. When the engine was turned off, the man waited for a moment and said, “Okay, you are almost free. Listen to me carefully and do exactly as I say. You will remove the glasses, get out, and step onto the sidewalk. Never look back. You will walk about three blocks until you see a church, Our Lady of the Assumption, on your right. Understand?”

She nodded, eager to agree with anything. She was a wreck and alternated between crying out of fear and hyperventilating with anticipation. For a second she asked herself: What else do they know about me? But at that point she didn’t care.

The man said, “Enter the church through the front door. The sanctuary is open to the public. On the left side, four rows from the rear, you will see your father. Do you understand everything?”

“Yes, yes I understand.”

“Listen carefully. Paul is nearby and will be released later. You must not tell anyone about this. Not the police, not the press. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“One word to the police or the press and you will never see Paul again.”

“I got it.”

He sat something in her lap and said, “Here is your purse. Everything is there but your cell phone. Both passports, cash, Paul’s wallet.” She clutched it and recognized the feel of the leather.

He took a deep breath and said, “Okay. Don’t look at me. Take off the glasses and get out. Go, you are free.”

The girl with the curls that were once red but were now black watched Chelsea walk cautiously down the sidewalk. Eyes straight ahead, steps unsteady, as if her legs were adjusting to movement after some neglect. She picked up her gait when she saw the church. She entered through the front door. The girl ducked around a corner, jumped into the white van, and it disappeared.

Chelsea would have yelled but the church was dark and quiet. Instead, she gushed “Dad!” They met halfway, in the aisle, and embraced each other as never before. Clutching and grabbing, they retreated to the narthex, sat on a narrow bench, and squeezed hands while they wiped tears. She was more beautiful than ever, tears and red eyes and all.

They whispered as they held each other. “Are we safe here?”

“Yes,” he said with authority, and he really thought so. There was so much to talk about. “You’re free, Chelsea, and you’re going home.”

“What about Paul?”

“Let’s step outside and call your mother.”

When the wiring was confirmed, Sam and Justine thanked Brooke Lansky and left the building. They hurried home and began another round of waiting. Minutes before noon, the now-trusted burner rattled again, and Sam answered it. It was Chelsea.

“Sam, it’s me.”

“Thank God, Chelsea! Are you all right?”

“Great! I’m here with Dad. They let me go and Dad was waiting, in a church.”

Justine stood in shock with her hands over her mouth. Sam offered the phone and she grabbed it.

Chelsea was hungry and in need of a long, hot shower. She had no idea where she was and Lowell explained that they were in the town of Chantilly, about an hour north of Paris. Don’t ask why they were there. That decision had been made by someone else. There was so much ground to cover.

She had plenty of clothes but they were in the hotel room in Paris. As they walked arm in arm through the narrow streets, she saw a boutique with chic mannequins in the window. Lowell was more than happy to walk inside and watch while she quickly selected an outfit, without bothering to try it on.

At his hotel, she went to shower. He offered to wait in the lobby but she insisted he stay in the room, with the door locked. She was not letting him out of her sight, and he understood. She dressed in the bathroom, and when she emerged, in her new outfit, she looked as pretty as she had walking down the aisle.

The wedding seemed years ago.

She said for the first time, “Dad, I’m not leaving France without Paul.”

“I understand.”

They had dinner in a restaurant across the street, a long meal. She had seconds and thirds as Lowell replayed the past week and gave as many details as he could remember. As she ate and he talked, he could not hide the elation and utter relief of seeing his daughter alive and well. She was shocked at the ransom and concerned about the Tanners’ ability to get the money so quickly. “Can we loan it to them?”

“Of course, and we’ll do so in an instant. But Fritz and I have not had that conversation. They are proud people.”

“Yes, they are. But right now pride is not the issue.”

“I understand, Chelsea. Your mother and I will do whatever we can to get Paul back.”

After dinner, Chelsea called the Tanners and took turns speaking to Fritz and Linzy. The mood was joyous, but the emotions swung sharply between unbridled relief and unresolved fear. There were more tears. Chelsea promised more than once, “I’m not coming home without Paul.”

After dark, Lowell and Chelsea roamed the streets of Chantilly, arm in arm. She held him tightly as if still afraid of the shadows. She had no clear recollection of how they were grabbed. Her last memory was Paul asking the driver to lower the rear windows. At times she was vaguely aware of being moved. She woke up in a black hole, a tiny room with no lights. At times she struggled to see her hands in front of her. She remembered staring at the lights and making the videos, and after each one they would jab her again with a needle. Her arms and legs were sore from the injections.

Lowell described the horror of being contacted by the kidnappers, the disbelief that it was real and not a hoax. They walked and talked for hours. Tomorrow they would take the early train back to Paris, to the hotel room. Lowell had called to check on their clothing and luggage. The room was being held, but some charges were due.

Chelsea could not sleep alone in a strange room, and asked her father to stay. Lowell happily complied and made himself comfortable on a small rollaway cot at the foot of her bed. Neither slept much. The cot left much to be desired. Chelsea was fitful and mumbled in her dreams. Twice she woke up crying and asked her father to hold her tight. She checked the door throughout the night, just to make sure it was locked.





Chapter 13

For the Tanners, the welcome news meant Paul’s release was much closer at hand, but they were still frantically scrambling to raise the money. Ben Baxter had expected at least one offer Monday morning and planned to show the house to another prospect early that afternoon. When they were not staring at the phone, Fritz and Linzy scrambled around the house, cleaning, tossing the small stuff, making plans for fire-selling furniture and fixtures they didn’t want to move, and in general wading through the chaos of packing up. They tried to ignore the emotions of losing the family home where their children grew up.

Thoughts of another email with more instructions were never far away. “They” had told Dr. Clayburn to fly to Paris to facilitate the ransom transfer and Chelsea’s release. Fritz was expecting the same. Now, though, “they” were $2 million richer and perhaps their strategy was changing.

Ben Baxter called early in the afternoon with an offer of $1.5 million, cash with an instant closing, which was a part of the deal. Ben said the buyer was an investor who would probably rent the house for a spell, then flip it when the market was higher. Fritz asked if they could sell it, then rent it back for a year or so. Ben was checking on that, but the answer was probably no. Fritz told him to counter one-point-eight and try to squeeze for more.

Everything was frantic and thinking clearly was difficult. Selling the house was traumatic enough. The idea of renting it back was unsettling. They needed more than $1.5 million at the moment. The ticking clock was getting louder. The darkest cloud was the fear of what was happening to Paul.

Cashing in their 401(k)s, liquidating their small portfolio of stocks and bonds, borrowing on a line of credit, and scrounging up every other available dollar brought their total to around $285,000. Ben called back and said the buyer was holding at one-point-five, and at the moment there were no other offers. Fritz swallowed hard, took the deal, and felt nauseous. The closing could happen as soon as Tuesday afternoon. As far as they knew, their deadline was still 10 a.m. Wednesday, Eastern time.

The money represented their life’s work, assets, and savings, and the fact that it would disappear into a dark world and enrich a bunch of criminals was sickening. But it was nothing compared to losing Paul.

Justine called early Monday evening to say hello and check on their progress. Linzy cried on the phone and said they were short by a few bucks, but still scrambling.

Justine asked point-blank, “What’s the gap?”

Linzy took a deep breath, looked at Fritz, who was watching closely, and said, “About two hundred and fifty thousand.”

Without hesitation, Justine said, “We’ll make the loan, Linzy. Happy to do so. We’ll do whatever it takes.”

“You can’t do that,” Linzy said as her voice cracked.

“Of course we will. We’ll figure it all out when the kids are back home, okay?”

“No.” Linzy looked at Fritz, who was wiping his eyes.

“Yes! Sam and I talked to Lowell, who’s with Chelsea. We all agree and we’re eager to help. We’ll meet with the banker first thing in the morning and get a check.”

When Linzy couldn’t respond, Fritz took the phone and said, “I don’t know what to say, Justine. You know we’ll pay back every dime.”

“I know that, Fritz. But at this point, don’t even think about it. Chelsea’s safe and we’ll celebrate when they both get home.”

“Thank you, Justine. I’ll call Lowell in the morning.”

 

The email came at 7:03 Monday evening. It read: Wire the money, two million, at 10 a.m. Wednesday morning. Instructions to follow. Chelsea will remain in Paris.

Lowell and his daughter took an early train from Chantilly to Paris, arriving at Gare du Nord at 8:35. The taxi ride to the hotel took almost an hour in heavy traffic. Nothing was clear at the hotel. The manager politely informed them that they owed almost 1,800 euros for the room, which had been booked for seven nights but had now been occupied, by their luggage and clothing, for ten. He was curious about her unexplained disappearance, and asked more than once about her husband. She said he had fallen ill and returned to the United States, a lame bit of fiction that was met with suspicion. And it did nothing to explain the presence of her father.

At any rate, the manager was willing to settle up and offer the same room for three more nights at the same rate. Chelsea wanted desperately to leave the hotel, but was afraid to. What if Paul made a miraculous escape and came looking for her? She was adamant that she would stay in the hotel, and the city, until they were together again. Then they would fly home, hand in hand, and deal with the questions. There was so much to worry about later. At the moment, she was thinking only of Paul.

In the room, with her father watching, she became emotional again when she saw Paul’s shirts and jackets hanging in the closet. And his toothbrush and toiletries in his shaving kit. And his shoes beside the bed.

She asked her father to sit by the window as she showered again and took her time with her hair. She changed into one of her dresses, then announced that she could not stay in the room any longer. They left the hotel and went for a walk.





Chapter 14

Hudson was standing in the kitchen, staring at the coffeepot when it began to drip at 5:30 Tuesday morning. If he’d slept he didn’t remember it, and he certainly didn’t feel refreshed. What was sleep? He was running on fumes. Fritz and Linzy were exhausted and there was no relief in sight. Relief would come only with a bear hug from Paul on American soil. However, the news from Paris was greatly encouraging. They had spoken to Chelsea twice, had a good cry, and were buoyed by her confidence that she was not coming home without her husband.

Hudson had managed to coax a $100,000 loan from his company, which was owned by three friends he’d been dealing with for a decade. Five years earlier, he could have happily pitched in half a million bucks for the ransom, but various markets had turned against him. Getting the loan had required a little fiction, a tightrope act to hide the truth. At the moment, the truth didn’t matter.

They showered and left the house early and had breakfast at a waffle shop that never closed. They tried to smile and act as though all was well. Fritz even cracked a joke and got a laugh, but they were too wired for levity. Their nerves were shot and their emotions were raw. If Ben Baxter’s mysterious buyer failed to come through in a hurry, they had no alternative plan.

After breakfast and several cups of coffee, they left for what would be an unforgettable day of high-end panhandling. Their first stop was their neighborhood bank where they drained their trusty checking account of $14,000, leaving enough to stay afloat for two months. Staying above water was not the issue. Fritz and Linzy were still gainfully employed and not fretting over their financial future. Their only concern was their son. An old certificate of deposit was cashed out, and after penalties netted $8,400. A useless line of credit in the bank’s inventory of goodies awarded them another $5,000, for their loyalty, almost twenty years of it. They left the bank with three separate checks and drove to a building near Fritz’s office. They spent two hours with their financial advisor wading through the paperwork that demolished their 401(k)s. When the dust settled, and after the brutal penalties were dealt with, they limped out of the meeting with a certified check for $271,000. The money had taken years to save and protect and in their dreams they had spent it many times in their glorious retirement. At that dark hour, though, they could not entertain such thoughts.

They went to Hudson’s office in Chevy Chase, and Fritz and Linzy waited in the lobby while he met with an accountant and signed forms. When he rejoined them he proudly handed over a check for $100,000. Linzy sobbed in the rear seat as Fritz drove and kept saying thanks.

For lunch they were invited to the Clayburn home, where, after a round of hugs and tears, they settled on the covered patio and compared notes. Sam reported that he had just spoken to Chelsea and Lowell. They were trying to stay busy in Paris while watching the clock. She said again that she would not leave the city without Paul and they believed her. The end of their nightmare was almost at hand.

They sipped iced tea and nibbled on deli rolls, but food was not important. With Justine pressing, Fritz said they were about $200,000 short, after Baxter’s commission and assuming his buyer came through. Hudson and Sam had already gone over the numbers. Sam handed him a cashier’s check for $250,000. Fritz objected, saying it was too much. Justine said take it, just in case, they would settle later. Fritz insisted on calling it a loan. Justine disagreed and said it was nothing like that. Hudson, though, had prepared a short promissory note, which Fritz and Linzy signed.

With business out of the way, they forgot about lunch and sat on the patio for a long time talking about the unbelievable mess they were in and what would happen when it was over. The kids were coming home! The families would rejoice in quiet celebration, then take the next step, whatever it might be.

Fritz called Ben Baxter, who was headed to the lawyer’s office in McLean to review paperwork. No, the money for the purchase had not yet arrived.

At 4 p.m., the Tanners entered the lawyer’s office. Baxter had left for half an hour to chase another deal. They reviewed the closing packet and went over everything with the lawyer. The deal was as easy as possible—cash, no mortgage, no inspection, as is. The buyer agreed to lease the house back to Linzy and Fritz for ninety days at $2,000 a month.

Paying rent to use their own home seemed rather outrageous, but since last Friday nothing had made sense. Baxter returned at 4:25 and a few minutes later the wire for $1.5 million hit the lawyer’s escrow account. How ironic that the Tanners were thrilled to get the money to sell their beloved home. There was no time for irony.

Sam called his father in Paris and relayed the news that the Tanners had worked a miracle and had the money.

They were subdued on the ride back to the home they had just sold under duress. Sold to a vulture, no doubt a predator who’d probably made his money feasting on other desperate sellers like themselves.

Themselves? There was no one like them. No one they’d ever met or known had been forced to navigate their way through such a horror.

It was a corporation, probably some type of money-running outfit hustling to keep up with the latest semi-legitimate scam. The Tanners would not even have the privilege of meeting the proud new owners of a place they had nurtured for so long. Now they would be reduced to renting it and even had a deadline to get out. Where would they go after ninety days?

A rather significant challenge but not important at the moment.

To keep away from that subject, they tried to focus on their next moves. Fritz had not been instructed to zip off to Paris to get Paul. How would the Tanners know he was safe and almost free before they wired the money? Were they expected to trust the thugs because they had honored their end of Chelsea’s bargain?

The answers could come only from experienced hostage negotiators, probably employed by the FBI or CIA. But it was much too late for that. The Clayburns had not involved the authorities and Chelsea was now safe.

The crimes were nothing but old-fashioned kidnappings, all about money. Pay the ransom and save the kid.
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