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To Sam Johnson

Shooting star.

We miss your light


One

FIVE HOURS OF sleep. I rub my eyes, head out front, and bend down to extract my rolled-up copy of The Washington Post from beneath an azalea bush. I never know where I’m going to find the thing; whoever pitches it never got past T-ball.

“Good morning! Beautiful day in the neighborhood.” It’s Yasmin Siegel, my eightysomething neighbor from across the street, with her black Lab, Cookie.

“I guess.” I slide the paper out from its transparent plastic sleeve.

“Seriously, Alex, a day like this in Washington, D. C.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “It’s a gift. End of May? You can get some real stinkers.” She points her finger at me. “You enjoy it, you and those boys.”

“I was hoping for rain,” I tell her, looking up at the cloudless blue sky.

“Ri-ight,” Yasmin chuckles. “O-kay, Cookie. I get the message.” She gives me a jaunty wave and heads toward the park.

Actually, I was hoping for rain. I check the weather map on the back of the Metro section, just in case.

No. No rapidly moving front, no storm pelting toward D.C. from Canada or the Outer Banks.

A beautiful day.

Back in the house, I set up the coffeemaker. While I wait for it to do its thing, I put out bowls and spoons for the boys, pour two glasses of orange juice, tear off a couple of bananas from the bunch, toss them onto the table, get the giant box of Cheerios down from the cabinet.

The problem with the beautiful day is that I’ve got work to do, last-minute cuts on a piece scheduled to air tonight. But cuts or no cuts, I promised the boys – my six-year-old twins – that every Saturday they could pick out some kind of excursion. And they’re dead set on this Renaissance festival, which naturally enough is all the way to hell and gone, way out past Annapolis. The drive alone will take more than an hour each way. It’s going to kill the whole day.

And since this is the boys’ first visit since Christmas – and only their second visit since Liz and I separated – this is the first of these excursions. No way I can bail.

I tell myself there’s nothing for it. Get on with it. I need to make the cuts in time to drop off the file at the station on our way out of town.

The boys and I are doing great so far – although after only six days, I’m already wiped out and playing catch-up at the station. This would make Liz happy, both the sleep deprivation and the fact that after less than a week, I’m already falling behind at work. She built in the time crunch when she set up the conditions for the visit. She wouldn’t let me take the boys on a trip, for instance, not even for part of the month. “How can I compete,” she said, “if every time they’re with you, it’s a vacation?” (I took the kids skiing in Utah during my allotted four days at Christmas.)

What Liz wants is a month of “regular life,” as she puts it. She works full-time at the Children’s Museum in Portland. She wants me to experience the reality, 24/7, of having kids and a job, wants me to hassle with car pools, laundry, bedtimes, picky eating habits, friends, the parents of friends. If there’s any chance for a reconciliation, I have to see that I can’t just phone it in – having a wife and kids. Being a single parent for a month will force me to put family first.

Instead of work. In the station’s official bio, I’m the guy who “goes after the toughest stories in the hardest places.” This has won me several awards, but it’s beginning to look as if it might cost me my marriage. And my family. I was in Moscow when the twins took their first steps, in Kosovo when Kev broke his arm, in Mazar-al-Sharif on their first day of kindergarten.

“Minute for minute,” Liz said, “you’ll probably see more of the boys this month than you have for the past two years. Maybe you’ll even like it.”

Coffee’s ready. I splash some milk into it and I’m about to leave the plastic bottle on the table for the boys, when I remember that Kev won’t touch milk if it’s the slightest bit warm. I put it back into the fridge.

The thing is I do like it, having the guys around, even with the hassles. Liz was right about that. I guess it was always easier to let her do most of the “parenting,” or whatever you want to call it. Turns out, that routine stuff is when you really get to know your kids. I forgot how much fun they are, their bursts of insight, the earnest concentration they bring to certain tasks. How much I missed them.

This Renaissance thing, though – I’m not looking forward to that. After a long and traffic-choked drive, I’m guessing it will be a hokey and overpriced tour through what amounts to a faux Elizabethan amusement park. Costumed knights and ladies. Jousts and faked swordplay. Jugglers and magicians. Not my kind of thing. Not at all.

I tried to promote an O’s game, a trip to the zoo, a movie and pizza – but the boys wouldn’t budge. They’ve been relentless about the festival ever since they caught the ad on TV.

By now, I’ve seen it too because the kids taped it and forced me to watch. A knight in shining armor gallops into the foreground. Behind him, a half-timbered facade bristles with wind-whipped pennants. Huge lance in hand, the knight reins in his horse, lifts his faceplate, and in hearty Elizabethan English invites one and all to “Get thyselves to the Maryland Renaissance Faire!”

It all seemed kind of lame to me, and I made the mistake of saying that to Liz last night on the phone – looking for a little good-natured mutual grumbling about parenthood.

What I got instead was a chilly lecture from my wife. Didn’t I get it that what parents enjoy is their kids’ enjoyment? What did I think – that Liz was crazy about Barney? Teletubbies? Return of the Clones? “And here I was going to compliment you on finding something that fit in so well with their after-school enrichment program,” Liz said. “I should have known.”

I didn’t have a clue about any after-school program and that, unfortunately, became crystal clear. She explained: the boys have been up to their ears in Arthurian lore.

This had gone right by me; although once Liz mentioned it, I realized the kids had been rattling on about the Round Table and Merlin. And they’d spent hours out in the backyard, dueling with plastic swords. Plastic swords that, yes, they brought in their suitcases.

Okay, so I demonstrated a lack of curiosity about the plastic swords – is that so bad? Or – is Liz right and I’m the most self-absorbed parent on the planet? Unlike their tuned-in mother up in Maine.

Maine. I drop down into the chair in front of the iMac in my study. Could she have moved any farther away? Without expatriating? The answer, of course, is yes: she could have gone to Alaska. Hawaii. L.A. She could have gone lots of places. But …

I tap a key and wait for the screen to shimmer out of sleep mode. My segment – “Afghan Wedding” – was all wrapped and ready until nine last night, when I got the word that the addition of some promotional clips meant I had to cut another two minutes. I made the logical cuts last night, but I still need to lose forty-four seconds. The segment’s only seven minutes long now, so cutting is harder. Whatever goes at this point will be something I don’t want to give up.

Originally “Afghan Wedding” was part of an hour-long special about Afghanistan, pegged around a Donald Rumsfeld we-haven’t-forgotten-you visit to that beleaguered country. I got a nice long interview with the secretary of defense about the state of the postwar recovery. I interviewed Karzai. We got some excellent tape of the crew working on the reconstruction of the Kandahar-Kabul road. And then there was a pastiche of feel-good stuff about life in liberated Kabul and Kandahar. Girls going to school. The opening of a health clinic for women. Exhilarated Afghanis listening to music. Dancing. Capped off with the wedding: Afghan couple celebrates long-postponed nuptials.

The wedding was to take place in a village near Kandahar. A safe zone, or so we were told. The crew and I got there with our equipment, no problem. Even with the cameras, the wedding got started on time. And then the happy occasion turned into a nightmare when the crew of an off-course U.S. F-16 seeking a rumored Taliban conclave misread the wedding tableau on the ground.

Four killed, fifteen wounded.

The segment was removed from the hour-long progress report about Afghanistan. Now the wedding footage was going to be part of an ambitious show about collateral damage: Gulf I (Saddam and the Kurds), Mostar (the bridge), Gaza and Jerusalem (noncombatants killed by both sides), Afghanistan (my wedding piece), Liberia (chopped-off hands and feet), Gulf II (friendly-fire fatalities). The show – Big Dave was angling for an Emmy – would finish with a segment about the mother of all collateral-damage stories: September 11.

I cue up my segment on the iMac. On the monitor, the nightmare has not yet begun. The camera cuts between the glowing faces of the bride and groom, then moves in for a close-up of the tiny American flags pinned to their nuptial finery.

“Dad, can we eat breakfast in the TV room and watch cartoons?”

I jump. Liz took off with the kids more than six months ago and one week into their visit, I’m still not used to the way they just materialize. “Jeez, I gotta put bells on you guys.”

Kevin laughs.

Sean says, “Can we?”

“What?”

“Eat breakfast in the TV room? Please?”

I shrug. “Why not?”

“Great! C’mon, Kev.”

But Kevin doesn’t budge. “When are we going to the Renaissance Fair?”

I’m wondering what I can get away with. “I’m thinking … noon.”

“No way!” Kev complains. “We’ll miss the whole thing.”

“Kevin,” his brother tells him, “it doesn’t even start till eleven. And it goes till seven.” Then, because he’s just learned to tell time, Sean adds: “P.M.”

Kevin gives his brother a look. “No kidding, P.M.” He turns to me. “You promise? Noon?”

I pretend to think about it. “Nahhhh, I can’t promise.”

Sean gives a little gulp of a laugh and then the two of them moan in chorus: “Daaaaad.”

At least they know, after a week, when I’m kidding. The first couple of days, worried looks flashed from one to the other. To say they’d forgotten my sense of humor understates it: they’d forgotten what I’m like – a depressing reminder that five months had been just about long enough to turn me into a stranger to my sons.

When the kids are gone, I cue up the bits of footage I picked out last night for possible cuts. I mute the audio and lean back to watch. I take some time checking out how various cuts will affect the transitions.

And I decide that maybe the dark-man sequence has to go. It’s thirty-eight seconds long and if I can live without it, I’m just about home free.

One last look.

The dark man is one of the bride’s brothers. The ceremony is over and he’s holding his weapon – it’s an AK – in one outstretched hand. With a loopy grin on his face, he squeezes off a few rounds in sheer jubilation. I like this, the irony of gunfire as celebration in a country where the sounds of war never seem to stop. Just as the camera closes on the man’s gleeful face, the whole screen jumps.

That jolt was, in fact, the impact of the first bomb from the F-16.

The dark man’s grin collapses into slack-jawed astonishment, then turns into a puzzled contemplation of his weapon, as if it might somehow be responsible for what’s happening. He’s still connecting the dots when the second bomb detonates, this one so close the screen instantly fills with dust and debris. Visible only in silhouette, the dark man goes airborne, body hurtling through the air. Then he’s propped up against a rock, powdered in dust, eyes dazed, blood seeping from an ear.

The camera shifts to me. I’m coated in dust, too, standing in front of a rocky outcrop and talking into a microphone. Then we see a group of women, wailing and pointing toward the sky. Me again. Then the bewildered bride staring at the face of her fatally wounded groom.

I roll it back, check the frame counter. The sequence is good, but it’s peripheral. I tap a few keys and it’s … gone.

I tinker with a cut I made last night and shave off the remaining few seconds I need, then roll it through. I stop when I hit the image of the dark man – somehow a few frames survived my edit. I delete them and roll forward, just to make sure the transitions are clean. I freeze it when the kids come in – for what must be the tenth time now – to remind me that it’s time to go. “Past time to go,” Kev says. “Almost twelve-thirty.”

“Let’s go-ohhhh!”

“Let’s be off,” Kevin says in a funny, stilted voice – a knightly voice, I realize.

“Yes! Your loyal servants Sean and Kevin beg thee!”

Suddenly, I’m engulfed by the two of them: the towheaded Lord Kevin and his mirror image, Sir Sean. They tug at my sleeves and rock from foot to foot, as if they have to pee.

“Just let me—”

“Pleee-eeeeeeze!”

With a sigh, I reach for the mouse. “Okay.”

“Who’s that?” Sean asks, pointing at the monitor.

I paused on a frame that shows the groom’s face, his eyes wild, his face obscured by a skein of blood.

“Just a guy,” I tell him.

“What’s the matter with him?” Kevin asks as the haunted and battered face of the wounded groom disappears from the screen. What the boys couldn’t see was that his legs had been blown off. What they did see was the terror on his face.

I click through the shutdown procedure to close out the application, then pop out the disk. “He was scared,” I say.

“Why?”

“Because he was in a war, and he was hurt and that’s … that’s scary.”

“I want to see it,” Sean insists.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because we have to go,” I tell them, pushing back from the desk.

Sean bursts for the door, but Kevin stays where he is, big blue eyes locked on me. “Is that man going to die?”

I hesitate. Finally, I say, “Yeah.”

I put my arm on Kevin’s shoulder and try to steer my son toward the door, but Kev doesn’t budge. “Dad?”

“What?”

“Were you there … with that man?”

“Yes.”

“Couldn’t you help him?”

I take a breath. “No. No one could help him.”

While this is true – the man died less than three minutes after the footage was shot – Kev’s question makes me uncomfortable. The groom was beyond assistance, yes. And I was able to help some of the others. Still, we kept filming.

Kevin nods, but after a moment, he says, “Daddy?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t think the man wanted someone to take his picture.”

I get down on my haunches, so I’m at my son’s level. “Sometimes if you show a terrible thing – like war – then people all over the world can see how terrible it is and that can help stop it. I think the man—”

“What are you guys doin’, anyway?” Sean blasts into the room with an impatient look, then shoots back through the doorway. “Come on!”

“Yeah,” Kevin says, hurling himself into his brother’s wake. “Let’s go!”

I’m grateful for the interruption, not at all sure I buy my own rap. It’s a fine line. What’s hard-hitting, unblinking coverage? And what’s exploitation?

In Kandahar, the camera crew freaked. I was the one that kept the film rolling. It still gets to me. Sometimes I can’t help feeling guilty. The deal is that I make a living from suffering and death; hell, I even win awards for it.

“Daaaaaad!” the boys yell from the front room as I slide the disk into a plastic sleeve. “Let’s go!”

“Tears are good,” Jerry Tumolo, the first producer I ever worked for used to say. “Tears are good, but blood is better. A little blood really gets their attention.”


Two

KEVIN AND SEAN are on their best behavior at the station, where I turn over the segment to Kathy Straight, one of the techs.

Back in the car, they point out the monuments as we head out of town.

Taking the curve off the parkway, they shout, “Lincoln Memorial.”

A few minutes later, they yell, “Big french-fry!” This bit of enshrined toddler wit celebrates Sean’s keen observation, at age two, of the similarity between the shape of the fast food staple and the Washington Monument. It never fails to trigger a cascade of cackles.

Then there’s the one whose name they’ve forgotten until I tell them: the Jefferson Memorial. “Jefferson, Jefferson, Jefferson,” they chant, as the Jeep passes the Tidal Basin.

“Can we go on those sometime?” Kevin asks, pointing to the flotilla of blue-and-white paddleboats.

“How about right now? We could skip the festival.”

“Daaaaaaad.”

They don’t mind my lack of excitement. I used to fake it, revving up bogus enthusiasm on those occasions Liz guilt-tripped me into going along on some kid-centric outing. It didn’t fly, so it’s a relief to realize that they don’t actually care if Dad is having a good time. They’re kids; it’s about them.

The stop at the station means we end up taking the long way out of town, looping down along the river before heading out the Southwest Freeway to New York Avenue. Volleyball games on the Mall give way to the Mint. Five minutes later, we’re heading east through a canyon of crumbling town houses and burnt-out stores.

“Is this the hood?” Sean asks.

“Yeah.”

“Cool.”

Soon, the zoning changes from gang-related residential to light-industrial. Abandoned warehouses with punched-out windowpanes, fast-food restaurants and welfare motels with drawn curtains. Sean can’t get enough of it.

But Kevin couldn’t care less. “Are we almost there?” he asks. And laughs. “It’s a joke – get it? Becuz: we just left!”

An hour-and-a-half later, we are there. I park the Jeep amid thousands of other cars baking in an open field in tiny Cromwell, Maryland. The boys are excited, running ahead toward a pair of crenellated towers (don’t look close, they’re made of plywood). Banners flutter from the ramparts on either side of a lowered drawbridge across a “moat” that seems newly enlarged. A muddy backhoe sits outside a shop where costumes can be rented for the day. “Slow down,” I tell the boys as the three of us join a stream of families ready to cross the bridge into another world.

“One lord, two squires, is it?” the costumed woman at the gate asks, taking my credit card. “On Her Majesty’s royal Visa.” And then we’re in.

Suddenly, it’s four hundred years ago. Wood-chip paths wind through a forested Elizabethan settlement of shops and food stalls, open-air amphitheaters and “living chess” games. The dividing line between imagination and reality is blurry, at best, with many of the fairgoers also in costume, some simple and homemade, some as elaborate as those of the actors – and probably rented from the shop near the entrance. It’s like one of those Civil War reenactments, I decide, thinking that it might be interesting to make a film about people who have given their hearts to another age.

Meanwhile, the boys dash this way and that, tracing in the air a sort of five-pointed star that connects a falconer to a shop selling armor, a magician doing card tricks to a jester, a group singing madrigals to a man making candles. And everyone, even the food-mongers and shop clerks are in costume, holding forth in a semblance of Elizabethan English, with lots of yes and thees and thines.

The boys’ excitement is contagious and before long, I realize that I’m actually having a good time. The place is interesting and impressive, half amusement park, half time machine. And educational, too. Liz would approve. And she’s right: it’s great to be with the kids when they’re having such a ball.

Liz, sweet Liz. She should be here; she’d love it. For a moment, my longing for her nags at me. She left only after a series of failed promises about how I was going to change my workaholic ways, but I still felt blindsided by her departure. I knew she was right, that’s the thing … but I just never quite got around to making the changes I promised to make. News can become all-consuming. You can always do more, edit a little better, write better, check out one more source – but you always have to do it now because you’re always on a deadline.

So yes, Liz was right, I concede that. I’m a workaholic. I neglected my family. I admitted all that to the marriage counselor. I just thought we had time; I thought we were making progress. I guess I never thought she’d actually leave. And then she and the boys were gone, leaving a hole in my life the size of the Grand Canyon.

The campaign to get them back is not going so well, either. This summer is kind of a last shot.

In the meantime, I’m worried she’ll find someone else, some new age guy. Attentive, sensitive, one of those guys who wears a T-shirt that proclaims I’M THE DADDY. One of those guys willing to carry a baby around in some marsupial pouch. This is a repulsive thought – Liz and some other guy with their baby – and I cast it out of my mind. “Let’s go get some food,” I say.

“Yeah!”

We line up at a stall selling hot dogs. “Would the young squires like a widgeroon of the King’s mustard on thy flaming mongrels?”

The boys look stunned, then collapse into paroxysms of laughter. Get it? Mongrels? Dogs? Hot dogs? Flaming mongrels!?

Me – I’m surprised they know what mongrel means.

The three of us spend the afternoon wandering from surprise to delight. Kevin and Sean gasp at the sword swallower, a handsome sweaty man in a leather vest who leans back and gulps down the blade of an outrageously big scimitar. Along with all the other kids, they can’t decide whether they’re impressed or grossed out. A street magician tears up a card picked by an onlooker, does some elaborate shuffling and fanning of the deck, then plucks the magically restored card out of a woman’s hair. Kevin gapes at Sean. (“How did he do that?”) They watch wide-eyed as mud wrestlers dump one another in the muck, and stare at the bulb of glowing glass expanding at the end of the glassblower’s tube.

The three of us watch as fairgoers, kids and adults, try their luck at climbing the Jacob’s ladder. No one makes it more than two rungs up the wobbly affair before a failure of balance causes the whole contraption to pivot with a savage twist. Dumped hard, challengers land on a big pile of soft hay, most of them laughing in surprise. Some keep at it two or three times before moving on. It’s a buck a pop, and even though the twins are strong and athletic for their age, it’s pretty clear they don’t have a prayer. Still, they want to try it and I give in. Wiping out is obviously half the fun.

They both get to the third rung before they lose it and they both beg me to let them go again. I think about it, because at a dollar for thirty seconds, it’s pretty expensive entertainment. “One more time,” I say, and they get back in line. Kevin wipes out immediately, but Sean actually negotiates the swaying rope loops and makes it to the top. The crowd, which has seen every contestant defeated, goes crazy. Kevin is a little jealous, but happy for his brother and proud, too. “Way to go, way to go, way to go!” The guy running the concession makes a big deal of giving Sean his prize, a huge “silver” medallion embossed with a fleur-de-lis. I adjust the leather thong, shortening it so that the medallion rests on Sean’s chest. Sean’s success has encouraged the crowd and several onlookers join the growing line.

We watch for a while, but then we move on. All three of us try our hand at juggling and archery (without much success), and we make messy brass-rubbings of knights in chain mail. The boys are wired. They’re bored. They’re excited again. They really go crazy when a raggedy man who identifies himself as the Groveler hurls himself at my feet, beseeching “milord” for “a bit of silver.” Seizing an ankle, the mad actor sends the boys into a delirium of grossed-out laughter when he actually licks one of my dusty Tevas. Then smacks his lips, as if savoring the grit.

So it’s a blast – or at least it is until I reach for my wallet to pay for snow cones and find that it’s not there. My mood goes into free fall as the coming hassles stack up in my head. I’ll have to replace all my IDs, my credit cards, my driver’s license. Is there enough gas in the car to get us home? I keep an emergency twenty in the glove compartment, but I spent it a couple of days ago at a pizza place that didn’t take plastic. I don’t even have any change – I gave it all to the Groveler.

We retrace our steps – and then Kev, walking behind me, finds my wallet. “It’s in your pocket, Dad,” Kevin says. When I reach back for the wallet, Kevin says, “Nuhuh, the other one.”

And he’s right. There it is. I pull it out. “Duh,” I say, “in my pocket. Why didn’t I think of that?”

The boys respond with a nervous laugh. I’m left shaking my head. “I always keep my wallet back here.” I slap the back pocket, left side.

“Not this time, I guess,” Sean says.

“I guess not.”

It seems strange to me that I would change the habit of a lifetime, so strange that I open the wallet to check.

“Looks like everything’s here,” I tell the boys. “And you know what – feeling stupid is a big step up from the way I felt when I thought I’d lost it.”

“So let’s gooooooo,” Sean bellows.

“To the joust, good sir!” adds Sean.

And so we’re off to the pièce de résistance of the waning afternoon. The boys have been hectoring me for the last hour about this, Kevin checking the time every ten minutes. The jousting match is scheduled for four-thirty. As we turn down a lane and enter the amphitheater, I can see that it’s good we came when we did. There’s already a big crowd gathered; we have to sit quite a way back from the action. The seats consist of bales of hay, arrayed on the shallow concentric tiers surrounding the central arena.

The joust involves four knights, decked out in full armor. As they prance around the ring on their beautiful horses, presenters dressed as squires work up pockets of support for the different contestants. Each part of the arena sports flags and pennants of a different color – red, green, white, black – and these match the colors worn by the knights and their respective mounts.

We’re sitting in the green zone. Each squire rouses support in his section by cuing the crowd for cheers and leading it in taunts. “The Black Knight is a clumsy oaf. Together now …” As part of the buildup, young well-wishers for each knight are summoned forward to the fence surrounding the ring.

The boys clamor to join “the Green Machine,” a band of children assembled to cheer the Green Knight. I hesitate.

Liz would never let them. She knows she’s overprotective – she even worries about it. “I know it might make them feel insecure,” she admits. “I’m sending the message that the world is full of danger.” But she can’t help herself. Even I have been the focus of this kind of worry. I used to love rock climbing, for instance, but Liz just hated it. After the boys were born, she begged me to give it up. I didn’t put up much of a fight. I saw her point, for one thing, and for another, I was so busy at work by then I didn’t really have time for it.

As for the boys, it’s worse. She can hardly bring herself to let them get into another mother’s car for the car pool without checking the seat belts, the car seats, the car’s safety record, the driver’s apparent skill.

“Daaaaad, please.” Down in front, the green squire is handing out emerald pennants and green balloons. The “Green Machine” kids wave the pennants, jump up and down. I tell myself this is exactly the kind of thing they should be allowed to do. I’m right here, after all; I’ll be able to see them. What could happen?

I give in and enjoy their exuberant delight.

“Okay! Let’s go!”

“Yesss!”

I watch their blond heads bob down the aisle as they make their way toward the fence to join the cheering throng of children. The squire hands each of them a green pennant. Then the joust begins and, to my surprise, the horses are as spirited as they are large. You can sense their power. The ground seems to tremble as the red and white knights charge, leaning over their lances, eyes locked on each other’s hearts. When the riders come together, the clash is loud and violent. A roar goes up from across the arena as the Red Knight tumbles from his mount and goes sprawling. The White Knight plants a kiss on his lance and raises it into the air. The white cheering section goes crazy. I check for the kids and spot them toward the right of the cheering section. Along with some other children, they’re petting a little dog. Even the dog is in costume, wearing an Elizabethan thing – a ruff – around its neck.

All eyes return to the arena as a trumpet heralds the next match. Green and black charge toward each other. After a tremendous collision, the Black Knight crashes to the turf. Even I have to admit it’s exciting. These are real jousts, and I’d be surprised if the riders didn’t keep track of winners and losers. When the Black Knight gets to his feet and slinks away, rubbing his backside, it’s impossible not to applaud.

This is great, I’m thinking, and turn to see how the boys are liking it. My eyes go to the fence where the Green Machine is gathered, but I can’t find Kev and Sean in the crowd. Not at first, anyway.

And then: I really can’t see them.

Getting to my feet, I crane for a better view. People behind me start yelling “down in front.” I ignore them and continue to look. But the boys – they just aren’t there. A sizzle of panic surges through my chest. I suppress it.

In the arena, the victorious knights prepare for the final joust, their horses at either end of the arena, pawing the ground and shaking their massive heads. The green squire leads his kids in a chant. “Green! Green! Green! Green!”

“Kev?”

I tell myself they’re right there, right in front of me somewhere, but hidden behind some older, taller children.

“Sean!”

The squire is leading a new cheer – “Gooooooooo Green” – as I work my way through the crowd, down to the fence. “Kevin?” I raise my voice, so that I’m shouting louder than the cheering.

Arriving at the fence as the Green Knight charges toward his opponent, I realize that I’m more terrified than I’ve ever been in a war zone. “Sean?”

I’m shouting at the top of my lungs now, and looking wildly around. And I see: other kids. Lots of them. The Green Knight goes down and a disconsolate moan ripples through the section while a roar erupts across the arena. At the bidding of the squires, balloons are released en masse. I push my way to the fence and scan the mob, searching frantically for blond hair, a yellow T-shirt. I can’t see them. Kids begin to disperse, skipping back toward their parents.

After a minute, I return to the approximate hay bale where we were sitting. I fasten my eyes on the dissolving crowd, willing it to reveal my sons, but after a few minutes, except for a woman a few rows down soothing her screaming toddler, I’m alone.

It’s five-twenty-two in the afternoon, and the twins are gone. Gone. I sit there hoping the boys have gone to the restroom and will soon be back, but I have a terrible feeling in my chest. I know they didn’t go to the john. Not without telling me. Not in the middle of the joust.

So where are they?

It’s not entirely rational, but for a few minutes I can’t bring myself to leave the jousting area. It’s where I last saw them, where they would come back to – if they just wandered off. I shake that phrase out of my mind, an expression I associate with news stories about kids who go missing, who are never seen again, who end up with their faces on milk cartons.

I sit on the hay bale for longer than I should because, as I eventually figure out, the moment I leave and walk away from the jousting arena, I’ll be admitting that my sons are really gone, that something terrible is happening, something that requires the police. It’s dumb fear wrapped in desperate hope, but several minutes tick by while I’m paralyzed in this fog of superstition.

What bubbles up through me as I break my inaction and rise to my feet is an electric rush of sheer terror. Within ten seconds, I’m running full out, so recklessly that the meandering crowd parts for me in alarm and voices rise in complaint and irritation.

“What’s his problem.”

“Hey!”

“There’s little kids here, man!”

“Hey, buddy, watch it!”

It takes a while to find someone from the fair’s security staff.

“Prithee, stranger—”

“I can’t find my kids.” The edge in my voice dissolves the centuries. Suddenly, it’s 2003 again.

“Happens all the time,” the guy tells me. “People get distracted. A juggler comes along – we got a dozen jugglers, y’know? So it’s easy to lose track.”

“I didn’t lose track,” I insist. “We were watching the joust …”

Everyone’s sympathetic. Announcements go out over the P.A. system, informing “Prince Kevin and Lord Sean” that their father is lost. Would the lads be good enough to make their presence known at any of the booths?

I wait, telling myself the boys will be along any minute. But even as I try to reassure myself, I don’t really believe it.


Three

I SIT MAROONED on a bench outside the small rustic building that houses Her Majesty’s Headquarters. There’s nothing medieval about the interior. Half a dozen fair employees work in a large modern space. The section devoted to security is crowded with desks, computers, an elaborate communication system. The building also houses First Aid and the Lost and Found.

A gray-haired man pokes his head out the door. “Offer you a beverage?” he asks. “Coffee? Soft drink?”

I shake my head, keep my eyes on the crowd. Any minute, I tell myself, the boys will come around that corner.

“Suit yourself.”

The gray-haired man is Gary Prebble, chief of security for the fair. He wears a basic uniform, pale blue with gold stripes down the legs, badge on the chest pocket, equipment belt with polished billy club, aerosol cylinder of mace, walkie-talkie. A rent-a-cop, in other words, who works weekends at the fair.

The word beverage marks Prebble as a man who’s spent his life in a certain kind of job, a job where generic terms foreign to ordinary life hold sway: beverage, occupation, vehicle, firearm.

When I arrived and told Prebble I couldn’t find my kids, he directed a heavyset woman in braids to read out a plea over the P.A. system. Then he methodically took down the details on what he called an “incident form.”

“When kids go AWOL,” he told me, “which they do all the time, every single day, what we do is basically we put out the word, and then wait for ’em to turn up. They always turn up, sooner or later.” He advised me to “stay put.” “I been at this some time now.” He placed a consoling hand on my shoulder. “When folks get separated, it’s best if one party remains in a fixed location, you know what I mean?”

That was ten minutes ago. Now Prebble joins me on the bench, drinking coffee from a Styrofoam cup. I can’t say a word. My mouth is as dry as sand.

Prebble’s a talker. “I do miss my weapon,” he says, patting the belt. “I was thirty years with the Prince William force – over in Virginia. Retired five years ago. Moved down here to be close to my grandkids.” He gives me a buck-up smile. “Don’t worry too hard about those boys. They’ll turn up. I guarantee it.”

There’s warmth in his eyes, a demeanor of reassurance garnered from a long life of being a man people turn to in a time of trouble. I’m heartened by his anecdotal confidence, but it only goes so far.

Where can the boys be?

People wander in and out of the building. One couple leads a screaming toddler with a gash on his knee. A nervous pair of teenagers escort a hopping girl who’s been stung by a yellow-jacket. A weary man explains that he’s lost his car keys. A woman complains that she was shortchanged ten bucks at one of the food stalls.

I do my best to believe that the boys getting lost is just another one of these pedestrian events, that any second, some helpful adult will come around the corner with Kev and Sean in tow. But after a while, there’s no way I can just sit there any longer.

“Look,” I tell Prebble, “if they show up—”

“They will, Mr. Callahan. You want to go looking for them? You go right ahead. When they show up, we’ll call you over the P.A. system and we’ll keep them here. I can promise you that.”

It’s a relief to be in motion. Doing something, anything, is better than just waiting. First I head out to the Jeep figuring that maybe when we got separated, the boys thought of going to the car. Is this what they’d do? It seems logical to me, but I’ve spent so little time with them in the past half year, I’m not sure how they’d act. Anyway, I can get my cell phone. They know the number. Before the trip down from Maine, Liz made them memorize all my telephone numbers. Maybe they called.

“Thou dost seem in a hurry,” a heavily made-up woman says in a flirtatious voice. She places a restraining hand on my arm. “Prithee, why not tarry—”

I’m not quite rude enough to just brush by her. “I’m looking for my kids.”

She drops the accent. “Let me stamp your hand,” she says. “Otherwise they’ll make you pay to come back in – even if it’s only for ten minutes.”

Before I can answer, she’s stamped the back of my hand with a fluorescent pink rose.

I lope through the acres of gleaming cars – noticing quite a few empty spaces close to the entrance now. The vast parking lot is surrounded by a dense and lush forest, and from it comes the fervid din of cicadas, a rising and falling crush of sound that for a moment almost makes me dizzy. A bright green John Deere Gator rumbles by, its small truck bed full of Day-Glo vests and the bright orange wands used to direct traffic. They’re getting ready for the mass exodus.

It takes me a while to find the Jeep and when I finally locate it, the boys are not there. I didn’t expect them to be, not really, but I’m still disappointed. I hit the button on the key to open the door – and grab my cell phone – with a brief surge of hope that I’ll find a message.

But there’s nothing. I shove the phone into my pocket, then pull it out again and call the machine at home. Nothing there either, only a message from Kathy at the station, “Is there a chyron for the opening shot?”

I trot back toward the gate and reenter the fairgrounds – flashing the pink rose at the attendant, who clicks me through a turnstile. I grab a map of the fair, and with this in hand, begin my search.

I plan to be methodical, to check every stall and concession, every amphitheater, large and small, the phalanx of Porta-Johns, every single shop. As I go around, I call out the boys’ names. I’m doing my best not to panic, but every once in a while my voice gets away from me, and the tone of desperation startles those around me. I can see it in their eyes; they look wary and alarmed.

“Kevin! Sean!”

After a while, I start to stop people at random: “I’m looking for twins?!” … “Twin boys, have you seen them? Six-year-old boys, blond hair.” … “Have you seen two boys? Twins.”

The layout of the fairgrounds is complex, set up in the manner of big retail stores to encourage meandering. Searching for someone in the chaotic, people-jammed sprawl is not easy. Several times I realize I’m in familiar territory, that I’ve doubled back over an area already visited. Every few minutes I run over to the jousting arena, just in case the boys returned there. Then I check in with Gary Prebble in case someone’s brought the boys to Faire Headquarters.

After about forty-five minutes, I’ve covered most of the fairgrounds. Some people remember seeing the boys, but when pressed, many of these recollections are from much earlier in the day and others are so vague as to be useless. Some people seem to produce memories of the boys for my benefit. My impression is that I look so distraught they want to help. (“I think I saw a pair of twins during the falconry exhibition.”)

Then comes the P.A. announcement informing the crowd that the fair is scheduled to close in thirty minutes, that visitors should make their purchases and leave enough time to return any rented costumes. Almost immediately, people begin streaming toward the exits. I head for the fair’s headquarters.

What I want is for Gary Prebble to throw a wall around the place.

“We can’t do that,” Prebble says.

“Why not?”

“Can you imagine the panic if we try to pen all these people in? I can’t do that! Besides, the fair is enclosed, except to staff. Everybody has to go in and out through the one entrance – that’s how we make sure everybody pays on the way in, you understand? In fact, why don’t you and I go on over to the exit? Maybe the boys will head for your car.”

“I already checked.”

“Still, now the fair is closing. They will have heard the announcement. Everybody heads for their cars.” Prebble disappears into his office for a moment, and I hear him call out to his assistant: “Jackie, you touch base with the crew. Tell them don’t anybody go home, a’right?”

The two of us stand on the bridge that crosses the moat, scanning the exiting crowd. “One way in, one way out,” Prebble tells me. “On the way in everybody pays, and on the way out, visitors are funneled straight to the parking lot so they can’t intrude on the privacy of the performers and artisans who live on the premises.”

“They live here?”

“Oh, some of ’em, sure. Out back, behind the mud-wrestlin’ pit. They got Winnies and campers and the like. There’s fairs like this all around the country, all round the world, matter of fact. Some of these folk, they just travel from one to the other. And that’s their life, you know, just like the circus.”

I focus on the approaching crowd, my heart picking up a hopeful beat every time my eyes catch on a couple of blond kids – or even one. But each time, the hope lasts only a few seconds, fading as the fair-haired children approach, their features clarified by proximity.

Not Kevin. Not Sean.

Some fairgoers stop at the costume shop before exiting, exchanging their Elizabethan finery for blue jeans and T-shirts, tank tops and shorts. Weary parents shepherd tired children with rainbows painted on their cheeks. Toddlers scream to be picked up and carried. Two giggling teenagers in Goth makeup walk past, leading a little girl with a garland of flowers in her hair.

The crowd is noticeably thinner when Prebble’s walkie-talkie crackles. As the gray-haired man steps a few paces aside, a torrent of hope floods through me. It doesn’t last. I can see from Prebble’s face that it isn’t news about the boys. “Before we left headquarters,” he tells me with a somewhat pained look, “I had Mike call Anne Arundel County to alert them we might have a situation here. They’ll be here any time now.”

Five minutes later, the exodus is down to just a few stragglers. Inside the fairgrounds, cleanup crews begin to collect trash and litter, lifting off the crenelated trash can covers and extracting big clear plastic bags of junk. A gangly youth in a jester’s hat drives by in a fat-wheeled John Deere Gator and tosses the bags into its small bed. People in shops near the entrance stow wares for the night – pewter mugs, hammock chairs, candles, framed woodcuts of knights. At the costume shop, a woman totes up earnings on a calculator. Behind me, at a shop selling candles, a man slides a painted plywood panel into place over his storefront.

Prebble checks in with the security crew by walkie-talkie, but no one has seen the boys. “Well,” he says, “maybe they fell asleep somewhere. The fairground is full of nooks and crannies.” His voice isn’t so reassuring anymore.

In the vast parking lot, hundreds of engines rumble and rev, drowning out the occasional wails of tired children. Handlers in Day-Glo orange vests, wielding orange flags, direct the streams of departing traffic.

A brown-and-beige squad car, blue and red lights flashing, threads its way through the streams of exiting cars and pulls up outside the entrance gate.

Detective Shoffler is a big guy, ruddy-faced, with dirty blond hair. He’s fifty or maybe a little older and forty pounds overweight. Despite his rumpled khakis and a blue blazer that’s seen better days, he gives the immediate impression of authority. And heavy or not, he carries himself like an athlete.

Officer Christiansen is a skinny guy with a buzz-cut, buckteeth, and a high-pitched voice. He wears a brown uniform that’s more or less the same color as the squad car.

Shoffler’s hand is big, the skin rough, and he does not release my hand immediately, covering it instead with his other one. “Mr. Callahan,” he says, and fixes me with a gaze so piercing that it feels to me as if I’m being scanned by a biometric device.

Then Shoffler releases the hand, and points an accusing finger at Prebble. “Gary, you shoulda called me sooner. Damn it, you know better.” He shakes his head in a disapproving way.

Prebble shrugs. “I figured—”

“How long these boys been missing? More than two hours now?” Shoffler heaves a sigh. “All right. What you got in the way of a crew today?”

“Me plus four,” Prebble says, and then, when it seems clear Shoffler is waiting for more, lists them by name. “Apart from Jack here” – he nods toward the pale man seated at the desk – “there’s Gomez, Arrington, and, oh yeah, Abigail Dixon.”

Shoffler makes a face. “Get ’em down here.”

Prebble nods, then lifts the phone away from his ear as if he’s going to say something, but Shoffler stops him, holding up his hand like a traffic cop. “I’m gonna get K-9,” he says, snapping a cell phone off his belt. He turns to Christiansen. “In the meantime,” he says, “we’re gonna seal this place up.”


Four

YOU’D THINK THIS burst of purposeful activity would make me feel better, but instead I’m paralyzed by fear. If I wasn’t quite buying Gary Prebble’s schmoozy air of reassurance, Shoffler’s serious and industrious manner is infinitely worse. I think of the Ramirez boys, California twins murdered a few years back. I think of Etan Patz and Adam Walsh, of Polly Klaas, Samantha Runnion, of all the less famous missing children whose faces haunt the world from milk cartons and post office walls.

The fear must show on my face because Shoffler reaches out and grips my upper arm with one of his big hands. “Kids hide,” he says, and now he is reassuring. “That’s the thing. They get lost, they get scared, and usually, what they do is they hide. They might even think you’re gonna be mad at them, you know? Because you couldn’t find them? So we’re going to look for them, we’re going to take a long hard look at the fairgrounds. The dogs might help, that’s why I summoned K-9. Okay?”

“Right,” I say. “I understand.”

He frowns. “You look familiar. You a lawyer or something?”

“Reporter. Fox.”

“Right,” Shoffler says in an automatic way, but then he actually remembers. “Right. Okay.” He pulls a small spiral-bound notebook out of his blazer pocket and opens it. “Now,” he says. “Your boys. They’re what? – six years old, Gary tells me.”

“Kevin and Sean Callahan,” I tell him.

“Birth date?”

“January 4, 1997.”

“Describe them.”

“They’re, I don’t know, up to here.” I hold my hand out at their approximate height. “Blue eyes, blond hair—”

“What kinda blond?” the detective wants to know. “Dirty blond like yours or more like platinum?”

“Almost white.”

“Any distinguishing characteristics, scars, anything like that?”

“Well, their front teeth are only halfway in.”

“Good,” the detective says, nodding as he writes this down, as if the state of the boys’ dentition is a really useful bit of information. This strikes me as nuts, given the one truly unusual fact about Kevin and Sean.

“They’re twins, you know,” I say. My nerves have notched up the volume and this comes out much too loud. I’m shouting. I take a breath. “You know that, right? They’re identical twins.”

“Right,” Shoffler says, “but see – they might get separated. So …” He shrugs.

“No,” I insist. “They’d stay together.” I hate the idea of Kevin and Sean not being together.

“They dress alike?”

“No.”

“So tell me what they were wearing. Kevin first.”

“Yellow T-shirt with a whale on it, jeans, white Nikes.”

“And Sean?”

“Cargo pants, blue T-shirt, black shoes with white stripes.”

Shoffler takes it down then turns to Gary Prebble. “Gar – I’m assuming you got a list of fair employees, who’s working where and what hours? I’m going to need that. Now let’s talk about how best to search the grounds.”

The two men walk over toward the large wall map mounted behind the Lost and Found, discussing how to deploy the available manpower. “When you search the residential area,” Shoffler says, “which I would like you to do personally, Gary, ask permission to look inside campers and Winnies. But don’t push it. Just keep track of the hesitant ones because that might mean coming back with a warrant.”

“Do you think?” I blurt out, “I mean—”

Shoffler gives me a look. “I don’t think anything, Mr. Callahan. I really don’t. It’s just – we have procedures, you understand?”

I nod, but I’m losing my mind. Warrants.

Shoffler turns back to Prebble. “Take down everybody’s name, note whether you took a look inside or not. Ask about folks who work for them, who might not be on the fair’s official list of employees. If this turns out to be an abduction, we need to ID potential witnesses.”

Although I’ve thought of this – of course I’ve thought of it – I’m still hanging on to the idea that the boys are lost. The word abduction crashes through my head like a dum-dum bullet.

Once Shoffler dispatches the search crew – the security personnel, Christiansen, and the newly arrived K-9 team, with their jumpy German shepherd Duchess – the detective lowers himself onto the bench outside fair headquarters. He pats the seat next to him. “Now you tell me about it,” he says to me, “your whole time here at the fair. Where you went with your boys, everything you can remember.” He pulls a small tape recorder out of his pocket. “Myself, I’m partial to handwritten notes,” the detective says, “but if you don’t mind, I’ll record what you say, too.”

“Why would I mind?”

Shoffler shrugs, turns on the machine, then speaks into it. “Saturday evening, May thirty-one, two thousand three.” A glance at his watch. “The time is seven-thirty-two P.M. I am detective Ray Shoffler, responding to a two-four-two called in by Mr. Gary Prebble, who runs security at the Renaissance Faire in Cromwell, Maryland. I am speaking to Alexander Callahan, the father of the missing boys, Sean and Kevin Callahan, who are six-year-old identical twins.”

He holds the small silver recorder between us. Its red diode glows.

“By the way, Mr. Callahan, where’s your wife? She at home? She know about this yet?”

Jesus. Liz. “She’s in Maine,” I tell him. “We’re separated.”

The detective hitches his head to the side with a little frown, as if this is not what he wanted to hear. “Uh,” he says.

“The boys are with me for their summer visit.”

“And where do you live? You local?”

“D.C.”

“Address?”

I give it to him.

“So you came to fair headquarters at, let’s see, five thirty-six. How long would you say the boys were miss—”

“What about an Amber Alert?” I ask him. “Isn’t that something you should be doing?”

Someone at the station did a segment about this a few months back. I don’t remember all the details, but the system, named for a murdered child, raises the alarm about missing children, triggering an elaborate network to inform the public – bulletins on TV and radio stations, crawls at the base of the screen on all the major channels. It even flashes information on those big electronic highway signs that usually warn of fog or accidents.

I feel a rush of guilt, remembering an argument at the station. I was opposed to screen clutter, the weather, the breaking-news crawls, which, in my opinion, distracted the viewer. The Amber Alert seemed like more of the same.

“Afraid we can’t put Amber in play,” Shoffler says. “Not yet, anyway. An Amber requires specific, time-sensitive information: a description of the perpetrator, a vehicle make and model, a license plate.” His hands float up into the air and settle back down on his thighs. “Something. Amber – it’s strictly for abductions. At the moment, far as we know, your boys are lost.”

“Right.”

“We’re not sitting on our hands, Mr. Callahan. Soon as Gary called me – before I even got here – and I realized these boys had already been missing almost two hours, I went ahead and issued B.O.L.’s to the surrounding jurisdictions.”

“B.O.L.’s?”

“Be On the Lookout.”

I nod but say nothing.

“Okay,” Shoffler says, smacking his lips together, “so start with where you were when you last saw your boys, and then let’s go from the top through the day, what you did this morning, how you got here, when you got here, and everything you did within the fairgrounds proper. Let’s get this down while it’s fresh in your mind.”

“We were at the joust,” I say. “The boys went up to cheer for the Green Knight …”

Once I’ve recounted this part, we start at the beginning. I attempt to reconstruct the day. The red diode glows, I talk, Shoffler listens.

The fair is for the most part deserted now, the booths shuttered and padlocked. Shoffler and I head toward the jousting arena. The detective stops everyone we meet, noting name and position at the fair in his careful handwriting, telling them they’ll have to check out with Jack at headquarters before they leave the grounds. He asks each of them if they remember seeing a set of twins. No? What about me? No.

We’ve been through about a dozen such encounters when Shoffler stops walking, cocks his head, and looks at me. “Hunh,” he says with a look on his face that I can’t read.

“What?”

Shoffler shakes his head. “I’m just surprised nobody remembers them, that’s all. I mean – identical twins.”

The remark skitters past me like a mouse in the walls.

At the arena, Shoffler follows me as I walk through the hay bales.

“About here,” I tell him, coming to a stop. “We were sitting just about here.”

“And you were here the last time you saw them?”

“More or less.”

“And where were they?”

I gesture toward the ringside, where “the Green Machine” once stood cheering. I describe – for what must be the fourth or fifth time now, exactly what happened. Shoffler pages back through his notebook and checks something. “So the last time you saw them, they were down there, cheering for the Green Knight.”

I close my eyes, concentrate. “No,” I say. “That’s not right.”

“No?”

“Last time I saw them was right before the final joust. They were in a crowd of other kids, petting a dog.”

“A dog? What kind of dog?”

“Skinny dog – what do they call it? Like a greyhound, but smaller.”

“Whippet?” Shoffler asks.

“Right. It had a thing around its neck – you know, a collar. A ruffled white collar.”

“You mean – like out of Shakespeare? A … what do they call that? A ruff?”

“That’s right. A ruff. In fact” – the image jumps into my mind – “the guy was wearing one too.”

“What guy?”

“There was a tall guy with the dog.”

“And they were both in ruffs. In costume.”

“Right.”

“Huh,” Shoffler says. “So you took your eyes off the kids to watch the joust and then the next time you looked, they’re gone.”

“Right,” I say, with a trapdoor feeling in my chest, as if I’m on a plane that’s suddenly dropped twenty thousand feet. “They were gone.”

As we approach the ring, I see that someone’s inside the arena: a skinny guy in a faded red Adidas T-shirt. He’s raking up horse manure.

He answers Shoffler’s questions politely. “Allen Babcock,” he says in a British accent. “A, double L, E, N. I’m the head groom, take care of the horses and all that.” He gestures to the manure. “Take my turn doing the scut work, too. Mind if I ask what’s this about?”

“We’ve got a couple of young boys missing. Twins.”

Babcock’s eyes dart over to me. “Your lads, then?”

I nod. “Six-year-old boys. Blond hair. You see them?”

Babcock shakes his head. “Sorry. No one’s about now, and if you mean earlier – I’m not out front much. A few fans find their way back to the entrance chutes, but not many. No twins. Not today. I’d remember.”

“Entrance chutes? So where exactly are you during these events?” Shoffler asks.

“Have a look?”

We follow Babcock through the arena and out a gate at the opposite side to what amounts to a staging area. Two metal chutes, consisting of lengths of tubular metal fence chained together, lead to two wooden corrals. “In one chute,” Babcock says, “out the other. The horses can be a bit headstrong – they don’t like all that fancy tack they have to wear for competition. So I’m back here, helping with the horseflesh, and getting the knights on and off their mounts – a right trick with all that armor.”

“What happens afterwards? You trailer the horses away until the next day or the next weekend?”

“No, no. We stay right out back here.”

“Where’s that?” Shoffler asks.

We follow Babcock toward a six-foot-high perimeter fence. “This fence enclose the entire fairgrounds?” Shoffler asks.

“Right,” the groom says, unlocking a padlock and pulling open the gate.

As soon as we walk through the gate into the area outside the fence, into the wide-open world, I feel panicked. There’s a whole wide world out here. If Kevin and Sean are not inside the fairgrounds, they could be anywhere.

“Horses and tack in there,” Babock says, nodding toward a white clapboard barn. “Humanfolk in the caravan.” He gestures toward a large Winnebago. “The knights – well, they’re actors really, aren’t they? As well as riders. They live in the compound with the others. It’s just me and Jimmy here where we can look after the animals.”

Beyond the barn, a field enclosed with white four-board fencing leads back toward the dense woodland. The cicadas roar.

A huge black horse stands next to the barn, tied on either side to a framework. A short, dark-complected man holds one of the beast’s massive hooves and pries out dirt with a metal pick. Babcock introduces the man as Jimmy Gutierrez. After a few words with him, Shoffler writes down his name and telephone number in his notebook.

“Mind if we take a look in the barn … and in your Winnebago?” Shoffler asks.

“Bit untidy in the caravan,” Babcock says. “But go ahead.”

We’re through the perimeter fence and on our way back into the jousting arena when I see it, near one of the metal chutes: a small white Nike shoe with a blue swoosh on it.

The sight of it stops me cold. Shoffler and Babcock are through the gate and into the arena before the detective notices I’m no longer with them.

“Mr. Callahan?”

I beckon, unable to speak. I stare at the shoe. It’s just sitting there, in the dirt, perfectly upright, as if someone just stepped out of it – although, I see that the laces are still tied.

“That looks just like one of Kevin’s shoes,” I say.

“What?”

“Right there. That shoe.” I point to it, a small white shoe with a smear of mud on its laces. “My son Kevin has shoes like that.”

The sight of the shoe there in the dirt, its laces still tied, reminds me of all the times – the surprisingly numerous times – when I’ve caught sight of shoes separated from their owners. Tied together and dangling over a wire. Stranded solo on a roadside shoulder. Dumped in a trash bin. There’s something about abandoned shoes – even shoes outside hotel rooms, even tagged shoes in a shoe repair shop – that’s always struck me as sad, even ominous.

And this shoe – is it Kevin’s? – seems to me a terrible sign, proof of haste and violence. I lean forward, as if to pick it up, but Shoffler stops me, extending a stiff arm across my chest.

“Wait a minute,” the detective says, his voice suddenly sharp. “Don’t touch it.”

Ten minutes later, Christiansen arrives and the shoe ends up with its own little fence of traffic cones and yellow police tape. Christiansen will stay to await the arrival of the evidence technician. The word evidence worries me almost as much as the shoe itself. Allen Babcock claims he never noticed “the trainer” (as he calls it). Jimmy Gutierrez never saw it, either.

“How do you know it belongs to Kevin?” Shoffler asks, as we walk back toward the entrance gate. “I thought they’re identical twins?”

“They don’t dress the same,” I tell him.

“Right,” Shoffler says. “I forgot.”

“Now, let’s take it from the top, from when you got here,” Shoffler says. “What time was that, by the way? What’d the clerk look like?”

I pull my wallet out of my back pocket. “I should have the receipt.” Pulling out the wallet makes me remember how I thought I’d lost it earlier in the day. Something about that incident worries me, but I let it go when I find the receipt.

“Two-eighteen,” I tell Shoffler, reading the time stamp.

The detective has his notebook out again. “And the person who sold it to you?” he says, without looking up.

The question bothers me. My kids are missing and it’s like the detective is checking on me. I answer the question. “Thirtysomething, eyebrows plucked almost to oblivion.” The woman’s voice comes back to me: “One lord, two squires, is it? On Her Majesty’s royal Visa.”

Two squires …

Shoffler eyes the wallet. “You happen to have a photograph of your boys in there?”

“Yeah. I do.”

Shoffler taps a finger against one eyebrow. “I might send one of the detectives back to the station with a photo. Put us a step ahead. We can prepare to distribute to the surrounding jurisdictions. And to the media.”

I knew that the police would want a picture of the boys, but somehow the official request depresses me. “This is almost a year old,” I tell Shoffler, sliding the studio snapshot out of its transparent plastic compartment. I look at it for a moment, before handing it over.

In the photo, my sons are wearing matching blue-striped T-shirts, which is unusual for them. Liz must have talked them into it, because they balk at wearing identical clothing and have only a few such outfits, gifts from Liz’s mom. Liz and I always let the boys pick out what they want to wear (within reason), and they almost never choose clothes that would make them seem interchangeable. Except when they want to mess with people and play what they call “the twin game.” They can’t fool their
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