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For Zuzu, my angel on earth – may your life always 
be filled with love and joy.


PROLOGUE

She had known unimaginable pain before and survived it. She had known day after day of deprivation and survived that, too. She had known fear so deep that it infiltrated her dreams at night like a vulture seeking flesh. She had endured all of it and come out of those terrible months with an unshakeable confidence in her own strength. She had survived.

This time was different. All she endured in the past – the beatings, rape, torture, the threats to her family – had all been directed at her. She had proved she could take anything and live. But things were different now. A life so precious it made her own seem irrelevant hung in the balance, depending on her for its survival.

She must not panic. The walls around her were damp and caked with clay. The floor was tamped down to rock. The air was thick with her own exhalation and so devoid of life that she felt as if she were spiraling down, down, down into a deep black hole. She splayed a palm wide against the dirt walls of her prison. It comforted her to feel the coolness of the earth and to know that, however far she was beneath its surface, she was still alive. She still breathed and the child inside her remained oblivious to their captivity.

The child. She forced herself to shut out everything but the life that stirred within her. The baby had been restless for the past two days, as if it, too, wanted to escape confinement. It would not be long now, she thought. And with that realization, fear overtook her. That was what he was waiting for. He had not yet said so, but she knew it to be true. As soon as the baby was born, he would take it from her and she would be left, forgotten beneath the earth. No one would ever know she was there.

Panic welled in her. The room was no bigger than half a boxcar and she was chained to one wall of it. She shifted the hand bound by metal and flexed her fingers, seeking relief from the pain. Her fingers brushed against something sharp in the dirt and she froze. She could use anything for a weapon. Anything at all. She began to brush the dirt away from the protrusion with her fingertips, moving carefully to avoid cutting herself on the object’s sharp edges. She worked mechanically and did not know for how long, but at last she had smoothed away the earth enough to slide her fingers along a slender object buried just below the floor’s surface. She willed herself to memorize its contours and tell her what it was. It took less than a minute to understand and, when she did, her panic was absolute.

It was a finger bone and it led to a hand. Just beneath the surface of the dirt floor, she had discovered a human hand now reduced to nothing more than bone, bone that was part of a skeleton. She knew it. She could feel it.

Others had died in this dark hole before her.

She wrapped her free arm around her belly and began to pray.


ONE

As time ticks onward, taking me further and further away from my death, I have started to lose even the memory of what it was like to have a body. Flesh. Bone. Blood. Pain and arousal. They are nothing but words to me now. Like a man examining a car he is thinking of buying, I have taken to studying the bodies of the living with no motivation other than nostalgia. There is no more excitement in watching a young girl as there is in watching an old man in the park feeding the pigeons. Yes, I see beauty in the human form – but it is an unpredictable call as to what I find beautiful these days. Appreciation comes upon me unexpectedly, in places I never expected to find it.

For example, babies (once sticky, squalling messes best left to others) seem like miracles to me now, with their faces open to all the world and their spirits radiating joy at being alive. Young people are beautiful to me, too, even as they struggle to understand who they are inside the bodies they wear. There are times when I stop by the high school to watch the young men training on the baseball field, marveling at how effortlessly strong their bodies are as they dart across the field. They accept their physical perfection with the careless grace of those who do not yet understand that youth does not last forever.

Perhaps because of my own, all too tortured life, I often find myself turning away from the perfection of youth. I am drawn to those who have suffered the slings and arrows of misfortune long enough for it to show in their splotchy faces and sagging skin. They have lived life to the fullest, however unwillingly, and it shows.

There are two old men I sometimes watch as they soak in the baths of a downtown Russian men’s club. They carry the scars of a long-ago war on fireplug bodies covered with skin so tough they look upholstered in hide. They do not seem to notice the gouges of shiny flesh from old bullet wounds that mar their torsos like miniature mouths. Their spirits fill their war-torn bodies with a resigned acceptance, as if they have signed a treaty with their limbs not to complain so long as they draw breath.

But now that I am dead and I know what awaits them, it can be painful for me to view those whose blood and bones and tissue have betrayed them. Their strength sometimes seems to ebb before my very eyes. I can spot the sickly cast to their skin from across a room and feel how their blood falters in their veins. There is a weariness emanating from them that is unmistakable, for it is tinged with the fear of what lies ahead. I find I cannot stay long in the company of the ill, not just because, if they are too close to my world, there is a chance that they will see me, but also because I sometimes think that I feed on the life force of others in some way and I do not think that they have any to spare.

In truth, though, my very favorite place to watch the glory that is the human body is the playground of an elementary school on the outskirts of town. It is located in a neighborhood where the Irish and Italian meet, and where, in recent years, housefuls of Mexican immigrants have taken up residence, each home seemingly holding a dozen or more of them. The neighborhood school reflects their hopes for the future, regardless of where their pasts have taken them. Sturdy children shriek and chase one another across the playground, hugging just to feel the newness of their bodies together. They hold hands and form friendships blind to both color and physical beauty. If you catch them soon enough, that is. By second grade, I can see that their capacity for unbridled affection is gone, replaced by a sometimes cruel judgment of others. But if they are younger, they do not care whether the object of their affection is fat or poor or ugly. They bestow their love abundantly and it is a joy to watch.

I was doing just that one morning when I first caught a glimpse of a beautiful Mexican woman with skin the color of honey, whose flawless face was made even more exquisite by a hint of sadness that showed in her eyes. I could feel a deep love for the children on the playground emanating from her like the rays of a sun, yet I could feel her sorrow, too, as if something treasured had been taken from her and she knew that she would never get it back. The children called her ‘Seely’ and clustered around her, clutching her legs, stroking her hair, kissing her cheeks when she lingered long enough. They adored her as she herded them to and fro, soothing their scrapes and intervening with gentle admonishments during the rare fights. She was possessed of such patience it astonished me. No matter how chaotic the playground became, she sailed through it, calm and reassuring to all.

For a while, I watched her with the children morning after morning until, at last, I felt all there was to feel from their unfettered exuberance. I left to learn more elsewhere. But I took the memory of Seely’s face with me when I left. It was, I thought, the face of an angel.

I did not see her again for half a year, not until the day I felt compelled to follow a visibly sick woman home from the market to make sure that she would be OK. Watching her struggle up the steps that led to her front door had wearied me. I left her and sought out the bustle of her neighborhood’s main street, needing to feel the energy of the thriving around me. I found myself near the elementary school where I had stood for over a month watching the children play. School had let out for the day. The streets around me were filled with people from a dozen different countries. My little town was changing. Everyone seemed in a generous mood, as if they were glad to be sharing the streets with others.

It was June and the sun bounced off the store windows in bursts of glory. A pregnant woman caught my eye. She was standing in front of a Korean greengrocer whose business thrived thanks to an endless selection of vegetables and fruits wildly unfamiliar to me. Each night he took his displays down as carefully as if they were jewels, and then put them back up again early the next day, never seeming to weary of building his colorful pyramids. I envied him his contentment at this daily task.

I drifted closer to the pregnant woman, drawn by a feeling that I knew her. She was well along, although I am no expert in such things, having left every aspect of childbearing to my wife. I did not recognize her at first and so I saw her through the eyes of a stranger. Her cheekbones were high and angular, sloping down to a chin exquisitely carved below a wide mouth the color of strawberries. Her hair gleamed like chocolate in the sun and swayed as she picked her way through a crate of oblong fruit with an orange tint and intoxicating smell. She examined each fruit carefully, holding it to her nose and inhaling its fragrance before putting it back down again in search of something better. She was slender and her belly protruded out in front of her as if it, too, was a fruit ripening in the sun. She wore a yellow sundress that contrasted with the creamy tan of her skin and made me think of lemons.

As I stood, drinking in her beauty beneath the June day, I realized that I did know her – it was the preschool teacher from the nearby elementary school, the woman the children had called Seely. Pregnancy had filled out her frame and crowded out her nascent sorrow.

She still had, I thought, the face of an angel. Wide sleepy eyes and a drowsy smile that lingered at the corners of her mouth. There was still sadness there, after all, I decided, though further underneath than before, perhaps hidden by daydreams of her life to come.

When she finally selected her fruit and made her way down the block, I followed – when you are dead, there is not much else to do. She loaded her purchases into the back seat of a battered green Volvo and I decided to hitch a ride. I sat next to her, unseen, as she drove out of my town and into the gently rolling hills of Delaware growing thick with corn, soybeans and wheat. She did not use air-conditioning but rolled all four windows down. I enjoyed the wild rush of air as much as she did and perhaps even more, for I could watch the silken strands of her hair whipping wildly in the wind as she drove.

Ten minutes outside of town, she turned and we bumped merrily down a rutted road gouged by tractor tires that wound through fields of new growth. She pulled up in front of a white farmhouse and unloaded her groceries from the car with the same placid calm she had shown in choosing them. She had not bothered to lock her back door and pushed her way inside with a bump of her hips. Clearly, this house was home.

Leaving her bags on the counter, she wandered languidly down the hall. I could feel the sleep starting to overcome her. As she entered a cheery yellow bedroom decorated with bright quilts and flowers, she pulled her sundress over her head and fell on to bed. She was asleep almost instantly, her body as still as the cool afternoon air that held the room in abeyance. That was when I saw them – dozens of scars criss-crossed against the creamy brown skin of her back that wound their way over her swollen abdomen and breasts, some long and an angry pink, others dark welts or mounds of puckered tissue from old burn marks.

I was paralyzed by what I saw. Above, she had the face of an angel. Below, a devil had surely been at work.


TWO

Her name was Arcelia. I learned that when – just as the sun had lost its bite and the afternoon had turned into an early summer evening – a tall man with brown hair in need of a haircut entered the farmhouse covered in dust from the fields. The door banged shut behind him and I came back out into the kitchen to see who had arrived. He was standing in the center of the room, clearly at home, looking around for his wife. When he found her in the bedroom, fast asleep with her hands cradling her belly, he left without a sound. He returned to the kitchen and began preparing the evening meal. He ate no meat. He pulled vegetables from drawers and washed them reverently. He sautéed them in restaurant-quality pans, adding seasonings and sauces with such ease I knew he had once worked as a chef.

Wonderful smells filled the kitchen and I could feel the hard labor of the day falling from him as he paid homage to the bounty of the earth. I wondered if he had grown the vegetables he was eating. He didn’t look like any of the farmers I had ever known. He was in his mid-thirties, with clear blue eyes, an angular nose and a close-cropped beard that he seemed, somehow, to hide behind.

When the dinner was done, he prepared a plate and carried it in to his still sleeping wife. He sat on the edge of her bed and gently touched her shoulder. ‘Arcelia,’ he whispered.

Her eyes flew open – she was instantly awake. For a moment, I saw the fear in her eyes and knew she was close to panic. Then she saw her husband’s face and relaxed again. ‘I fell asleep,’ she mumbled.

‘Good,’ the man said. He smiled lovingly at her. ‘I made dinner.’

She struggled to sit upright, her belly making it difficult to maneuver. ‘I’m as big as a house,’ she admitted as she reached for the plate and ate hungrily. Her husband smiled, amused at her appetite. ‘I’m not sure how much longer I can take it,’ she said, but was instantly distracted. ‘Are these the purple potatoes you told me about?’

The man nodded. ‘What do you think? I’ve got three restaurants in Wilmington that say they’ll take all I can grow. It was a little early to pull them, but I wanted you to try them.’

‘They’re amazing.’ She looked down at her dinner plate ruefully. ‘And they’re all gone.’

The man laughed and reached for her plate. ‘I’ll bring you more.’

‘And more butter?’ She said this hopefully, widening her eyes a little, knowing it would melt him into submission.

He laughed again as he left the room. Her eyes followed him with a love I envied. If anyone had ever felt that way about me, I could no longer remember it.

This time, the man returned with two plates and they sat side by side on their bed together, watching the shadows grow on the lawn outside their windows. They ate in silence, content in each other’s company. The room felt filled with safety and love.

I understood then how it was that she could continue, that she could bring a child into this world, when she still bore the scars of what a terrible place it could be.

I fell in love with her a little that evening as I watched how she surrendered to her love for her husband. He returned that love and I was reminded, for the millionth time since my death, of how poorly I had measured up in that department when I was alive, of what a wretched father and husband I had once been.

Being reminded of my failures is sometimes more than I can take. I left before dark, but in the end, I could not stay away.

I returned in the morning in time to see Arcelia stepping from the kitchen door, a piece of toast still in hand as she struggled with a pocketbook, a tote bag of fresh vegetables and a comically large ring of keys. When she drove away in her old Volvo, I rode shotgun and enjoyed the cool morning breeze alongside of her. She headed back toward town to the elementary school where she worked, parked in the lot set aside for teachers and trundled slowly toward the entrance, her pregnancy slowing her down. The janitor hurried out the door and took her packages from her, ignoring her protests as he gallantly led her inside. Children and their parents began arriving soon after. As they were delivered to Arcelia, their cries of delight told me that the children still adored their Seely.

Arcelia ruled her classroom the way she did the playground: with gentle admonitions, warning glances and frequent smiles. The children gravitated toward her as if she were a beacon and absently wrapped their arms around her legs for comfort.

I had not been so clueless as a father that I did not remember school typically ended in mid-June. The school year was winding down. I knew there were only a few days left to watch her at work and so I decided to return the next day and spend another pleasant morning watching the children barrel about in their sturdy bodies, testing the boundaries of their world. But when the next morning dawned, I was distracted by a family of rabbits exploring the clover in a nearby park. After that, I followed a pack of feral dogs to see where they went during the day (deep into the park bushes to sleep). By the time I reached the elementary school that day, it was already mid morning. Arcelia had not yet arrived. Parents stood in annoyed clusters, looking at their watches, anxious about being late to work. The children were less concerned. Any extra time to swing or slide was fine with them. The principal was the only one who looked anxious. He was a tubby man with close-cropped gray hair and kept offering his opinion that Arcelia must have gone into labor early; there was no other explanation for her tardiness. She had never been so much as a minute late before.

A substitute teacher finally arrived and the remaining parents fled, leaving the principal to deal with where his teacher was and why. He handed over the care of the children to the substitute and returned to his office. I followed and watched as he searched through his emergency contact files until he found the one for Arcelia. Improbably, her last name was Gallagher and her husband’s name was Daniel. He did not answer his phone. The principal’s agitation was growing and I wondered at his anxiousness. She was only three hours late at that point, but I saw fear in the way he dialed number after number looking for her.

He spoke briefly to someone on the other end of his last phone call without success, then hung up and stared at the wall across the room. A woman poked her head in the doorway and asked, ‘Any word?’

The principal shook his head. ‘A neighbor said he would try to find her husband. He thinks he may be in the fields.’

‘I called the hospital,’ the woman said. ‘She’s not there.’

The principal and his secretary exchanged a glance I could not understand. A silence filled the room. ‘Perhaps she had car trouble?’ the man suggested.

His secretary nodded, acknowledging the possibility. She did not look convinced.

‘If we don’t hear from her soon, I’m calling the police,’ the principal decided, sounding like he was trying to find the courage to do so. ‘You never know.’

The woman’s hand flew to her mouth, as if she were trying to suppress her opinion. She did not want to agree with whatever it was the principal was thinking, but they knew more than I did. That much was obvious. They were both deeply afraid.


THREE

The principal was a plump little man with soft round hands that looked like a woman’s. He sat at his desk, unable to move, unable to act. Occasionally, his secretary would look in on him, then close the door, leaving him to his indecision. If he dithered this much about every matter, the school was in trouble. Once or twice, he started to reach for the phone but held back.

I could not understand what had him so worried. As lunchtime came and went, he still did not move. He went back to work on other papers of inconsequential nature. It was not until early afternoon that he phoned the police.

Two cops I did not know arrived quickly. The school was served by a new substation I had never visited. One cop was young, skinny and white. His partner was an older Hispanic man putting on weight in his middle age. Both seemed bored with their assignment, especially since the principal did not help his case. Whatever was bothering him, he was having trouble spitting it out to the cops.

His secretary, who had been listening in at the door, finally took matters into her own hands. She entered the room and interrupted her boss’s utterly baffling attempts at explaining what he feared.

‘Sir,’ she said to the principal, ‘I apologize for interrupting, but the other teachers and I have discussed the situation and I feel perhaps I could add some information here.’

The two cops looked as if she had about thirty seconds before they shut their notebooks and left. So far, they had learned nothing from the principal to make them the least bit concerned about the teacher who had failed to show that morning.

‘We have long noticed that Arcelia was afraid of something,’ the secretary explained. She patted her hair anxiously. ‘There were times when it seemed as if she was in physical pain, as if it was difficult for her to move. We thought she was suffering from some illness, but then one of the teachers suggested that maybe she was being, well, abused.’ She exchanged a glance with the principal, who had flushed red at the idea. ‘She hasn’t been married long. I think maybe two years or so. She’s been working here for a year now and, to be fair, she’s never said a word about her husband being abusive in any way. But once we started watching her more closely, it did become obvious. Arcelia was afraid of someone and she was often in physical pain.’

‘Now, now, Mrs Trafton, everything you say is simply hearsay,’ the principal said. ‘There is no proof that her husband is doing anything to her.’ He looked up anxiously at the police. ‘I have been through this before,’ he sputtered. ‘I lost the best teacher I ever had due to unfounded accusations. It was awful. I simply cannot let that happen to another person.’

Mrs Trafton wasn’t buying it. ‘The police need to know,’ she said firmly. She faced the two beat cops and took a deep breath. ‘Arcelia is married to the mayor’s son.’

The youngest cop dropped his notebook and his partner looked at him in disgust.

‘Are you telling me that the missing teacher is married to Mayor Gallagher’s son?’ the older cop asked. He turned to the principal in exasperation. ‘Couldn’t you have told us that right away? Don’t you think that was important?’

The principal looked stricken, but no one was paying attention to him any more. The news that the missing teacher was married to an important man’s son took precedence.

That was my town for you. There were the men who were elected and served in obvious seats of power. And then there were the men who knew better than to run for office, who understood they could hold power longer if they simply controlled those who did. Mayor Gallagher was the latest in a long line of local leaders controlled by men in my town who, I suspected, live here so that they can launder money for even scarier men who lived a few states north. No one who wanted to keep their job ever voiced this theory out loud. But when I was alive, everyone on the force had understood that if certain cases involved certain men, you didn’t look into them with the kind of obsessiveness that had gotten you your detective badge. Of course, doing a half-assed job had come naturally to me and my partner. We had been given more than our share of the hands-off cases simply because assigning them to us was extra insurance that they would never be solved.

How had a loud, aggressive man like Mayor Gallagher fathered the lanky, quiet farmer I had seen a few nights before tenderly serving his pregnant wife dinner in bed?

‘This is above my pay grade,’ the older cop decided. He shut his notebook and stored it in his breast pocket. ‘You should have called this in sooner.’

The principal looked ashamed. Mrs Trafton looked grim. ‘We didn’t want to think the worst. There isn’t a teacher more loved by her students,’ she said. ‘They are all so excited about the baby.’

The cops looked startled. ‘She’s pregnant?’ the younger one stammered.

The principal and his secretary nodded in unison.

‘Don’t move,’ the older one warned them. ‘We’re going to call this in and I can guarantee you they are going to send someone with a gold shield down to question you. And don’t warn the husband.’

Neither the principal nor his secretary admitted that they had already tried to contact her husband – and that he could not be found.

There are at least eight senior detectives in my town, men who have served for decades and would understand the minefield this case represented. But I knew that our commander, a natural-born politician named Gonzales, would not send any of them. A missing pregnant schoolteacher married to the mayor’s son? Gonzales would be intent on presenting a façade of professional independence while simultaneously doing god-knows-what maneuverings behind the scenes. There was only one person he would trust with a case this tricky – Maggie, my replacement on the force. Sure, she came with a partner Gonzales absolutely loathed, but Maggie Gunn had turned Adrian Calvano into a pretty decent detective. At least if she kept a close eye on him.

Sure enough, they arrived within the hour: Maggie, with her square muscled body and plain face made beautiful by her insanely good health, and Adrian Calvano, with his lanky frame, expensive suits and maddeningly thick black hair. He drove me nuts, but apparently Maggie saw something genuinely worthwhile in him and I trusted her judgment.

Maggie and Calvano questioned the principal and his secretary about the missing teacher’s reliability, her past record of absences, any rumors they had heard about her marriage and what they knew about her husband. Eventually they came to the same conclusion I had come to – that Arcelia Gallagher was a very private woman, who had not disclosed a single personal detail about herself to any of her co-workers. All anyone really knew was that she was married to Danny Gallagher, the mayor’s only son, and that she lived on a farm outside of town, where her husband worked long hours to grow organic produce that he sold to local restaurants. Arcelia had helped him in the fields after school until she had grown too pregnant to be much use. Other than that, no one knew where Arcelia had been born, how she had met and married her husband, if she had any other family, where she went on her vacations or, indeed, where she went during the summer when school was out for three months. All anyone really knew about her was that she was very sweet-natured and the children loved her.

Maggie and Calvano looked grim – they had learned little of use.

‘She goes to St Raphael’s,’ the secretary offered meekly. ‘I noticed her saying the rosary last Wednesday and I asked her if she was Catholic. She told me she was and that she went to St Raphael’s.’

‘No kidding?’ Calvano said. ‘I went there as a kid. I was an altar boy. I still go there now and then.’

No one in the room seemed impressed.

‘Good,’ Maggie told him. ‘You can go talk to the priest there while I go talk to her husband.’

‘No way,’ Calvano protested. ‘For all we know, he’s the reason she never showed up for work. I’m not letting you go out there alone.’

Maggie looked insulted. The principal looked like he might have a stroke. The secretary looked relieved.

‘Seriously?’ Maggie asked her partner. ‘Did you seriously just say that?’

‘I mean it,’ Calvano said. ‘I know Danny Gallagher. He lived in my neighborhood when we were kids. He’s bad news. He always had a temper and people don’t change that much.’

I found that hard to believe about Danny Gallagher. I had watched him in the privacy of his own home, a place where people are always themselves. He had seemed to be a content and gentle man. Calvano was just being an ass. He did that quite well.

‘If you know him, then you are not going out there to question him, either,’ Maggie decided. ‘The last thing we need is for someone to claim favoritism.’

‘No one has to come out to question me,’ a voice said quietly from the doorway.

I was as startled as everyone else to see Danny Gallagher standing at the edge of the room, staring down at his muddy work boots. ‘What’s this about? Where is my wife? She should have been home an hour ago. She’s not answering her phone.’

When they told him his wife had not shown up for school that day, he collapsed. All six foot three of him froze in what I was pretty sure was pure terror, then he slid slowly to the floor and put his face in his hands. A shocked silence filled the room.

Maggie was the first to break it. ‘What is it?’ she asked him. ‘What do you think has happened to your wife?’

‘They’ve got her,’ he whispered. ‘She always said they’d come for her.’

Maggie and Calvano looked grim at this news. They knew that no one was that good an actor. Chances were good that Arcelia Gallagher was in real trouble.

As if he could read their minds, the husband let out a sound that stopped just short of a scream. I could feel him fading into the darkness. As the others watched in disbelief, he gave himself up to his fear and slipped to the floor unconscious.

Maggie and Calvano stared at him, unsure of what to think.

Once again, it was the school secretary who finally acted.

‘For God sakes,’ she commanded the principal. ‘Call an ambulance.’


FOUR

I had been a professional disaster when I was alive and a detective on the force. I had bungled nearly every case, seldom finishing an assignment and pretty much living in the bottom of a bottle. Having a partner just like me had not helped. We had gone down in a blaze of infamous glory. But even on my worst days, those days when I was still drunk from the night before and smelled like the bottom of a bar’s bathroom floor, I still had the wherewithal to be terrified of Commander Gonzales.

He was the perfect police commander. Tall, urbane, impeccably dressed and of Latino heritage – which was no small advantage when our little Delaware town was rapidly filling up with immigrants in search a better life for their families. Many of them had drifted down our way after trying New York and finding it too large for their tastes. Enough of them were voters that the traditional Irish and Italian power brokers in town had anointed Gonzales as their golden boy.

In truth, Gonzales had as little in common with the Mexican and Central American newcomers as I did. He shared their skin color, but that was it. Rumor had it that his grandfather had owned most of some Mexican state once upon a time. Certainly, he lived in the wealthiest neighborhood in town and knew how to move among the most powerful circles. He also knew when to deliver a favor.

He had scared the crap out of me. Anger fueled him and he needed someone to blame whenever things did not go as he planned. He liked to choose a whipping boy and go after him unmercifully until the poor bastard crumpled.

Right now, it was Adrian Calvano who was feeling his wrath. I hated feeling sorry for Calvano. He annoyed me to no end. But there you have it – I could not help but empathize with him. Gonzales was staring at him with utter contempt, his eyes flickering over every inch of Calvano’s frame as if he were seeking a soft spot so he could go in for the kill. I had been shredded by Gonzales on many occasions and I knew how it felt. I did not wish that on anyone, not even Adrian Calvano.

‘Where did you take him?’ Gonzales was asking in disbelief.

‘The hospital,’ Calvano said defensively. ‘What else were we supposed to do? The guy totally collapsed. He was in a catatonic state. The principal called the ambulance before we could stop him and then, well . . .’

‘Things got out of control?’ Gonzales suggested sarcastically.

Maggie took over. ‘Sir,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if the husband is faking it. But I do know that we were not going to get anything out of him at the scene.’

Gonzales stared at them both. I was impressed at how unflappable Maggie seemed. She was his favorite on the force, in no small part because Gonzales had known her since she was a little girl and her father had once been his mentor. As such, Maggie was not used to his disapproval. She was feeling it now, but she was taking it well.

‘If the press gets wind of this situation,’ Gonzales warned them, ‘this town is going to turn into a circus. Again. I won’t have it. The two of you are on this case until it is over and I don’t want you to so much as eat lunch until you find out where Arcelia Gallagher is and if someone took her.’

‘And if it turns out it’s her husband?’ Maggie asked. ‘Which we all know is the most likely answer?’

Gonzales knew she was really asking what the hell they were supposed to do if it turned out that the son of the mayor, Gonzales’s biggest political backer, had killed his wife.

‘If you start uncovering evidence that leads to him,’ Gonzales said, ‘I want to know it by the end of the day and I will expect hourly updates after that. Is that clear?’

‘Oh, he did it,’ Calvano predicted. ‘I knew Danny Gallagher when he was a kid and he was a bad one.’

Maggie flashed him a look that meant, ‘Shut your mouth or I will strangle you.’ It usually rolled off him like oil and this time was no different.

Gonzales looked mildly interested. ‘How long did you know him?’ he asked.

Calvano looked nervous. He was not used to Gonzales actually paying him attention. ‘We grew up on the same block for the first nine years of our lives,’ Calvano explained. ‘But his parents got divorced and he moved away, I think to live at his grandfather’s house.’

‘When he was ten, he went to live with his mother and grandfather on the family farm,’ Maggie explained calmly. ‘It’s the same farm he owns and works now. Apparently, he is a highly respected organic farmer who is some sort of leader in something called the farm-to-table movement. It’s embraced by restaurants that believe in only using local produce.’ Maggie was smart enough to have already done some background checking.

Gonzales looked mollified that Maggie was on the case. ‘Where is the mother now?’ he asked, knowing that the mayor’s ex-wife was a clear candidate for the ‘most likely to throw a wrench into our cog’ award.

‘She’s dead,’ Maggie said. ‘She died about two years ago of cancer and left the farm to her son. He’d already been living there and, apparently, working it pretty hard for years until about two and a half years ago, when he disappeared for a month and came back with his wife. No one quite seems to know where he went to get her, or how he knew her, or what the situation was.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Calvano asked, sounding annoyed. As hard as he tried, he could never catch up with Maggie and there were days when it really bothered him.

‘My father,’ Maggie said, with a glance at Gonzales. They both knew that if Colin Gunn had provided the information, then it was true. Colin had been on the force for over forty years before he retired and he knew the importance of reliable information.

‘How does Colin know the family?’ Gonzales asked. He was always on the lookout for potential problems and a conflict of interest was a big one.

‘He knew the mayor’s first wife, Danny’s mother, from growing up,’ Maggie explained. She hesitated, not sure of how much to share. ‘They were friends, and maybe even more than that when they were young. I think they kept in touch, especially after my mother died. But then she got sick and passed soon after. It was a lot for my father to take.’

Gonzales nodded thoughtfully. He had thought he knew all the players in what was sure to be a tricky situation, but now he was calculating even more possibilities, thinking up ways to head off potential trouble.

‘I want you both to go talk to the husband,’ he finally decided. ‘Find out where he met his wife and see if you can uncover a reason why she was so afraid. So far, all I’m hearing are a bunch of rumors from the teacher’s break room at an elementary school. That’s not good enough for me. We have to be very, very careful here. I don’t have to tell you what would happen if Terrence Gallagher lost the mayor’s race to some immigrant rights candidate next year because we offended the Latino community.’

No, he didn’t have to tell Maggie or Calvano what would happen. They all knew it would mean drastic budget cuts and a lot of new paperwork for justifying the frequent stop-and-searches they all knew the front line of the force was getting away with at the moment. And they wanted those traffic stops to stay. No one in our town wanted it to become part of the drug highway that led from New York City straight south down I-95 into Florida. It was not uncommon for any driver who looked like a stranger – never mind what their skin color was – to be stopped on some pretense if they lingered too long in town. And a stop was almost always followed by a search of their car. It bordered on the illegal, hell, it was illegal, but the policy had inspired the drug trade to give our town a wide berth and helped preserve its almost eerily wholesome nature, at least if you lived in the right neighborhoods.

‘Sir,’ Calvano said suddenly. His eyes were focused outside the window.

‘What, son?’ Gonzales demanded, making it obvious he didn’t even remember Calvano’s name. ‘Spit it out.’

‘You know how you said you were afraid our town would turn into a media circus?’ Calvano asked. He swallowed. His mouth had gone dry.

Gonzales stared at him like he was a giant cockroach. ‘Spit it out.’

‘They’re already here.’ Calvano pointed out the window. Down the street that ran in front of the main station, a television news van from a national cable station specializing in crime was having a stand-off with a van from a major news network. Both wanted the parking spot that offered a full view of the front door of the station and neither was willing to give way.

‘Shit,’ Maggie said.

No one argued with her.

‘How did they get here so quickly?’ Calvano asked. He was not politically savvy enough to know the answer, but both Maggie and Gonzales had already figured it out.

‘The mayor probably called them,’ Gonzales said. ‘He thinks it will put pressure on us to work faster.’

‘This isn’t going to help,’ Maggie predicted. ‘If they start getting to the witnesses before we do, we’ll never get a straight story out of anyone.’

‘I’ll assign two more teams to help you question witnesses,’ Gonzales promised. ‘And I’m going to ask the FBI to look into the Mexican angle so you two are free to work the local angle. In the meantime, go out the back door. Go see the husband and stay there until you get him to talk. I want to know if you think he’s involved.’

The Mexican angle? I didn’t know what Gonzales meant by that remark, but I did know what it meant for this case: Gonzales hated that the victim was Latino and he was going to make it a problem for everyone involved.
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‘I think Danny Gallagher did it,’ Calvano predicted as we were heading toward the hospital where he had been taken. ‘He just didn’t figure on being caught.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ Maggie asked. ‘If you get that in your head now, you’re going to do a crappy investigation and you know it. You need to have an open mind.’

‘Danny Gallagher was famous on our block,’ Calvano said. ‘He hit first and asked questions later. He stole my bike so often I ended up keeping it at his house. It was easier that way. He stayed on the streets until dark, just looking for someone to hassle. Once, he decided he liked my little sister Gina and followed her everywhere for weeks until my mother went over to his house to talk to his mother about it.’

He had left something out and Maggie sensed it. ‘And what?’ she asked curiously.

Calvano looked uncomfortable. ‘When my mother got to his house, she said she heard Danny’s parents fighting so loudly she was afraid to knock on the door. Things were being thrown and were crashing to the floor so she came right back home. About a month later, Danny’s father left him and his mother. I heard my parents talking. Danny’s father had moved in with some girl about twenty years younger than he was. Danny and his mother left town soon after. I wasn’t sorry to see him go. No one was sorry to see him go. He was a bully and obsessed with finding the perfect girl. Leopards don’t change their spots.’

Actually, Calvano had changed his spots. At least a little. Unfortunately, I was in no position to point that out.

‘Did you ever think that maybe he was a bully because he was unhappy, and that he was unhappy because everything sucked at home?’ Maggie asked. ‘Did it ever cross your mind that maybe his father was taking it out on him and that Danny stayed out until dark because he couldn’t bear to go home?’

‘Hey, don’t put that on me,’ Calvano protested. ‘I was a kid. It wasn’t my problem. Don’t make me feel sorry for the guy.’

‘Yeah, well I remember when his father left his mother too. It was a big scandal. My parents talked about it all the time. Danny’s father was on the city council then and the woman he ran off with was some college student who had interned for the summer. It was pretty public, if I recall. It must’ve been hard on Danny if he was just a kid.’

‘Why do you care?’ Calvano asked. ‘It’s not like you’re the product of a broken home.’ Everyone knew that Maggie’s parents have been married for nearly fifty years before her mother died of cancer a few years before.

‘I just think that people should be allowed to change,’ Maggie said. Her hands were gripping the steering wheel tightly. ‘Not everybody stays the same. Some people change.’

‘Whatever you say,’ Calvano decided. But then, in typical Calvano fashion, he added under his breath, ‘He did it.’

Danny Gallagher didn’t look like much of a killer. He was laid up in his hospital bed, pale and propped up against a mountain of pillows like he was too weak to sit up on his own. A Catholic priest was helping him sip water from a cup. I can’t say I had much respect for the dude. His wife was missing and the best he could do was collapse like some weak old lady and be carted off to the hospital?

Danny’s eyes took a moment to focus on Maggie and Calvano. Clearly, he had been given something to calm him down. ‘I think the police are here,’ he told the priest.

When the priest looked over his shoulder, I was startled by what I saw. It was as if someone from another century had stepped into the modern world. The priest had a long, thin face and jet black hair. His features were prominent and clearly Eastern European. But it was his eyes that captivated me completely as he focused them on Maggie. They were the bluest eyes I had ever seen, but neither the blue of the sky nor the teal of rock quarry waters. They were something in between, yet somehow also darker. His gaze was like the mouth of a deep well, as if you could fall into those eyes and tumble downward and downward into infinity. I wondered if he could see me, his gaze was that intense, but he made no sign of recognition.

Maggie seemed as startled as I was. She said nothing and Calvano came to the rescue. ‘Father Sojak,’ Calvano said in a respectful voice as he extended his hand. ‘I’m Detective Calvano and this is my partner, Detective Gunn.’

The priest shook Calvano’s hand and looked at him quizzically, wondering how he’d known his name.

‘I see you at St Raphael’s,’ Calvano explained. ‘I sometimes attend the eleven a.m. service.’

‘Oh yes, of course,’ the priest said, rising to his feet, though I did not think he recognized Calvano. ‘Father Lansing still does the eleven a.m. I’m with the early risers.’

‘That would not be me,’ Calvano admitted. I was curious at the transformation in him. He deferred to Maggie in most situations. But he was clearly comfortable talking to the priest. He was far more Catholic than I had realized.

‘We need to talk to Mr Gallagher about his wife,’ Calvano explained. ‘Would you like to stay while we question him?’ I wasn’t convinced Maggie was on board with his offer, but she said nothing to contradict him.

The priest exchanged a glance with Danny Gallagher and sat back down. Danny wanted him to stay.

‘I know you,’ Danny said to Calvano weakly. ‘We grew up together. We lived on the same block.’

Calvano sat down in a chair next to his bed. ‘That’s right. I remember you well.’

‘You must think I’m a terrible person,’ Danny said. He glanced at the priest and I wondered what they had been talking about before we entered the room. ‘That was a bad time in my life. A very bad time and I wasn’t a very good person because of it.’

Maggie looked at Calvano with no small sense of satisfaction.

‘But that stuff doesn’t matter right now,’ Danny continued. ‘Whatever you need me to do, I’ll do. I just want you to find my wife.’

Maggie interrupted. She was afraid he was going to say all the things that husbands say when their wives go missing, and she knew there was no time to go through the motions. ‘You looked completely terrified when you found out your wife was missing,’ Maggie said. ‘Why? You have to tell us what it was you were afraid of. You have to tell us everything you know about your wife’s life. It’s the only thing that might bring her back.’

The priest and the husband exchanged another glance. They were hiding something, and they both understood that what they did next would likely determine whether the world thought Danny Gallagher innocent or guilty in his wife’s disappearance.

A silence filled the room until Father Sojak nodded at Danny. ‘Go on,’ he said encouragingly. ‘Tell them about your wife’s history.’

Calvano took notes as Danny Gallagher told them the story: he had met his wife, Arcelia, four years ago while attending an agricultural college in Mexico. He was learning about new hybrid variations of vegetables hardy enough to be grown in the United States and sold to its growing Hispanic population. Arcelia had been working in the fields for one of the farmers Danny Gallagher had visited with his professor and class.

‘It was just like in the movies,’ Danny said, his voice breaking. ‘I looked at her and it was as if the world changed from black-and-white to color. She looked back at me and I could see it in her eyes. She felt it, too. We had been meant to find one another.’ His voice grew stronger as he talked. He did not seem embarrassed at how sentimental his story sounded. He did not seem the least in doubt that what he was saying was true.

‘We didn’t talk to each other that first day, but I came back the next week and she was sitting on a bench outside the gate of the farm, waiting for her ride home. I stopped my truck and sat next to her and we ended up talking for hours. She told me she was in school, studying to be a teacher, and was working at the farm to make money to pay for college. She told me about her family, they were poor with lots of kids, and I told her about mine. When her ride came, she waved it on. It was dark by the time we ran out of words. I don’t even remember everything we talked about. My Spanish was pretty bad back then and her English was no better. But we understood each other perfectly. Somehow she sensed what I was going to say before I even opened my mouth and I could feel her thoughts in the same way.’

I watched the priest during this speech, curious to know how he reacted to a world he would never experience himself. His eyes never left Danny Gallagher’s face. It was as if he was willing him the strength to go on.

‘So you got married?’ Calvano interrupted. He was anxious to get to the part that would help them.

‘No,’ Danny explained. ‘Not at first. She couldn’t leave her family. Arcelia has twelve brothers and sisters and her father is too old to work anything but part-time. She was needed at home to support them and she had her school and I still had to finish getting my graduate degree. So I went back to the States and we made arrangements for her to visit at Christmas.’

‘And you sent her money in between?’ Maggie guessed, not quite disguising her belief that there was a possibility he had been scammed.

‘Of course I did,’ Danny said angrily. ‘You have no idea what it’s like to live down there. There is no running water in her village and no way to find work. She rode almost a hundred miles each way on a bus just to go to our equivalent of community college two days a week. The only money to be had where she comes from is from drug gangs, and if you don’t cooperate with them your life is always in danger. I couldn’t send her much money at first, a couple hundred a month, but it made all the difference to her family. It made it possible for them to survive.’

Calvano had perked up at the mention of drug gangs. ‘I’m gathering she didn’t cooperate with the drug gangs?’ he asked.

‘She did not,’ Danny Gallagher said. He closed his eyes and laid his head back against the pillow. ‘Her parents thought she was, though. She didn’t tell them about us because she knew they would panic if they realized she was planning to leave. So they just assumed that the money I sent her was from drug activity somehow. They didn’t like it but they took the money. I should never have left her behind when I returned to the States. But she told me a lot of Mexico was like that. That people were used to it. That there was no way to get away from the drug gangs and she wasn’t afraid of them. She said they would leave her alone so long as she steered clear of them.’

‘That doesn’t sound like the Mexican drug gangs I know,’ Calvano said drily.

For the first time, Danny Gallagher almost lost his temper. ‘I know what you’re thinking, that she had a boyfriend in a gang or something like that. But she just said she had a friend who would make sure that she was safe and I believed her.’

Arcelia had clearly believed it, too, but the scars I had seen on her body told me that either she had been mistaken to trust her friend, or that friend had not remained one for long.

‘Then what happened?’ Maggie said. ‘Did she get involved with a gang?’

The priest intervened, an act of mercy I hoped was designed to give Danny Gallagher some peace and not just an attempt to make sure he didn’t reveal more than the priest wanted him to reveal.

‘A drug gang kidnapped Arcelia about three years ago,’ the priest explained. Danny Gallagher’s eyes were closed. ‘They held her for a few months. We don’t really know why, because she will not speak of that time, but it could be as simple as someone saw how beautiful she was and wanted to use her for a few months.’

I thought of the scars I had seen criss-crossing her body, of how her tormentors had been careful to maim her only in places where it would not show. Whoever had wanted to use her had been sick. He had wanted to have her beauty, and yet destroy it at the same time.

‘When they grew tired of using her, they went to her family and demanded five thousand dollars for her return,’ the priest said. ‘The family had no money, of course, certainly nothing approaching that sum, and so they contacted Danny.’

‘How did they find you?’ Maggie asked Danny. ‘You said that they did not know of your existence.’

‘I had been frantic,’ he explained. ‘I had not heard from Arcelia in months. She did not reply to my letters and she had stopped showing up for our weekly phone calls at her village’s bodega I went a little crazy when I didn’t hear from her. It had been so real and then, just as suddenly, I felt like a fool. I called the bodega constantly for a few weeks, begging the owner to find her and get her on the phone for me. He kept saying he had not seen her but I did not believe him. I think he told her parents about me, so they knew she’d had a boyfriend from America. After a few months of trying to get her on the phone without luck, I just assumed she had met someone from down there and moved on. But when her parents were trying to find a way to raise the money for her ransom, they went through all of her things and they found the letters from me. Between the letters and what the bodega owner knew about me, they tracked me down here in Delaware.’

Danny’s voice strengthened with anger as he told Maggie and Calvano the next part. ‘My father refused to give me the money. Can you imagine? He said it was a scam. That Arcelia made her living setting up rich Americans by pretending to love them. He could not believe that what we’d had was real. He could not believe that such a thing actually existed.’

‘So how did you get the money?’ Calvano asked. He was staring at Danny Gallagher thoughtfully, fighting his own prejudices and trying to keep an open mind as Maggie had asked him to do. I was pretty sure Calvano was warming to Danny Gallagher, too. He loved women in all their many forms and, out of all the people in the room, I think Calvano was the one who believed Danny the most when he talked about the love he and his wife had shared. Calvano understood how great Danny’s loss threatened to be if they could not find her.

‘I went to my mother,’ Danny explained. ‘She didn’t have that kind of money, but she sold a parcel of land on the edge of our farm to a developer who had been itching to get his hands on it. It was just a couple of acres and he paid cash. My mother never doubted me for an instant. She had the money within two days.’ His voice cracked as if he were about to cry.

‘Danny went down there personally with the money and brought Arcelia back,’ the priest continued for him. He glanced at Danny. It was too much for him to remember. ‘He was asked to leave the money at some tiny shop in a godforsaken village in the middle of nowhere and, in return, they were supposed to leave Arcelia at another village a few miles away. They kept their word. It’s better for business that way, you see. If they kill everyone, then no one would ever give them money. Danny and Arcelia returned to the States and I married them the day after they arrived here. That was just over two years ago. Arcelia spent several weeks being treated for her wounds. She does not speak of that time. But she devotes almost every free moment she has to counseling Mexican immigrants who come here, helping them file reports for missing loved ones still in Mexico. She helps them provide identification and DNA and other information whenever the US authorities find the bodies of people along the border that might be missing relatives. She is a very strong woman. She has helped many people in our congregation. You must find her. She’s gone through enough.’

‘How did you get over the border?’ Maggie asked.

It was clear that Danny had rehearsed his answer. Too quickly, he said, ‘We got married in Mexico before we came back, so legally she was my wife. Between that and the papers I got from the consulate, she was able to come into the States with me. We got married again by Father Sojak, once we got here, just to be safe.’

I’m not sure anyone believed that answer. It usually took years to get travel documents from a consulate. But both Maggie and Calvano knew that they would never get the details out of Danny Gallagher if he and his wife had entered the United States illegally. Besides, there was no doubt that they were married and that Arcelia had the right to be here.

‘Could she have run away?’ Maggie asked him. ‘Sometimes pregnant women start to have second thoughts. It’s pretty common, in fact.’

‘Never,’ Danny said. ‘I think maybe her worst fears came true – maybe the drug gang that took her somehow found out she was pregnant and living in the United States. Maybe they figure I’m rich and will give them even more money now.’

‘You think a drug gang came up here and got her?’ Calvano asked skeptically. ‘Why bother? They’d be taking a huge risk for an uncertain payout. And if she had known something, or seen anything that might hurt them, they would have killed her long ago.’

‘I don’t know why they would come up here for her,’ Danny Gallagher suddenly shouted. ‘I just know she lived in fear, every day, fear that they might come for her and now the worst has happened.’

A nurse came running in at the sound of Danny Gallagher’s cries and she looked at Maggie and Calvano with disgust. ‘He needs his rest,’ she told him sternly.

‘I can arrange for him to talk to you again as soon as he is able,’ the priest told them. ‘I give you my word.’

A priest’s word was good enough for Calvano. He stood, stowed the notebook back in his pocket and extended his hand to the priest once again. ‘Thank you, Father Sojak.’

‘Call me John,’ the priest said quickly, shaking Calvano’s hand. He held out his hand to Maggie, suddenly shy. I had seen it in priests before: the younger ones, fresh from the seminary, often had little experience with women. I wondered if that was what was making Father Sojak so nervous. He had a direct, forthright manner that I thought few people could resist, and yet, I could feel that he was hiding something from them. Was it Maggie or his omissions that made him so nervous?

‘Father,’ Maggie said respectfully as she left the room. She, too, had been raised a Catholic, though I knew she no longer attended church and preferred instead to spend her Sunday mornings running along the shores of our town’s reservoir.

The doors had barely shut on the elevator before Calvano asked Maggie, ‘Did you see the eyes on that priest? I bet the nuns go crazy over him.’

‘Yeah, I saw his eyes,’ Maggie admitted. ‘And I could tell from them that he was hiding something. So was the husband.’ She sounded grim. She was not looking forward to telling Gonzales how she felt.

‘You think he did it,’ Calvano said almost triumphantly.

Maggie gave him a look of half disgust and half affection. ‘I didn’t say that. I just said he was hiding something.’ She stared at the floor numbers lighting up as they descended toward the ground floor. ‘If I had to put my money on it, I’d say he was innocent. What about you?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t think he did it, either. But I definitely don’t think drug cartels would send someone to Delaware to snatch a kindergarten teacher.’

‘I don’t think so either,’ Maggie said. ‘But they might if she was more involved than she told her husband. For all we know, she’s the kingpin.’ She realized what she had said and started to laugh. ‘A beloved preschool teacher would be a good cover, right? I really don’t think that’s the case, but I do have a friend at Quantico I can call. She’ll run her name through the system and let us know if it’s popped up in an investigation before. That will allow us to at least evaluate whether that angle is a real possibility.’

‘Without actually having to work with the FBI, right?’ Calvano said. He, like Maggie, believed that the answer to virtually every case that crossed their desk could be found locally, and that locals were the best people to find out the truth.

‘Right. What did you think about the priest?’ Maggie asked. ‘You two seemed to hit it off, you brown-noser, you.’

Calvano looked vaguely ashamed at what he was about to say. ‘He’s lying about something. But I think it’s probably got to do with how Danny brought her back over the border. I’m not buying that story.’

‘Me either,’ Maggie said. ‘And I think Father Sojak is a lot more involved in this whole thing than he lets on.’

‘You don’t go to church any more, do you?’ Calvano asked.

‘What’s that have to do with anything?’ she said.

‘I never met Father Sojak until today, but I’ve heard about him. The nuns at St Michael’s and St Raphael’s all think he has the touch.’

‘What the hell is the touch?’ Maggie asked.

‘He can heal people just by laying on his hands. He can reach people in comas. He can communicate with people close to death and reassure them before they go. They say he’s filled with the light and has the gift.’

‘That sounds a little New Age for any of the nuns I know,’ Maggie said drily. Her view of nuns tended toward the unfavorable. I had eavesdropped many times on her conversations with her father and her memories of Catholic school were mixed.

‘It happens,’ Calvano said, a little defensively. His faith was pretty important to him. ‘A lot of the saints were rumored to have a gift like that when they were mortals.’

‘You think Father Sojak is a saint?’ Maggie asked skeptically.

‘No. I just think it’s possible he has powers we can’t understand and I definitely think it’s possible he knows something he’s not telling us.’

‘Which all leads us to one conclusion,’ Maggie said. ‘Arcelia Gallagher was not taken at random or by a Mexican drug gang going way off the reservation.’

‘Definitely not,’ Calvano agreed.

Maggie looked thoughtful. When the press found out that Arcelia Gallagher’s disappearance was not a random kidnapping, they would go after her husband with a vengeance. A beloved preschool teacher killed by a husband who had close family ties to the mayor in town was a way better story than a drug king kidnapping or whatever the truth might be. Everyone in town would become part of the spectacle. The television cameras would be around for a long time to come, which meant that Gonzales would be looking over Maggie’s shoulder for just as long.
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