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“We’re here!” The front door opened, and Vanessa and Jesse’s family spilled into Agatha and Rudy’s home. 

Agatha squealed with joy and threw her arms around her brother. “My baby brother’s here! My baby brother’s here!”

Jesse pried his sister away from him, and pretended to look hurt. “You can call me your twin brother, but go easy on that baby shit!”

“Jesse, language,” Vanessa chimed in. She was pretty and petite, and wore her hair in shoulder length golden dreads, and was wearing a gold blouse and black slacks. Her makeup was perfect. She pretended to glare at her husband, then grinned at her sister-in-law. She carried a toddler in her arms, while an older boy clutched at her pants pocket with one hand while sucking his other thumb. Vanessa and Agatha embraced, then Vanessa stepped back and looked around. “Where’s the little prophet? I want to see our little prophet!”

Agatha stepped to one side, revealing the carrier she had set down to answer the door, and little Samuel, who had been examining the chubby fingers on his left hand and seemed to have discovered his right hand for the first time. He gazed at first one, then the other hand with astonishment.

Jesse laughed. “Ooh, our little prophet! Isn’t he perfection?”

“Where are my nephews?” Agatha set Samuel’s carrier rocking and, while her brother continued to marvel at the one-year-old, squatted on her heels. 

Vanessa put the toddler down. He stood for a moment on unsteady legs, saw that everyone was watching, and stumbled back toward his mother, his arms outstretched, his mouth twisting, as he began to cry and tried to bury his face in her leg.

“Ooh, Buster’s walking! Look at you, little man!”

“I’m little man,” the older boy insisted. 

His aunt turned to him and held out her arms. “No, you’re the big man. Come to Aunt Ags, Andrew.”

“No kissing,” the boy warned. “Not Andrew—Drew.”

“Excuse me, Drew. And how old are you now, Drew? Seven?”

Drew grinned toward his parents, clearly proud to be mistaken for such an advanced age. “Five. Five!”

“Almost a grown man!” Vanessa watched her husband and boys bask in the love of their family. She was so proud of them all, and so grateful to have a kind, thoughtful husband who would do absolutely anything for her or their children. She leaned toward Jesse and kissed him, something they did frequently and spontaneously. Jesse took his wife’s hand, and he and Vanessa beamed with the shared joy of their family.

The house had been decorated with colorful crepe paper, balloons, streamers, signs reading Happy Birthday! and One Year Old! and a table festooned with framed, propped-up pictures of Agatha, Rudy, and Samuel taken since Samuel’s adoption. The Raines’s home, which had been gutted and rebuilt after Superstorm Sandy, as had so many Beach City dwellings, was newly raised, so everyone had to climb a set of stairs to get inside.

“Jesse—” came a deep voice from the back door.

Jesse turned, saw Rudy, and threw his arms around his brother-in-law in a bearhug. “Man, Rudy. You’re putting on weight!”

Rudy shrugged, glancing down at his six-foot-four frame, all 265 pounds of him. A blue and orange Knicks shirt was draped over his belly. “Guess you won’t be having any of my barbecue.”

Jesse frowned. “What’re you doing in here? I thought you’d be out back, tending the food.” 

“Came in to see my nephews.” Rudy took each of the boys by a hand. “Excuse us. The men need to talk.” He led the boys to one side, knelt beside them, and complimented them on their looks and style.

Agatha and Jesse stood side by side, watching their family. The twins looked alike, except Jesse’s afro was shorter, and he was five foot ten and a muscular 195, whereas Agatha was bony, smaller, and thinner, wearing jeans and a purple cotton t-shirt, and had her hair tied back in a bun. Jesse’s red collared shirt was open at the neck, revealing two gold chains glinting against his bronze chest. 

He inclined his head toward his sister’s. “You call him Samuel, not Sam or Sammy? Was that his name before?”

“It was, and we do.”

Rudy looked at Jesse. “They’re sayin’ on sports talk to bet big on the Rams.”

Jesse shook his head. “Problem with that is, they’re sponsored by the betting app, so who do you think their advice is gonna benefit—you?”

Agatha put a hand on her hip and frowned at her husband. “You best not be betting again!”

Rudy held up his hands. “I’m just talking to Jess. Not betting. Talking. See? No money. And I’m thinking about our customers at the bar. Jesse’s right, and I got to tell them that. Always thinkin’ ’bout the customers, baby.”

Jesse stepped closer to his brother-in-law. “Say, we going to do a little hmm hmm hmm before dinner?”

Rudy nodded. “C’mon out back.” He held out his nephews’ hands to Vanessa, who led them to their baby cousin. “Jesse’ll be out back with me, talking Yankees, Giants, and Knicks.”

Vanessa smiled. “Mmhmm.” She watched the men head for the back door. “Boys,” she said, “this is your cousin, Samuel. Isn’t he handsome? Can you give Samuel a kiss?” The brothers each somberly and dutifully gave their cousin a kiss. First Drew leaned over the carrier and planted a kiss on the baby’s cheek, and then Buster, who had been paying attention, did his best to do the same. “Look at them!” Vanessa marveled. Agatha laughed.

Samuel was clutching one of Vanessa’s fingers. “Ooh, this child is strong!” Vanessa exclaimed to her sister-in-law. Her boys remained on either side of Samuel’s carrier, soberly standing guard.

Agatha knelt beside Samuel. “This is your Aunt Vanessa, Samuel. We call her Nessa.”

“Gggh,” said Samuel.

“Hello? Children?” a voice called from the other side of the front door.

“Mama!” Agatha opened the door, saw her mother’s arms were full of gifts and cake boxes, and propped open the door. Mother and daughter pressed their cheeks together and kissed. “You look beautiful, Mama.”

Miz Liz, as she was called by just about everyone but her children, wore a scarlet shrug over a black dress. She was a diminutive woman with a big personality that could be charming or intimidating, depending on her mood.

“Mom!” Vanessa exclaimed. “You look gorgeous.”

“If you’re going to lie, Nessa, at least make it believable—though I suppose there’s an element of truth in that, when you take my age into account.” 

Miz Liz held a smooth, cool palm against her daughter-in-law’s cheek and looked deep into her eyes. “You do look gorgeous.”

“Oh, stop!”

“But enough of you. Where’s my little men?”

Drew was dancing around his grandmother’s feet, and for a moment, she danced with him. “How is my Andrew?”

“Drew! Drew!”

“He insists we call him Drew,” Vanessa explained.

Buster stumbled around in circles, in as close an approximation of his brother’s dancing as he could manage.

“Oh, and William’s walking!” Miz Liz swept her younger grandson into her arms and twirled him around.

“That’s Buster!” Drew corrected.

“Well, hiya Buster!” She set her grandson down and leaned toward Agatha. “You tell your men if they’re going to smoke, to do it in the basement, so you don’t get in trouble.”

“Haven’t you heard?” Vanessa said. “It’s pretty much legal now.”

“Not in my family, it isn’t.”

The doorbell chimed. Agatha looked beyond her mother, then shook her head. “Too late. Cops’re here!”

Liz looked alarmed and turned as Agatha opened the door, revealing two women—one five foot eight, white, and heavily muscled, the other smaller and rounder and of South Asian heritage.

Miz Liz turned back and shook a finger at her daughter. “Don’t you play!”

“Mama, you remember Dora?”

“’Course I do. I will always admire this girl for what she did for our family and this city.”

Agatha held the door and Dora stepped into the room, moving lightly on her feet, despite her size. She wore jeans and a dark blue t-shirt with the logo of Shay’s Mixed Martial Arts Gym. She and Agatha kissed, then Miz Liz touched cheeks with Dora, who stepped to one side.

“And this is my friend, Missy.” 

Miz Liz looked at Missy, who wore a crisp white shirt and navy-blue slacks. She looked back at Dora. “Mmhmm.” She raised an eyebrow.

“Mama,” Agatha warned, and Miz Liz held both her hands up in front of her, palms outward.

“What do I know? I’m just an old lady.” 

“And Dora and Missy,” Agatha said, “this is my sister-in-law, Vanessa. She’s married to my twin brother Jesse.”

Vanessa took both of Dora’s hands in hers and looked at her, the love shining from her eyes, which had begun to tear. “I’ve heard so much. It’s truly an honor.” She turned to Missy. “And we’re so glad you’re here!”

Miz Liz bent toward her grandsons. “I don’t think we’re going to need to eat.”

“What? Why?” Vanessa asked.

“Oh, no! Not when we have three delicious boys! I could...eat ’em all up!” She poked each boy lightly in the belly, making them giggle. “Eat ’em all up! Eat ’em all up!” The two boys laughed and ran from the room. They peeked in from the doorway to the kitchen and, when their grandmother pointed at their bellies, laughed and ran away again, then snuck back to peek once more. Samuel couldn’t take his eyes off his grandmother.

“Now I know those boys in the yard aren’t just smoking; they’re drinking too,” Miz Liz said to Vanessa.

“It’s okay, Mom. We’re staying over.”

“Mm hmm.” She turned to Dora. “So, you’re a policewoman now, like your...” Her voice trailed off. 

“Not yet,” Dora said. “I’m just starting at the academy. But yes, like Franny was. I’m sort of doing this in her honor—her memory.”

“Have I told you how sorry I am for your loss?”

“I believe you did, but thank you again, Miz Liz.” Thinking about Franny was excruciatingly painful for Dora. Franny had been a balm to the pain and trauma caused by Dora’s childhood—Franny had understood without judgment, supported without expectations.

Miz Liz turned to Missy. “And are you with the police as well?”

Missy giggled and shook her head. “I work at the library.”

Miz Liz turned to her daughter. “With my Agatha!”

Missy nodded. “I’m more reference, while Agatha is more children’s, but we all share responsibilities.”

“Well, it’s a pleasure,” Miz Liz said. “Maybe you can help Agatha influence these children to read, instead of...” She turned toward the kitchen. “Do you think if I went out the back door I could catch those boys smoking?” She looked briefly concerned. “I guess I shouldn’t say that in front of the police, though they do tell me it’s legal now.”

Dora laughed. “I promise to look the other way, Miz Liz.”

“Okay, then!” The elderly woman headed through the kitchen, toward the back door. “’Cause I got to go see my favorite son!”

Agatha watched her mother disappear out the door and start down the stairs, and pressed her lips together. She continued watching, as her mother clutched the bannister while descending slowly, one step at a time, down the short stairway to the deck. Something about her mother’s body language bothered her, but Agatha forgot about it a moment later when she heard Rudy and Jesse launch into their usual argument over which beer was better, Blue Moon or Samuel Adams.

While she and Agatha prepared the side dishes, Vanessa smiled to herself, grateful for the love of their close family without the roadblocks of misunderstanding and jealousy that burdened so many families she knew, or the pain of relatives caught up in addiction or criminality.

During dinner, she and Jesse held hands under the table whenever their hands were free, and kissed and nuzzled every few minutes. She was so grateful to be so much in love.
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Vanessa awoke and sat up in bed. Later she would try to remember why she had sat up or what had awakened her, but she could answer neither question; she knew only that she was suddenly awake and sitting up, and that Jesse was not beside her.

“Jess?” She spoke softly, remembering that she was at Agatha and Rudy’s house. Save for her, the bed was indeed empty. She pulled back the covers and swiveled her feet to the floor and into Agatha’s fuzzy gray slippers. Opening the bedroom door, she peered into the hallway. “Jess?” The light from the bathroom cast reflective streaks across the length of the shiny wood hallway floor. She could still smell yesterday’s barbecue, wafting up from downstairs. She put an ear to the bathroom door. “Jess?”

No response. So Vanessa pushed and the door creaked open. She stood still, listening, but heard only the faint barking of a dog from somewhere outside.

“Nessa!” came a loud whisper. 

Vanessa spun to see Agatha’s silhouette framed in her bedroom doorway against the white light spilling in from the street lamp outside the window.

Behind Agatha, a dark shape appeared. “What’s going on?” Rudy stepped into the light. “What are you girls doing up at 3:00 a.m.?”

“Jesse’s not in bed,” Vanessa explained.

“Shhh. Don’t wake the boys,” Agatha cautioned.

Rudy nodded. “Go back to your rooms. I’ll check downstairs and outside.” He looked to Vanessa. “He was in bed when you went to sleep?”

She nodded, then stopped. “He...no, he went out. At about eleven. He said he needed—you needed more beer, but I thought he was with you. I assumed you went to the store together.”

No one spoke for a moment, then Rudy shook his head. “We were on the couch, watching hoops. When I came up to Ags, he was on the last bottle of Sam Adams. Prob’ly went out for beer and passed out in front of the TV. Go on in your rooms ’til I come back, but I ’spect he’s downstairs on the couch. Hang on a minute.” He ducked back into the guest room and came back with a shotgun open over his left forearm, its stock held against his body under his right arm. He was not a big fan of guns, but he kept an unloaded shotgun hidden away in a closet and insisted his brother-in-law’s family safely do the same. He slowly descended the stairs. 

Five minutes later, he returned, shaking his head. “He’s not downstairs.” He looked at Vanessa. “And your car’s gone.”

Vanessa shook her head. “Why would he take the car? He could’ve walked to the store for beer. He knows not to drive.”

Rudy thought for a moment. “Maybe the store didn’t have Sam Adams and he went looking...”

“No, he still wouldn’t drive. For sure he wouldn’t with me and the boys here. Something’s not right.”

“We should call the police,” Agatha said.

“And say what?” asked Rudy. “That Jesse said he wanted more beer and now he’s gone with the car?”

“Maybe that’s just what we say,” Vanessa replied.

Now Rudy was shaking his head. “You think the cops are gonna bother with a missing black dude who’s been drinking at a party and has only been gone a few hours?”

Agatha looked at him. “We don’t know what they’ll do unless we try, but it should come from Nessa.”

“Agreed,” said Vanessa.

• • •
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, the doorbell rang. Vanessa, now in a blue silk robe over her pajamas, answered the door with Rudy a few feet behind her, minus the shotgun. She looked through the glass peephole to see two uniformed police officers, a man and a woman. The woman was holding up a shield. Vanessa opened the door and stood aside, allowing the officers to enter.

“Vanessa Burrell?” the female officer asked, and Vanessa nodded. “I’m Lieutenant Catherine Trask and this is my partner, Lieutenant Mitchell Weiss. You reported your husband missing?”

“I did. Would you like to come in and sit down? I can make us all a pot of coffee.”

“I can do that,” Rudy offered.

“And you are...”

“He’s my brother-in-law, Rudy Raines.”

“Sure, I’ve been to your place,” Lieutenant Weiss said. “Many times.”

Rudy nodded. 

“Thanks, but we’ll pass on the coffee,” Trask said.

“Well, come in and sit down.” Vanessa retreated into the living room, with Rudy by her side. The officers followed. A few paper plates, napkins, and plastic cups lay on the coffee table, several side tables, and one, large folding table in the otherwise neat, carpeted room; both the carpeting and the painted walls were forest green. “We had family and friends over yesterday. My sons and nephew are upstairs asleep. My sister-in-law Agatha is with them.”

“Agatha Raines, the councilwoman,” Trask observed, as she and Weiss sat down. 

“That’s right,” Rudy said.

Lieutenant Weiss took out a small, rectangular device. “Is it okay if we record our conversation?”

Vanessa nodded.

“Could you please respond verbally?”

“Yes, recording is okay.”

“Wonderful.” Weiss was in his mid-twenties, with blond hair, the remnants of a pockmarked complexion, and full lips that tended to purse when he was concentrating, as he was now. He spoke a few introductory words into the recorder and then looked at Vanessa. “Please tell me your brother’s—”

“Husband,” she corrected.

“...husband’s name.”

“I did that over the phone.”

“Could you please do so again, for the recording?”

“Of course. My husband is Jesse Elgin Burrell. He is thirty-two years old.”

“Height? Weight?”

“Umm. Five ten. 195.” She gave a grim smile. “He would say 190.”

“Race?”

“African American.”

“Do you have a photo of your husband?”

Vanessa stood up and went to an end table at the far end of the couch, picked out a matted print from several family photos, and returned with it. “This is a picture from this past summer, with myself and our two boys, William and Andrew.”

Rudy gave a wan smile. “Buster and Drew.”

Officer Trask leaned forward, and looked at the photo. “Where was your husband last seen?” She was a fit woman in her early thirties, with the chiseled, fat-free features of a body builder, short, curly red-brown hair and a habit of clearing her throat before speaking.

“Here,” Vanessa answered.

“As in this room?”

“Well, no.” She stopped, thought a moment. “Last I saw him, I was going to bed. We tucked the boys in upstairs—we try to do that together whenever possible. Then I went to bed, and he kissed me and came downstairs to watch sports with Rudy.”

Rudy nodded. “Switching back and forth between the Knicks and Sunday night football. But I went upstairs at the half. I have things to do tomorrow and I’m sure our little one will be up during the night. He always is, and I watch him in the morning, when Ags is at the library.”

“That would be Agatha,” Weiss confirmed. “She’s a librarian here in town?”

Rudy nodded.

“Anyway,” Vanessa continued, “I was going to bed after tucking the boys in, and Jess came in, kissed me, and said he was going back down to hang out with Rudy.”

“That’s right,” Rudy said. “He mentioned that we were out of Samuel Adams—that's the beer he drinks. We still had some Blue Moon, which is my beer, but he would have wanted Sam Adams.”

Vanessa gave a faint smile. “The boys have a running joke about which beer is better.”

“And if he was out of Sam Adams, he would likely go out for more, if it could be had on a Sunday night.”

“Well,” Vanessa said, “Seven Eleven...”

“They’d be open late,” Trask observed.

Rudy frowned. “I wish I’d’ve thought of it then, but we have Sam Adams bottles at the bar.” He shrugged. “Hindsight.”

Vanessa put a hand to her throat. “Does a person have to be missing for twenty-four hours to be considered a missing person?”

“Not necessarily,” Trask answered. “Did your husband suffer from any medical conditions?”

Rudy snorted a laugh. “Cavities. The man had serious teeth problems.” Returning to the moment, he stopped laughing.

“No, Officer. He did not,” Vanessa answered.

“Just a few more questions, Ms. Burrell,” Weiss said. “We’d like to know what he was wearing when last seen, whether he specifically said he was going out for beer, as opposed to going out to have a beer, and whether he might have contacted anyone before going.”

Trask nodded. “A simple misunderstanding could explain this.”

Rudy was shaking his head. “He just noticed we were out of beer.”

“He wouldn’t have gone to a bar—not with the kids and me here, and not without telling me.” Vanessa lightly stroked her throat with the tips of her fingers. “That’s just not something he would do. And there’s no one else who would have known he was going out, unless he called someone, and why would he have done that?”

“Okay,” Weiss said. “We still need hair and eye color, birthday, whether there’s anyplace you can think of he might have gone on the spur of the moment. Friends or other relatives who live in the area?”

“Especially given that he may have had a beer or two,” added Trask. “Anyone in the area he hadn’t seen in a while?”

Vanessa bit her lower lip. “His hair is dark brown. Eyes are green, but sometimes brown.” She paused, collecting herself. “Birthday is September 7th, 1989. And none of his friends live around here, and even if he had a lot to drink, he wouldn’t do that without talking to me. In fact, he wouldn’t do that at all—especially if he had been drinking. He never drives after drinking. Never.”

“I take it you’ve called his cell.”

“Called and texted. Several times.” Vanessa pressed her lips together and looked into her lap, then up again at the officers. “You said it’s not necessarily true that a person has to be missing for twenty-four hours to be considered a so-called missing person, but I’ve also heard that if you don’t find them in the first twenty-four hours, there’s a good chance it’s too late.” Her voice broke. “How can both be true?”

Lieutenant Trask shook her head. “Neither is true. We know this is a difficult time, but please believe that we are and will be doing everything we can to find your husband. In the meantime, if you think of any place he might be or anyone he might have called, don’t hesitate to let us know. It’s only been a few hours.” She handed Vanessa a business card. “This card has my name, rank, command, and shield number, along with a number to call for any updates or if you learn anything that might be helpful.”

Vanessa took the card in a trembling hand and nodded.

“Is your husband active on social media?” Weiss asked.

“He has a Facebook page, but doesn’t really use it. Teachers are discouraged from using social media. Nothing else.”

“Where does he teach?” Trask asked.

“Beach City High. English.”

“Okay, we’ll have a look,” said Weiss.

“Can you think of any reason anyone might want to harm your husband?” asked Trask.

Vanessa didn’t hesitate before answering. “None.”

“Well, if anything else occurs to you,” Trask pointed to the card, “please don’t hesitate to call. As soon as we have any information, we’ll be in touch.”

“What will you do in the meantime?” Vanessa asked.

The officers looked at one another, then Lieutenant Trask answered. “We’ll reach out to local hospitals, put out a BOLO to our people—”

“BOLO?”

“Be on the lookout. And if he doesn’t turn up in the next few hours, we’ll send a press release to local papers with his photo, name, and last known whereabouts.”

• • •
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RUDY CLOSED THE DOOR behind the two police officers and turned to see his wife and his sister-in-law hugging and swaying as Vanessa sobbed.

“Maybe I’ll stay with the boys so you girls can be together.”

Agatha nodded, while Vanessa folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. “I’m not going to sleep until my Jesse’s back.” She pulled away from Agatha and began to pace the width of the living room as Rudy went upstairs. “We can’t let Liz know anything.”

Agatha started to say something, but Vanessa cut her off. “Or the boys.” She stopped pacing and looked around, then went to the kitchen table and opened a laptop lying on a short pile of newspapers and magazines. “Yours?”

“Yes,” said Agatha. “Password’s Samuel. Cap S.”

Vanessa opened the computer. “Maybe we go to Facebook now and post that he’s missing. We can go to the Beach City groups and moms’ groups...”

Agatha sat next to her and covered Vanessa’s hand with her own. “Why don’t we give it a little time? He’ll come back, or maybe the police—”

“Fuck time! And I’m not waiting for no police!”

Agatha held her palms up. “Okay. Okay. I understand.”

“No, you don’t. I love you, but you do not understand. Your man is upstairs with my boys and your little one, and my man is nowhere to be found.”

“Do you have any ideas about where—?”

“No!”

“Friends from work? Women from work?”

Vanessa’s features went slack. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

Agatha shrugged. “I’ll pretend I didn’t say it.”

Vanessa clasped Agatha’s hand and looked her in the eyes. “He didn’t have friends, especially women friends, because I was his best friend.” She caught herself. “Am his best friend. Am. Am!”

“Listen to me, Nessa.” Agatha continued to hold Vanessa’s hand. “Let’s make us a plan. We’ll brainstorm now, and we’ll execute—we’ll do it in the morning. Rudy will see to the boys at least until the early afternoon, and I can take the day off. Maybe by then, he’ll be back, apologizing for wherever he’s been.”

“And what he’s put me through!” Vanessa swallowed and nodded. “Okay, then. So, what’s the plan?”

Agatha spoke softly, but with a strength that comforted Vanessa, whose desperate mind was casting about for anything positive. “We’ll make a list of Facebook groups—moms’ groups, town groups, PTA and PTO groups, anything local or related to his interests—what were his interests?”

“Hooo.” Vanessa sat back and ran her hand through her hair. “He liked to eat, that’s for sure.”

“But he had plenty to eat here, right?”

Vanessa smiled, but only for a moment. “Seriously. The way Rudy barbecues!”

“What music does he like?”

“Different things. He likes T-Pain, Busta Rhymes, and Bone Thugs-N-Harmony. But he also loves old doo-wop and soul, like he sang with your mom at the party last night.”

Agatha smiled. “When he sings with Mama, they sound professional. So, can you get into his Facebook account and see what groups he’s in?”

Vanessa thought a moment then nodded. “I think so. I’d have to figure out his password, but knowing him, it’s probably Buster and Drew.”

“Or Giants, Yankees, Knicks.”

“Nah, he doesn’t care enough about sports. He likes those teams, but not for passwords.”

Agatha slid the computer so that it was in front of her and began typing notes.

Vanessa held up a finger. “You know what he liked? Cards.”

Agatha’s brows lifted in surprise. “Really?”

“Played poker twice a month in Rudy’s back room. Betcha didn’t know that.”

“I knew he had a game but not where it was or who was in it. I try not to think too much about it.” Agatha thought for a moment. “Something else we can do. While I don’t know who plays in Rude’s game, I can make some pretty good guesses, and these guys—if they don’t play in the game, I can guarantee they know who does. Maybe one or more of them will have something useful for us.”

Vanessa gave a quick nod. “Great. Let’s do it.”

Agatha sighed. “We can’t do it at 4:00 a.m. We made a good start with this list, and in the morning, we’ll do like we said and start executing.”

“That boy comes home without a good excuse, he’s gonna get some executin’!” Vanessa got up, went over to the couch, and sat down heavily with a long exhale. “Hoooh.” She snapped her fingers. “You know what else he loved? Astronomy!”

“Really? Jesse?”

“Mmhmm. He had an app you could point at the sky and it would overlay the names of the constellations. He looked at the sky with the boys all the time, and he talked to them about space and planets and stars, and then he’d talk about dreams and the things they could do if they really wanted to.” Her eyes welled up and her voice got very small. “Oh, Ags. Oh, Ags. I’m so scared.” 

• • •
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AT 6:17 THE FOLLOWING morning, Vanessa’s cell phone rang. She and Agatha were still in the living room, where she had drifted off for about an hour and was dreaming about a fishing trip she had taken with Jesse and the boys to a small lake in upstate New York just over a year ago. Buster had been barely a year old and too young to fish, but Andrew—he was still Andrew then—had caught two largemouth bass on worms with his father’s help, a fact that was never mentioned in the telling.

She fumbled with her phone. “Jess? Um, yes, it is. Oh my God. Oh my God! When? Where am I going?”

Agatha, who had been asleep in an easy chair, sat up. “Who is it? What’d they say?”

“Ags?” Rudy had descended to the second-from-the-bottom step on the stairs, and was rubbing his face between the thumb and fingers of his right hand, while his left tugged up the waist of his dark blue sweatpants.

From above came a child’s voice. “Daddy?”

The three grownups looked at one another.

“I’ll go back,” Rudy offered. “I’ll think of something to say.” Agatha gave a quick nod, and Rudy turned and headed back upstairs.

Vanessa let her cell phone slip to the floor. Tears slid down her cheeks, and her mouth opened in a silent scream. It was a long moment before she could speak. “Someone called the police about an unidentified male found in an alley who...who fits Jesse’s description. I have to go...go to the medical examiner’s office downtown to identify...shit, I forgot to get the address.” She bent forward, looking for her phone.

“I know where it is,” Agatha said. “I’m going with you.”

• • •
[image: ]


THIRTY-FIVE MINUTES later, Vanessa and Agatha entered a spare, tan lobby that might have been a doctor’s office waiting room, except for the lack of an office manager and the temperature, which was in the low sixties. The two women stood together, shifting uncertainly from one foot to the other, until a young woman in a gray skirt, sensible shoes, and a blue wool sweater peeked in.

“Who are you here to see?”

“The medical examiner?” Vanessa ventured. When the woman hesitated and frowned, Vanessa looked at Agatha, then back at the woman. “This is...the medical examiner’s office?

“Just a minute.” The woman disappeared. A few moments later, the same door opened and the same woman stepped back into the room. “I’m so sorry. I’m Margaret Blufeld, one of three forensic pathologists who work with Dr. Anderson. I’m afraid there’s been a miscommunication. You need to go to the police station and ask for Detective Paul Ganderson.”

“But I’m here to...try to identify my husband.”

“Mm hmm.” Ms. Blufeld was brusk and businesslike. “You can talk to Detective Ganderson about that.”

“But...you’re the medical examiner’s office...” Vanessa felt as though she were swimming in molasses. She couldn’t seem to hear, think, or speak correctly.

Blufeld gave three quick, emphatic nods. “Detective Ganderson. Beach City Police Station. I can give you directions...”

“No. We’ll be okay,” Agatha said, taking Vanessa’s arm to pull her out of the office.

Vanessa allowed herself to be led back out the front door and into the parking lot, where Agatha delivered her to the passenger’s side of Rudy and Agatha’s grey Hyundai Tucson. Ten minutes later
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