

  

    

      

    

  




		

			In his wildly entertaining new novel, Erin, Joe Harrington gives us a fast-paced murder mystery for our times.


			Structured as a series of mini-cliff-hangers and filled with up-to-the-minute details, Harrington takes us on wild ride through San Francisco, a city he knows, loves and celebrates. I loved it!


			—Stephen Flaherty, Manhattan, New York


			Multiple Tony winner and composer of  numerous musicals, including
Anastasia, Once Upon an Island, Ragtime and Rocky
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			Whether it’s true crime or fiction, Joe Harrington’s deep Irish roots have  gifted him with a unique storytelling voice.


			Erin, set in San Francisco, is the latest example of his literary strength. It has more twists and turns than that city’s serpentine Lombard Street — a thoroughly entertaining read.


			— Steve Cottrell, Florida


			Political Columnist, St. Augustine Record


			









			What I love about “Erin” is the strength, intelligence and humor of the female characters. What a range in ages: landlady Angela, 96; psychiatrist Sarah, 30; and the homicide detective Erin, 46.


			This is the only murder mystery I have ever read that had such a strong subplot, in this case the current national political reality.


			— Diane Lewis, East Bay, California.
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			Not only is this a rip-roaring murder mystery, it also has the bonus that it  mocks the President of the United States with politically satirical drawings.


			A fun romp, made me think of Damon Runyon’s use of  crazy yet human characters.


			— Bryon Snyder, Tucson, Arizona
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			A fun, exciting story featuring cops, priests, and a tiger! This mystery/political satire has it all.


			— Patricia Diaz, PhD, Boise, Idaho
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			For over a decade I’ve read Harrington’s weekly column called Movies and Madness in the English magazine publication The Puerto Vallarta Mirror.  The contents of the columns involved his opinions on current films and political events.


			I’ve read Harrington’s true crime books. When I learned he had written a novel I was interested to see how he made the leap between these genres.


			He brought his research abilities in non-fiction into his fictional world and did it seamlessly — blending real life political events into his deadly tale.


			The novel Erin is one wild ride. I’m originally from Wyoming and loved the chaotic action that takes place in a dump called the Triple M Saloon, especially the antics of the owner, called with good reason God’s Own Bookie.


			— Bernie Candelaria, Puerto Vallarta, Mexico
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			Author’s Note


			One of the inspirations for this story was a tragic incident at the San Francisco Zoo on Christmas Day 2007. Out of respect for the teenage boy who died and the two men who were mauled, details of that horrific event have been altered regarding names and dates.









Prologue


			It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie


			San Francisco, Independence Day, Saturday, July 4, 2020, Late Afternoon
A Confessional at Saint Jude’s Church


			“Bless you, Father, for you have sinned,” Erin said, “now take off the Roman collar you’ve disgraced, waive your bullshit Miranda Rights and confess.”


			“Are you joking?” Father Mario asked.


			“I don’t joke about felonious behavior.”


			“What are you talking about?”


			“I have evidence the monk’s alive.”


			“Impossible.”


			“Come into the light and I’ll show you.”


			The priest and the homicide detective left the dark confessional booth.


			The nave was empty save Erin, the priest and the statues of long-dead saints: Patrick, Cabrini, Peter, Elizabeth, Joseph, Mary, Theresa, Augustine and Jude.


			Subdued cones of light revealed the fourteen Stations of the Cross that lined opposite walls. Behind the altar an overhead golden glow illuminated a life-sized replica of Christ on His cross.


			Erin said, “If we sit across the aisle from each other we don’t need these.” She removed her N-95 mask.


			“I see you’re dressed for success,” the priest said.


			Erin was wearing tennis shoes, gray gym pants and a windbreaker. Her red hair was tied into a ponytail using a yellow bandana.


			“Don’t try horseshit misdirection,” she said with a cold glare. “I’ll answer one question, but from now on stay on point. I’m dressed for a brutal and exhausting run once this meeting is over because I know I’m going to want to get a rancid taste out of my mouth.”


			“Not exactly a good attitude to celebrate the Fourth of July.”


			“A day that might end your independence.” Erin opened her briefcase, removed a single sheet of newspaper, slid it across the aisle and pointed. “Proof the monk’s alive.”


			The priest picked up the large single sheet of newsprint and saw:


			 


			San Francisco Chronicle • Independence Day, July 4, 2020


			Special Edition


			Is the Monk, aka Friar Tuck, Still Alive?


			Happy Independence Day from Friar Tuck


			Six weeks ago, In May, Trump stated: “Vaccine or no vaccine, we’re back. Whether it’s an ember or a flame, we’re going to put it out. But we’re not closing our country.”


			That’s the president of the United States telling Americans you’re free to go on working and dying.


			[image: ]


			The priest crumpled the paper into a ball, tossed it back across the aisle and said in an unemotional voice, “I see a cartoon. So what?”


			“You reported the monk died last Christmas. If he did, how could he draw this? There are coffins on one side of the Justice Scale, moneybags on the other and Trump, with his finger pushing down on the money scale side, making a decision on when to open the country. The country wasn’t closed last Christmas.”


			“On my oath as a priest, the monk is dead.”


			“Why are you lying? We’ve been friends for twenty years, since I was a rookie cop and you the PD’s chaplain back—”


			“Erin, we are friends and—”


			“A half a year ago,” she said, “on the front steps of this church, the monk collapsed. I helped you give him last rites. An hour later you claimed he died. You stated he was cremated. His artwork in today’s Chronicle and a direct quote from the president proves the monk’s alive and that you’re a Goddamn liar.”


			“Glare at me all you want; a newspaper’s not proof.”


			“There’s the monk’s handwriting.”


			“Could be a forgery.”


			“Our PD’s handwriting expert did an analysis. It’s Friar Tuck’s.”


			“Experts make mistakes.”


			“So do priests,” Erin replied as she opened her briefcase and removed a document. “This search warrant gives me total access to Saint Jude’s rectory, church, basement and crypt.”


			“What?”


			“Let’s start with the church basement.”


			“My lawyers need to review and approve this alleged legal document.”


			“They can review anytime, but I’ve the legal right now to inspect anywhere I Goddamn feel like inspecting on Saint Jude’s property. I’m heading to the cellar.”


			They donned N-95 masks, went behind the altar and down a stairway leading to the church basement. A single row of four bare bulbs dimly lit the vast interior.


			Erin said, “It’s freezing.”


			“Who heats a basement?” he replied in a muffled voice.


			“Get six feet away so we can remove the masks.”


			He did so and they both took off the N-95s.


			She pointed at a door with a padlock. “That wasn’t here last Christmas. I recall an archway leading to the crypt.”


			The priest shrugged.


			“Why’s the crypt secured?”


			Father Mario shoved his hands into his cassock.


			“Open up,” Erin demanded.


			“Don’t have a key to the padlock.”


			“You’re lying, but no problem,” she said, removing a small crowbar from her briefcase. With a firm yank, the detective pulled the padlock’s screws from the door.


			She fumbled about, found a switch and turned on the lights.


			The crypt lit up, flooded with a soft, luminescent glow.


			“Warm in here,” she said. “Why heat the crypt? It’s a rhetorical question. I know why this place is heated. Where’s the monk?”


			He shrugged.


			On the wall to the right of the entrance there hung a 75” flat-screen television. Facing the TV was a metal folding chair and a bed.


			Erin said, “Bed looks expensive.”


			“A Baldacchino Supreme Bed. Cost six million.”


			“Must be comfortable.”


			“I wouldn’t know,” the priest stiffly responded.


			“None of this was here Christmas, when I was down here investigating multiple murders.”


			Against the far wall was a small, yet elegant kitchenette, a large refrigerator and marbled double sink. To the left were five ancient stone caskets, behind them a purple curtain. She pulled the drawstring and a bathroom was revealed.


			In the center of the crypt, on a table, was a large stack of drawings chronicling President Trump’s activities since last Christmas.


			An easel in the center of the room held a canvas.
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			“I don’t get it,” Erin said. “What cause can’t the saint save?”


			“Saint Jude’s the patron saint of hopeless causes. Obviously, Trump is the lost cause even the saint can’t redeem.”


			She waved a hand. “Also obviously, your fabulously rich attorney pals bought this stuff for Friar Tuck, who has lived down here since you falsely reported his demise.”


			“They wanted him to spend what little was left of his life in luxury. Didn’t work; he slept on the floor.”


			“Finally, an admission he lives,” the homicide detective said in a deadly tone that held no hint of jubilant triumph. “But where is he?”


			“Died around dawn this morning. I told the truth when I said he was dead.”


			“Now you told the truth, but you’ve been lying for months.”


			The priest shrugged.


			Erin’s eyelids closed to slits. “That’s the third time you glanced at your watch. Why?”


			He smiled a tight smile.


			“Son of a bitch, you’re buying time. You know what pisses off a cop?”


			“I assume the same thing that pisses off a priest.”


			“Lying. Why in fucking hell didn’t you tell me—”


			“You promised your mother, the day before she died, that you‘d stop swearing. Why the foul mouth?”


			Erin looked stunned, then sputtered, “Another delaying tactic. Yes, I did promise Mom, but I forget when I get angry and right now I am fucking furiously pissed.”


			“Why so angry?”


			“Because you’ve betrayed me. You promised you’d keep our secrets.”


			“I didn’t betray you.”


			“You gave the Chronicle the monk’s latest artwork.”


			“I did not. Your landlady did.”


			“Angela? How did she get the drawing?”


			“She was here this morning. She assisted me with Last Rites. She must have lifted the drawing then.”


			“Why give it to the newspaper?”


			“She felt Friar Tuck’s last effort was an appropriate epitaph.”


			“Why didn’t you stop her? If you had, I wouldn’t be here.”


			“Angela told me after she’d dropped the drawing off.”


			“She has to know the danger to all of us, including her.”


			“She’s bereaved; she loved the monk. She was only thinking about honoring his work and sticking it to the president. After I confronted her, she apologized and wept.”


			“Where’s the monk body?” Erin asked.


			“A hearse retrieved it a few hours ago.”


			“How are you going to explain a fresh corpse showing up of a man you pronounced dead months ago?”


			“He’s already cremated, meaning no proof when he died.”


			“DNA can be performed on the smallest of bone fragments. Results might provide a timeframe.”


			A soft chime sounded three times.


			“What the hell was that?” she asked.


			Father Mario pulled a cell phone out of his cassock, looked at the screen, put it back in his robes, and smiled at Erin.


			“Goddamn it,” she said, “what message did you just get?”


			“DNA can be run on bone fragments and that would be absolute proof that the monk just died. But, at the Golden Gate Bridge, Angela has just sent Friar Tuck’s remains over the rail, through the wire mesh of the suicide prevention net, and into the deep waters of the San Francisco Bay. Now all that’s left are some drawings any competent artist could have created by emulating the monk’s style and signature.”


			Erin frowned, shaking her head from side to side.


			The priest said, “You should be relieved. I know why you’re reacting the way you are. You saw the newspaper’s drawing and came to the erroneous conclusion that not only was the monk alive, but that I had betrayed your terrible secret.”


			Erin’s jaw clenched.


			“Then you come into my church, swearing and furious, with rage based on an assumption that I had stabbed you in the back. You couldn’t be more wrong.”


			Erin’s face relaxed.


			The priest continued, “I remember what I was doing back then, on the day both our secrets were born. I consoled a devastated grandmother who had just lost her grandson; a teenager savagely ripped apart by a Siberian tiger.”


			“Afterwards you got drunk at the Triple M Saloon.”


			“With good reason,” The priest stood. “I’m headed for the saloon.”


			“Triple M’s closed.”


			“I have the key-code to the backdoor,” Father Mario said. “We can discuss my secret and how it led to your secret and why the two are married. We need a plan, damage control, and a solution to the devastating problem facing us.”


			“I keep thinking about how it all happened and if there was anyway to have prevented these disasters.”


			









Chapter 1


			The First Disaster = A Tiger Escapes


			Sunday, December 22, 2019, The Triple M Saloon


			The pub was arguably the worst dive in San Francisco. The front of the building was a ramshackle combination of different materials: unpainted splotches of stucco, mold-covered bricks, scarred wooden swinging front doors, and windows so filthy that peering through them was like trying to x-ray fog.


			The interior was even more a disgrace to probity as much as to sanitation. The twenty-five-foot, L-shaped bar hadn’t received varnish in decades. Deep gashes penetrated the mahogany plank, evidence of pummeling from dice boxes. The black-and-white checkered floor was missing half its tiles, exposing a dirty, pitted and stained wooden sub-floor. Three overhead fans moved only when the front doors swung open and a breeze floating in forced them to turn. Opposite the bar, four booths ran along the north side of the saloon.


			The place was in startling juxtaposition to the pastoral scene it looked out upon: the eastern end of Golden Gate Park, three miles from the Pacific Ocean.


			There was one touch of dignity: a pleated, scarlet velvet curtain on the rear wall that hung floor to ceiling and was over eight-feet wide. Above the curtain was an oaken sign with etched words in emerald green: God’s Own Bookie.


			When asked why the bar was called the Triple M Saloon the owner, Max, would shout, “For money, money, money.” He was a bookie. The tattered bar a front, hiding the real action in the backroom poker parlor and upstairs sport’s book. The cops from nearby Park Station either ignored this illegal activity or participated. Max cared not a whit if his bar lost money. He charged far less than any other joint in The City. He loved having cops as patrons as it guaranteed the Vice Squad would leave him alone.


			The only customers in the bar were Paddy, a retired police officer and Father Mario.


			The priest asked, “Where’s your sister? Erin told me she’d meet me at five.”


			Erin entered the bar and said, “It’s only three after five.”


			“Late’s late,” the priest said.


			She ordered ice tea for herself, a vodka on the rocks for her brother, and said, “Want one, Father Mario?”


			“Of course, but I’m buying, time to celebrate your promotion to Homicide.”


			Father Mario was the police department’s psychiatrist and chaplain. He had an office downtown in the Hall of Justice but rarely went there. Each weekday he would get to the saloon by nine, unless other priestly duties were required. Cops had no problem coming to see him for psychological counseling in the Triple M, but wouldn’t be caught dead seen going into his official shrink’s office. The rear booth served as his impromptu workplace.


			The bar’s doors swung open and the head of the Homicide Division entered. Captain Fitzgerald was a diminutive man, wearing a three-piece charcoal suit and a silver tie. He said, “Max, turn on the TV. A tiger’s escaped.”


			Max turned on the television. The 55” flat screen flickered to life with the five o’clock news. Lead story was Nancy Pelosi stating that Congress had no choice except to bring impeachment charges against the president.


			Max looked at Fitzgerald and said, “Tiger?”


			“Wait for it, just heard about it over my police radio.”


			As if on cue, the television lit up with the message, “Breaking News.”


			Over the next half hour, as off duty cops from Park Police Station trickled in, horrifying events taking place at the zoo unfolded: tiger escapes; teenage boy killed; another young man mauled; police arrive; tiger shot; coup de grace administered to animal by a police captain; injured man taken to San Francisco General Hospital.


			Erin noticed Fathers Hillman and Lewis, two of the five priests stationed at Saint Jude’s, the local parish, coming out of the backroom poker parlor. Both men were in their fifties. Hillman was a distinguished looking African, born in the Kingdom of Lesotho. Lewis had good looks inherited from his Brazilian-born mother.


			Captain Fitzgerald, Erin’s new boss, said to her, “I’ve been scratching my tired, old Irish head trying to figure out what case should be your first assignment. Can’t let you have a high-profile murder, or even a drive-by shooting. Maybe you could figure out who murdered the unfortunate tiger.”


			She snapped, “Police captain at the scene executed the tiger. Case closed.”


			“Erin, when you clench up your lovely Celtic face, coupled with your eyes smoking with anger and your red hair flaming with fury, it makes you look truly awful. Your mug is all pinched with hate and loathing.”


			Erin said, “You did everything you could to prevent my promotion.”


			“Just your promotion to my homicide.”


			Erin noticed the priests Hillman and Lewis, who were also lawyers, whispering. She thought, they’re pissed. Why?


			She headed for the restrooms. As she passed the two priests she slowed and heard Lewis mutter, “Mauling is disastrous.”


			Erin thought, disastrous? Not tragic?


			The two priests were rich.


			Disastrous meant money, not death.


			The newscaster said, “More at six involving the tragedy at the zoo.”


			“More?” Paddy asked. “What else possible is there?”


			









Chapter 2


			God’s Own Bookie


			Max held up an ancient brass skeleton key and said, “I’ll show you.”


			A hush fell as the dozens of patrons watched.


			Max entered the storeroom and returned with a short stepladder. He went to the rear wall and pulled the drawstring on the scarlet, velvet curtains. Two black wooden 2’ x 8’ doors appeared, now bracketed by the crimson curtains. Using the key, he opened an ancient lock and slid the two doors sideways behind the red curtains. A large blackboard, 4’ wide and 8’ high appeared.


			Above the board was a replica of Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam. Instead of the full shot of the bearded image of God reaching His hand toward the equally outstretched hand of a naked man, it depicted a close-up of the two hands, forefingers outstretched.


			There was one alteration from the famous iconic image of God giving life to Adam. A $20 bill floated between both hands, making it unclear whether Adam was receiving, or, as bookie Max liked to say, paying off a bet.


			Max climbed the ladder and, using chalk, wrote: Pool. Ticket 5 bucks. Entry must have date and hour. Closest to when a plaintiff attorney’s hired to represent tiger’s victims and sues the zoo wins. Vig: 10% to the SPCA.


			God’s Bookie blackboard was only used for pools involving a sensational crime in San Francisco, national politics or the Catholic Church. The vig was the “vigorish,” the lubricant to the house, or, in Max’s case, a charity of his choice.


			Over the years pools were run on myriad issues such as which cardinal would succeed John Paul II aka Cardinal Ratzinger. No one won the contest as no bettor considered any South American cardinal, but most Catholic clients were delighted when the Italian from Argentina became pope.


			On the last presidential election most of the Triple M’ civilian customers bet on Hilary and most cops, who hated politicians and figured they would get screwed no matter who won, bet on Trump.


			The vig went to Duffy’s, a dry out clinic. Max explained his choice with, “I predict this president is going to cause a rise in alcoholism.”


			









Chapter 3


			Landlady Angela


			The doors of the saloon banged open and an ancient, tiny lady, looking like an emaciated version of Queen Victoria, pushed through a shopping cart filled with groceries. She saw the open scarlet curtain, squinted at the blackboard and called out in a voice that was in amazing contrast to the size of the lungs from whence it came: clear, dulcet, throaty and full. “Max, I’ll take all twenty-four hours on the day after Christmas.”


			The old lady pointed a bony finger at the attorneys Lewis and Hillman and said, “Even bloodsucking, bottom feeding lawyers might have a tad of propriety left and wait until after the birth of Christ.”


			Father Lewis said, “Don’t bet on it.”


			Max collected $120 from Angela and gave her a receipt.


			Angela pushed her shopping cart into the corner and sat next to Erin.


			Max poured a liberal shot of Campari over some ice cubes, twisted a slice of lemon peel over the drink and set the glass in front of Angela.


			Angela was Erin’s landlady. She owned a pair of Victorian flats three blocks south of the saloon. She lived in the lower unit, Erin the upper.


			A group of just off-duty fireman came in and bellied up to the bar.


			The two women moved to the rear booth.


			Angela pointed, “Oh joy, it’s Sarah.”


			Standing at the open bar’s swinging doors was Sarah, one of the SFPD’s psychiatrists. She had high cheekbones, sapphire eyes and a dazzling smile. She was half Ethiopian and half Jamaican with skin of Carmel cream. Her mane of jet-black hair resembled a lion’s and her lithe body moved with the flowing grace of a jaguar.


			The crowd in the bar wolf whistled and clapped and gave thumbs up.


			Sarah had on Riedell’s Phaze skates with the 951 boot resting on the PowderDyne Reactor aluminum Plate complete with Bone Swiss bearings, Ragar Zodiac wheels, plus a jam plug.


			She wore purple bellbottom pants and a tight yellow tank top which had on the back the words: Titanic’s Di Caprio’s not king of the world — Rollerball’s royalty Jonathan is!” The front of the tank top read, “I am woman, hear me roar!” Underneath was a picture of a male lion except the face was that of Sarah.


			She called out, “Attention everyone, I still love running, but needed diversity and have taken up jam skating. I will now demonstrate some simple moves like windmills, flares, jackhammers, crickets, turtles and halos. Now move the hell out of the way and behold my majesty.”


			Bar stools were tossed on the bar top. Men joined the furniture and stood on the plank. Others crowded into booths.


			Sarah placed a G-Project G-BOOM wireless Bluetooth Boombox by the door and turned it on.


			Blow by Beyoncé began as Sarah flowed around the floor changing from various styles: break dancing, gymnastics and modern dance.


			Angela gasped, “She’s a ballerina. Talk about the essence of grace.”


			Sarah finished with a twirling pirouette, joined Erin and Angela, and said, “Angela’s the one pushing a grocery cart, but Erin’s the one who looks like a bag lady.”


			“Just finished my run, that’s why jogging togs.”


			“Think you’re going to seduce someone in that sloppy outfit?”


			“What make’s you think I’m looking to seduce someone?”


			“You’re a woman,” Sarah said, “you’re single.”


			“You’re a woman,” Erin fired back, “you’re single.”


			“I’m a woman,” Angela said, “and I would love to seduce someone.”


			“You’re in your Nineties,” Erin said.


			“So what?” the old lady said.


			“There’s nothing like it, “Sarah said, “watching that fire light up in the guy’s eyes, knowing what’s coming, but wanting to hold him off and to tease, tease, tease as the frenzy to sate his lust builds, not only in his loins, but his heart and mind.”


			“Oh, God, “Angela said, “you’re killing me. I may be old, but my memory works fine.”


			“Last night,” Sarah said as she tossed her head back arching her neck, “my latest got me so fired up I thought my eyeballs had rolled back so far in my head that I was staring at my brain.”


			“My friends,” Erin said, “you know I’ve been divorced for six years.”


			“So?” Sarah and Angela said simultaneously.


			“I’ve been off men for a long time.”


			“You actually have some looks left,” Angela said. “You still might catch some guy’s eye. Like Max. He’s, forty-eight, only a couple of years older than you, and you look thirty not forty-six. Hell, Sarah looks twenty, not thirty.”


			“You’re so sweet,” Sarah said.


			“Plus,” Angela said leaning forward, “our bookie is in great shape, rugged good looks and owns his own business.”


			“I am a cop,” Erin said, “he’s a bookie.”


			“I’m a cop,” Sarah said, “and I’ve fantasized about nailing God’s Bookie and getting him to roll his eyeballs back in his head.”


			Angela said, “So have I.”


			









Chapter 4


			Five Outcast Priests


			Two other priests stationed at Saint Jude’s entered the saloon. Monsignor Mulheye, sixty, and Friar Tuck, fifty-five, were, like Mario, Hillman and Lewis, dressed in the robes of priesthood.


			San Francisco’s Archbishop Dooley had dumped four of his rotten apples into one impoverished parish. The fifth, Friar Tuck, was not a lay priest, but a former Trappist — an Order that took a vow of silence. He had been given the boot from the monastery for talking too much and given a roof over his head by the priests at Saint Jude’s. As a gesture of camaraderie to his fellow priests, the monk wore a cassock rather than the brown robes of a monastic.


			Erin noticed Father Hillman ordering two double Beefeaters straight up and thought, they usually don’t drink.


			She once again sauntered to the restroom and managed to pick up another snippet of conversation. From Father Lewis she heard, “Spin.”


			Erin washed her hands. As she returned to the bar she saw Friar Tuck and Monsignor Mulheye seated in the rear booth. The monk was sobbing; Mulheye’s face stricken. She realized that, because they both loved animals, they must be consoling each other over the events at the zoo.


			There was no direct link, at least not one Erin was aware of, between the five priests and the tragedy at the zoo. But it was obvious that, with the exception of Father Mario, four priests were affected.


			She watched as Friar Tuck went to the God’s Bookie blackboard and studied it for a moment. From his black cassock he withdrew a small aspersorium, a vessel for holding holy water, removed a tiny, delicate brush, dipped the bristles into the vessel and sprinkled holy water on the blackboard.


			Erin thought, welcome to the Dark Ages.


			Max examined the betting slips he’d taken in the previous half hour. He went to the blackboard and wrote: Pot = 245 bucks.


			Erin’s brother Paddy called out to the clientele, “Have you heard about the tiger?”


			Late comers admitted they hadn’t heard the details.


			Paddy stood, waited for the crowd to stop talking, and said, “Out at the zoo a tiger escaped its supposed inescapable confinement. To figure out what happened one has to think like a tiger. The animal has unbelievable hunting ability. When ready to attack the instincts of uncountable millennia take over. This is a predator who likes to strike from behind, using claws to rip the frail throat from a prey. Imagine, just imagine being born in the wilds of Siberia.”


			Father Mario said, “The tiger was born in San Diego.”


			Paddy continued, “No matter where the tiger was born, her instincts aren’t lost just because she was a cub in a zoo, her instincts are to hunt and kill. At the San Francisco Zoo there’s a Big Cat Grotto that contains four large outside enclosures labeled A, B, C and D. Her home was grotto C.”


			Erin watched her brother’s face. Normally shallow, flaccid, dead, but once a story began to unfold, once the bottomless bullshit began, it became animated. The regulars of the bar allowed him unfettered access to their undivided attention, mainly because when he finished he would buy the house a round.


			Paddy said, “The human smell the tiger sensed was not the stench all cowards feel as it oozes out of the pores of their quivering flesh, betraying the trembling and nauseating cowardice they try to shamefully hide.


			“No, those prey who came each day to the edge of the zoo’s Grotto C felt no fear as they where protected from an animal’s lust for blood by a deep dry moat.” Paddy paused, then roared, “But this tiger was free, free—”


			“Show some respect,” Father Mario called, “a kid was killed.”


			Unfazed, Paddy continued. “Let’s move to that teenager’s point of view. He’s with a friend. Suddenly, for whatever reason, the tiger’s no longer contained, it’s loose. Imagine being that teenage boy. I’ve stood in front of the big cat grottos. I’ve heard the incredible roar of those wild beasts. The back of my hair went up. My throat constricted. My heart palpitated. My mind flooded with dread. And I was on the safe side of the moat.


			“Imagine no separation between you and a tiger and possible death in an instant from joyously rampaging fangs and claws. Yet this teenager acted to save his friend. He’s as brave as any soldier who threw himself on a live grenade to protect his comrades. He deserves the highest medal this land can give.”


			Paddy paused, searching for inspiration, then added in a booming voice, “He was swept into Heaven on the wings of our Maker’s loving angels.”


			Father Mario asked, “What if the kid wasn’t in the State of Grace?”


			Paddy’s face blanched, then the white flushed into a blotched combination of reds and purples as he shouted, “Fuck you, Mario.”


			









Chapter 5


			President Donald J. Trump


			Max’s main function, besides booking bets and pouring monstrously large yet cheap drinks, was crowd control. His patrons allowed Max to rule with an iron fist because expulsion meant the economic reality of either drinking at home or spending at least twice as much per drink anywhere else in town.


			After Paddy yelled “Fuck you,” Max said softly, “Mario, enough interrupting. Finish your story, Paddy.”


			Paddy’s tale ended with, “The tiger was shot by a policeman and fell to the pavement. A police captain drew his revolver, carefully approached the fallen, yet still breathing creature of God’s limitless imagination, and, placing the muzzle of his weapon behind the quivering left ear, delivered a lethal death blow.”


			No bar patron spoke for ten seconds.


			Paddy bought all a drink.


			In an attempt to get rid of the awful image of an animal being slaughtered with a coup de grace to the brain, the bar crowd began talking about the upcoming football playoffs or President Trump’s latest outrageous statement.


			Erin knew each priest’s position on Trump.


			Hillman and Lewis, financial members of the top tier, cared not a whit about a vow of poverty as secular priests did not take one. The two priests were 100% for The Donald and that juicy drop in corporate tax. They felt no conflict with the position of the firm of Hillman & Lewis LLC versus Jesus’ comment to render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s because they knew far better than the government on what to do with their money.


			Before the 2016 election, Monsignor Mulheye had been a solid fan of Bernie Sanders and had pled with people who misunderstood the difference between a Nationalist Socialist, aka Nazi, and a Social Democrat, aka one who believes in mailmen/librarians/Social Security etc.


			Father Mario had kept his own counsel about the contentious president.


			Erin knew what Friar Tuck thought, even though he never vocalized an opinion. He had a talent for using a brush to create images that spoke more than a thousand words.


			The police had tired of wasting their time arresting the monk for violating the graffiti laws of The City because if they had continued to enforce them on the monk they would have had to arrest, under the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal-under-the-law’s concept, hundreds of Hispanic/artist teenagers in the Mission.


			Especially since Friar Tuck, after the immigration flap and the separation of kids from parents, meandered over to Saint Patrick’s on Mission Street and drew the stricken faces of one hundred Hispanic children on the sidewalk in front of the church. The monk had then drawn on the steps leading to the church entrance the faces of horrified parents, arms outstretched. On the second riser from the top step he had penned, “What you do to the least of My brethren you do unto Me.”


			On the top riser was: POTUS, you will be reminded of those words once you face your Maker.”


			









Chapter 6


			A Sexual Eruption on Hold


			Erin asked Angela, “Do you have plans for Christmas dinner?”


			“You bet,” the old lady said, “sexual plans.”


			“You telling me you’re sexually active?”


			“Remember the gardener I use every three months to mow the lawn?”


			“You mean the six-by-eight-foot, burned-out pathetic example of a lawn in front of our place?”


			“That’s not all the old fart’s servicing. Having him for Christmas dinner.”


			“Our gardener! How old is he?”


			“Eighty-five.”


			Homicide Captain Fitzgerald, standing behind the two women, interrupted with, “Eighty-five and he gets it up?”


			“Fitz, he can’t get it up,” Angela answered, “we only cuddle. I think about my dead husband when I’m holding the gardener. What I like is the resurrection of memories in my dreams.”


			“Dreams?”


			“Hot, hot, hot. My husband was a randy old fart. I could walk into the kitchen wearing a garbage bag and he’d start drooling.”


			Erin noticed Friar Tuck and Monsignor Mulheye leaving the saloon.


			Angela continued, “I love cuddling and thinking of my love. In my dreams I am no longer an old lady, but a young, flirtatious girl who tries to catch the eye of a handsome Italian man. He talks to me and I pretend I am not interested, but my body yearns for him with intense, white-hot aching interest. I want him to overwhelm me, to ravish me.”


			Erin, feeling empty, ordered a vodka martini.


			Pointing at the glass of liquor, Captain Fitzgerald asked, “Aren’t you on duty tomorrow?”


			“So?”


			“An easy case might come up I could assign you to, you being someone with no experience at all at murder investigation. I’d think you’d want a clear head.”


			“Right now I want a blurred head.”


			Angela told Fitzgerald to bug off, waited until he had moved down the bar, then said, “Erin, are you suggesting you’re not sparking some cop down in the property room? You must crave captivating some man?”


			“I’ve been sexually inactive for about six years, since my divorce.”


			“Six years? Six years! I pity the poor guy who unleashes the sexual fire broiling inside you waiting to erupt.”


			









Chapter 7


			The First Amendment


			Erin told Angela she needed some air and walked outside. She noticed a large crowd across the street and wandered over. The throng contained members of the media from local newspapers and television stations.


			Monsignor Mulheye ordered the crowd to stay back.


			Friar Tuck was on his knees drawing a sidewalk painting. A few tiny angels were on the edge of the drawing, some dancing, some playing instruments like flutes or harps. Under the cherubs the monk entered the words: “The First Amendment guarantees a free press.”


			Monsignor Mulheye held up a piece of paper and said, “Members of the media, as you know Friar Tuck does not speak; I will read his words. Trump is denying credentials to members of the media who won’t let him get away with his countless lies. I denounce the president and his ongoing deceit by burning this symbol of the country of my birth, which I once fought and killed for. My right to burn this flag is guaranteed by the Supreme Court.”


			Friar Tuck removed an American flag from a bag, bundled the Stars and Stripes into a ball, and then poured a can of lighter fluid over the cloth.


			Television cameras rolled as the monk reached into the bag again and withdrew spray cans. Methodically walking around his sidewalk creation he sprayed into the air a wild concoction of swirling and intermingled colors of red, white and blue, much of it ending up on his black cassock.


			He dropped the three cans, raised his arms towards the sky, removed a lighter from his cassock, snapped a flame and tossed it on the American Flag.


			A breeze swept out of the surrounding trees and caught the billowing smoke causing it to swirl about the monk. The flag lit with an explosion of blazing colors that swarmed with convulsions of smoke that all danced together like a tango of violent, vivid shades of red and blue that clashed with equally angry wraiths of the fog’s swirling smoky whitish grays.


			Friar Tuck stared heavenward with arms outstretched embracing the heavens.


			Erin walked over to Monsignor Mulheye and said, “Thought he was going to ignite himself.”


			“He’s a mystic, not a fanatic,” the monsignor said.


			“What’s this about killing for his country? I thought he’s been a religious since young.”


			“His first calling was as chaplain attached to the U.S. First Armored Division during Desert Storm. He was there during the battle for Medina Ridge — largest tank battle in America’s history.”


			“That’s when he killed?”


			“No. After that fight, this in March of ninety-one, there was a cease fire in the Gulf War. But then an insurgency broke out called Sha’aban Intifada. The Iraq army, the Republican Guard and the MEK faced off against the SCRI/Bada, Dawa and the Peshmerga. This was Arab against Arab — with all religions in the region involved. Two hundred thousand died in five weeks. The rebels were put down and Saddam Hussein went nuts creating a bloodbath against all rebels.”


			“I vaguely remember this,” Erin said.


			“Have you seen the movie Three Kings?”


			“Yes, big fan of George Clooney.”


			“Remember the scene where the Iraqi soldier executes a woman?”


			“I do. Brutal.”


			“That’s what set the monk off. He saw a Republican Guard shoot a mother and baby. Should have given Last Rites to the fallen, instead, picked up a dead soldier’s weapon and went bonkers. Killed s couple of dozen soldiers. They didn’t fight back because Saddam had ordered no attacks on the U.S. during the ceasefire. They ran and Friar Tuck chased them down like dogs.”


			“My God.”


			“A Biblical bloodbath. Because he was a priest he was not court-martialed, just dishonorably discharged. He suffered from Gulf War Syndrome but was unable to talk about his war experiences. A friend suggested he join a Trappist monastery. He was fine for awhile, then suddenly couldn’t stop talking about all the men he killed. That’s when he was asked to leave the monastery.”


			“And ended up at Saint Jude’s. I’ve heard Archbishop Dooley is tight-fisted. Why did—”


			“The law firm of Hillman and Lewis pay the monk’s salary. They are the ones who really protect Friar Tuck.”


			









Chapter 8


			The Second Disaster = I am Padre Pio


			The commotion at the Stanyan Street entrance to Golden Gate Park ended after Friar Tuck sank to his knees, rolled on his side and shrank into the fetal position.


			The media, knowing when a show was over, left.


			Erin, Monsignor Mulheye and Friar Tuck returned to the saloon. She joined Angela. The monk and Monsignor Mulheye went to the rear and joined Fathers Lewis, Hillman and Mario.


			 


			***


			 


			There was one man inside the Triple M Saloon who never mentally referred to himself by his given name. When he was young his grandfather died and his grandmother came to live with his family. She was religious: daily Mass, daily communion, daily rosary. She constantly told him that he would become a priest, an officer in the ranks of the soldiers of Christ.


			When he brought home friends from school his grandmother called him names like, “My sweet darling,” or “My gentle boy.” He told her she was embarrassing him and she said she would think of a nickname.


			She told him of an Italian priest who had become a canonized saint. Padre


			Pio’s extraordinary abilities included spiritual insight and the stigmata: bleeding from the hands, feet and side replicating the five wounds of Christ.


			His grandmother told him, “From now on I will call you Padre Pio.” She stayed true to her word right up until the day she died while he was in his second year at the seminary.


			Her constant referral of him as Padre Pio became entrenched in his mind. So much so that he began to refer to himself in his thoughts as Padre Pio, sometimes in third person, sometimes in first.


			About him people were talking about the tiger attack about how did the animal get out and why did it attack the two victims.


			He thought, the tiger wasn’t driven by hunger. Those animals were fed every day at two in the afternoon. The mauling happened a few hours later.


			He knew animals act in a certain way, programmed into their natures. No rabbit ever slashed the throat of a prey. A tiger did not hunt unless hungry, or when in search of food for its young, or when teaching its babies to hunt. None of those applied to the death at the zoo.


			He remembered reading how excited the zoo personnel were when they tried to get Natasha pregnant. He had gone to the zoo to watch.


			Tony the Tiger was relentless; Natasha equally enjoying the sexual romp. Tony and Natasha put on a physically monumental show combined with the sound of the lustful roaring of frenzied animals in heat.


			It was a savage copulation to watch.


			It was a violent copulation to watch.


			And it was a wonderfully moving copulation to watch.


			Animals, Padre Pio thought, cannot sin.


			The tiger Natasha was four-years-old, barely an adult, and now her life was snuffed out. Why? Because of the negligence of humans who created an artificial cage that could not correctly hold the incredible beast within.


			









Chapter 9


			A Drunk’s Torment


			The Triple M Saloon emptied out by ten, only customers left were the five priests, Paddy, his sister Erin, Angela, Max and the night bartender Charlie.


			Erin watched Father Mario kill his drink and order another. She said, “You should slow down. Never seen you even tipsy before.”


			Father Mario said, “A couple of hours ago I had to tell one of the parishioners of Saint Jude’s that her grandson was mauled to death by a tiger. How do you console someone for that? God’s will? Shit happens? Que sera sera? Suck it up?”


			“Sorry,” Erin said, “I didn’t know.”


			The swinging front door’s crashed open and a disheveled man lurched to the bar. His slurred words hissed, “Son of a bitch; where the hell am I?”


			Charlie recoiled from breath fetid with the stench of garlic and liquor floating across the bar top. He said, “You’re in the Triple M Saloon.”


			“Gimme a shot of whiskey.”


			“You’ve had enough.”


			“Never enough.” The drunk stared about the bar. “What the hell is this? A religious convention?”


			“Do you need a cab?”


			“I need to confess.”


			Charlie waved at the five priests huddled at the other end of the bar. “Take your pick.” The clerics, all in their cups, started to head toward the bathroom.


			The drunk pointed at one of the priests and hollered, “Need to confess.”


			As that is a request no priest can deny, the chosen priest led the drunk to the rear booth.


			The man yelled, “Been a long time, forget what I’m supposed to do.”


			“How long since your last confession?”


			“Haven’t a clue.”


			Max ordered Charlie to raise the volume on the television.


			Angela asked, “What are you doing?”


			“Drowning out the guy’s confession.”


			“Turn the TV off,” the old lady said, “I want to hear this.”


			The drunk bellowed, “Thinkin’ ‘bout killing myself.”


			“Why?” the priest and Angela asked.


			“Daughter died.”


			The priest said, “I’m sorry. I know—”


			“You don’t know shit,” the drunk sobbed. “Virgin like you never had a child, never loved a child, never lost a child.”


			“Amen to that,” Angela said.


			The priest choked on the awful combination of sickening smells coming at him. He held a corner of his purple stole over his mouth and nose.


			The drunk yelled, “My daughter ODed on meth supplied by that SOB she shacked up with. If I find the bastard, I’ll slit his throat.”


			“Murder is the most serious offense against—”


			“All I think ‘bout’s revenge.”


			“Revenge is—”


			“Fuck you!” snarled the man and staggered out of the bar, leaving a lingering foul air, a mixture of cheap bourbon, stale garlic and blistering rage.
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