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Chapter One

 


Entering Pittsburgh, PA at night via the Ft. Pitt
Tunnel is an awe inspiring sight. The sudden panorama headlined by
a three story fountain shooting straight up into the sky below and
to the left; the stadiums hunkering in the distance beyond the mist
from the fountain’s spray seemingly huddled against the cool air
blowing off of the rivers winging outward as they fork off to the
right; then the city; a twinkling ornamented tannenbaum of glass
and steel, a clustered architectural aggregation — simultaneously
careful and arbitrary in its complex arrangement; like a peculiar
structural bouquet of bau haus, deco and neuveau compositions.
There’s even a crystal castle. It’s amazing.

At least that is what I’m told. I arrived at 10:30
in the morning on a train. The first thing I saw of Pittsburgh was
the inside of a refurbished train station, which I’m also told was
once quite impressive. I’d come to force a meeting with a man whom
I’d come to consider either the rudest person alive or a clever
pretender to the title.

Let me give you some background. My married name is
Cattleya Hoskin (though I’m now divorced,) but everyone calls me
Cat. My father named me after a flower — an orchid actually. My
mother didn’t object. After all, she had a flower’s name
herself.

You may have heard of my parents.
They are sort of well-known since I re-published my father’s
memoirs of the days when he used to work in Manhattan with his
equally famous employer (who shall — for reasons which will become
obvious — remain nameless.) I guess I’m pretty well-known too; at
least I am in the publishing circles I frequent. My notes and
observations on the exploits of my heralded parents anteceded as
foreword each of the various re-releases of my father’s accounts of
his escapades; and a few critics said they were among the more
informative elements of the books. At any rate, they were good
enough to land me a plum writing gig on the staff of
Gamut Magazine; which is
what brought me to Pittsburgh in the first place.

My current assignment was to connect with Lupa
Schwartz, the adoptive grandson of my father’s famous employer. He
had just completed a difficult case involving the city’s Port
Authority and an incendiary device. His expertise in motors and his
reputation for deduction had protected the municipality from a very
embarrassing episode, and I’d been assigned to interview him about
the similarities between his methods and his grandfather’s.

Schwartz had been born in the Balkans, the son of a
Jewish-American CIA operative named Solomon G. Schwartz and my
father’s employer’s “adopted” daughter — hence our connection.
During his formative years, Lupa had been instrumental in providing
covert information to the C.I.A. during the collapse of Soviet
Communism. He had also built up a tidy sum of money as a privateer;
which he had invested wisely in technology stocks; and, to his
credit, he later used his largesse to help retrieve several
stranded Soviet Jews when the stuff started hitting the fan.
Seriously, if you thought it was tough in the Balkans on the
Christians and Muslims during the nineties, imagine how it was for
the Hebrews.

So Schwartz was now an American
citizen, with a reputation for intelligence, humor, romanticism and
charm. He loved women, cars, good food, and bad comedy. This was
all known due to his intensive publicity campaign. Among his other
attributes, he was a glory hawk. But do you think he’d grant an
interview to an old family friend? Sure he’d come to the phone
quick enough when I’d mentioned Gamut
Magazine to whoever had answered the ring;
yet, the minute I’d mentioned the name Hoskin, he made an excuse to
be off the line, and I’d never been able to get him to the phone
again. So I’d had to concoct this elaborate scheme to get him to
talk with me.

***

The cab brought me to Schwartz’s large Victorian at
812 Hazelwood Ave. in Pittsburgh’s largely Jewish Squirrel Hill
section at roughly noon. His house sat at the intersection of
Murray Ave. which climbed up a long hill, and ended at his
door.

I’d planned my timing this way as his daily schedule
was as well known, and was as precisely peculiar as his
grandfather’s had been before him. I thought it was probably an
affected schedule for show when I’d first heard of it, but it had
been so regularly repeated without variation that I decided that it
was — in fact — his true daily routine. So I chose noon since it
would be just about when he was finishing his lunch, but it would
still be two hours before he went to the basement garage to tinker
with his antique car collection.

Before leaving the cab, I called the Gamut offices
on my cell phone and told my friend Jana that I was at the
destination. She knew the plan, and was ready for her part. I paid
the driver, left the cab, and went up onto the large porch of
Schwartz’s house. I smoothed my slacks and fluffed my short hair,
rang the bell, and listened intently for the phone in Schwartz’s
lobby, which should be about to ring. The door opened and the
pleasantly plain face of an almost middle aged woman with
nondescript blonde hair greeted me with a friendly smile. “Yes,”
she said just as the phone began to sound. “Oh, excuse me,” she
said, and I heard Schwartz shout from the dining area, “For crying
out loud! Two interruptions at once!”

The cook was glancing at the caller
id, and she shouted back to Schwartz, “Don’t worry about the phone,
Lupa. It’s just that woman from Gamut
Magazine again.” She then returned her
attention to me. “Yes,” she said. “Can I help you?”

“I’m a reporter,” I said honestly. “I hope I’m not
calling at a bad time. Is Mr. Schwartz leaving for his garage
soon?”

“Oh, no,” the pleasant cook said. “He has two hours
set aside for callers and clients. This is the perfect time to
call.”

“But the phone-caller…,” I said.

“That’s different,” the cook said. “Mr. Schwartz
always has time for the press when it comes to his cars.” She
escorted me past his study door and an open den and then into the
kitchen. It was splendid. There was a walk-in freezer and a walk-in
cooler. Cookware was suspended from the ceiling within easy arms’
reach of the preparation island with a built in sink and which
faced the stove and inverted oven. Beyond the kitchen was the
dining room (accessible by any of three doors,) where Schwartz
still sat in his black jeans and forest green polo shirt, his thick
dark hair brushed back and to one side, enjoying the last of a huge
piece of cheese cake. “Mr. Schwartz, this is a reporter to see you
about your cars. What did you say your name was, dear?”

I smiled despite myself. “Hoskin,” I said. “Cattleya
Hoskin, but I’m not here to talk about cars.”

I had been hoping for the surprise to register on
Schwartz’s smug face when he heard who had entered his house, but
he just daubed at his corners, rolled his crinkled eyes, and said,
“Tsk,” to his cook. “She probably gets that arrogance from her
father and the impudence from her mother.”

“Arrogance and impudence are the same thing,” I
muttered, and Schwartz smiled at me with a long, unwavering,
cock-sure smirk.

“They’re subtly different,” he said. “Arrogance is a
feeling of self-satisfaction that leads to disdain for others.
Impudence is the disdain itself and the acting out of those
disdainful impulses. You should know all of that if you’re going to
be a writer.” He’d stood to his full six-plus feet height while
speaking and had walked past me. The last word or so of his taunt
had been spoken from the foyer.

“Mr. Schwartz,” I called after him as I turned to
follow, “All I wanted was the chance to speak with you about doing
a story on our parents. Well my parents and your grandfather.
People want to know…”

“Yes,” Schwartz interrupted, “…but they don’t need
to know.” He had made his way to the entrance and was opening the
door for me, when he noticed another person was making his way onto
the porch.

“Are you Lupa Schwartz?” the man (who was dressed in
priestly garb) inquired. “I need to speak with Lupa Schwartz.”

“I am Lupa Schwartz,” the PI admitted. “And don’t
bother introducing yourself. I saw your picture in the paper this
morning. If you’re here to ask me to help you in your case, don’t
bother. I’m not interested.”

The priest had stopped on the second step. “But —
why?” he’d asked haltingly. “Have you prejudged me?”

“That has nothing to do with it,” Schwartz said.
“It’s just that my services are very expensive. Presumably, you
have taken a vow of poverty or some such ridiculous religious lie,
and I’m not required to accept pro bono work.”

“Lupa!” the cook shouted from the hallway. “He’s a
priest. Show some respect, please.”

“I am showing him respect, Bev” Lupa said coolly.
“It is the respect of honesty and unwasted time. Good day, Mr.
Coneely, and good day to you, Ms. Hoskin.”

At that moment, a squad car could be seen making its
way to the top of the facing street. Schwartz sighed heavily as he
became resigned to the truth that his day was about to be blown.
The car stopped, and a tall, handsome man in a tan coat with a
badge on his belt, his sandy hair brushed back in a professional
and casual style, stepped out. “Hello, Detective Johns,” Schwartz
said, “how can I help you?”

Johns had stepped past Fr. Coneely without
recognition at first, but he turned as the recognition struck. “Fr.
Coneely,” the police Detective said. “Hello, sir. I’ve just been
speaking with the bishop. I need to speak with Schwartz, but could
you wait here? I need to speak with you also.” Without waiting for
a reply, he turned his attention to Schwartz. “Excuse me, Mr.
Schwartz,” he said, “can I please have a few minutes of your
time?”

“Surely,” Schwartz said. “Step into my study.”

The two men disappeared behind the door leaving me
with the priest on the porch. “Hello,” I said feebly. “I’m Cat
Hoskin.”

Recognition slowly spread across his eyes. “The
writer?” Fr. Coneely asked. “The daughter of that private detective
who wrote all those crime stories?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“Oh, this is good,” Coneely said. “Suddenly my life
is a dime novel.”

“So,” I said fishing for anything to fill the dead
spaces in the conversation. “You were in the paper this
morning?”

“You didn’t hear about it?” Coneely asked.

“I just got into town,” I admitted. Then, as if this
would explain everything, I added, “I’m from Ohio. If you don’t
mind my asking, what do you need to see Schwartz about?”

Coneely collapsed onto a wicker loveseat, his head
buried in his hands. “I’ve got a problem because of my own big
mouth. Politics, religion and alcohol; they should never be mixed.
So you’ve never heard of me?” he asked.

“Sorry,” I said. “I guess your celebrity hasn’t
spread as far as Cleveland.”

“Well, I’m well-known around here,” he said. “I’m
sort of the Jack Kevorkian of Pittsburgh.”

“Kevorkian?” I said. “The euthanasia guy? But I
thought the church was against mercy killing.”

“It is,” Coneely said, “but I’m not. That’s the
whole point. I’m kind of vocal about it. I mean — I never preach it
from the pulpit, but whenever I have a parishioner who’s suffering
unnecessarily, I write letters to the press which I cc to the
bishop and the legislators and whoever I think can help. So,
anyway, I had just such a parishioner who was dying from cancer on
whose behalf I wrote letters and even gave an interview. Then
yesterday, I administered last rites on the request of his family.
Well, before the doctors could get to him, he had an attack of some
sort and died. His daughter insisted on an autopsy, even though the
doctors wanted to call it a natural-causes death, and it was
discovered that he had been poisoned.”

“Poisoned?” I said in the most clichéd of tones.

“Yeah,” Coneely went on. “It seems that someone had
pressed a neurological poison into the skin on his forehead just
below the hair line. Which, coincidentally, is just where I had
anointed him during his last rites shortly before. He also had
poison on his feet, hands, nostrils and lips. Also, coincidentally,
places anointed during the sacrament.”

“Well,” I said in as reassuring a way as I could,
“that’s hardly conclusive. Besides, wouldn’t you have had to touch
the poison to press it into his skin? You would have been poisoned
too.”

Coneely reddened in discomfort. “Actually, that part
is kind of embarrassing. The other night, I was with the family,
and we were sharing drinks and consoling each other on our
problems. I guess I had a little too much and started talking
without thinking things through. I sort of came up with a plan
where I could help the dying man and nobody would have to be the
wiser.”

“You conspired to commit murder?” I asked.

“No, no,” Coneely insisted. “It was just talk, but
basically what I said was that with all of the candles around, I
could probably just coat my thumb with wax, dip my finger in a
poison-laced oil and anoint him to a better world. Then I could
just get rid of the wax, and nobody would suspect anything when he
passed on.” His voice kept trailing off weakly. His head dropped,
and his eyes refused to meet mine. “I guess somebody thought it was
a good idea, huh?”

“But you didn’t do it?” I said.

“No,” he said calmly, “I wouldn’t even know where to
get the poison.”

The door pulled open behind us. Johns and Schwartz
stepped out, and Lupa addressed Fr. Coneely. “Good news, Mr.
Coneely. I’ve decided to take your case, but I have some
conditions. The first is that you have to fire your
Church-appointed lawyer and hire my friend, John Dachnewel.”

Fr. Coneely was visibly relieved, but asked, “How —
why — how can I pay you? I can’t afford both you and an expensive
lawyer.”

“Not to worry,” Schwartz said. “The city has agreed
to pay for my services, and Mr. Dachnewel is due for a pro bono
job.” He began to escort Coneely into the house past me, when he
turned my way. He said, “Miss Hoskin, if you’ll agree not to
inquire about my grandfather, I’ll agree to let you cover this case
for your magazine.”

That was how I came to document the
case of Fr. Mike Coneely for Gamut
Magazine, though I was yet to understand
why.


Chapter 2




Schwartz showed me into his study, which was to the
left past the coat-rack once you’d entered the house. The priest
and the cop were already seated in the two seats facing Schwartz’s
desk, so I positioned myself next to the plants on the small couch
that braced the wall as we entered. From this vantage, Coneely was
visible in profile, and I’d be able to see Schwartz full face
behind his desk.

Schwartz worked his way past the two men and the
fireplace screen. He sat facing the priest across his desk to his
right. “I don’t want you to tell me that you didn’t do it,”
Schwartz said taking both Coneely and me by surprise. “Understand,”
he continued, “that I am not taking a contract to prove that you
didn’t kill Vincent Hanson. — That was his name, right? — I’m
contracting to prove who did. If that’s you, it’s you. That’s why I
want Mr. Dachnewel to be your lawyer. He and I have an
understanding. Another lawyer would tell you not to talk with me
since I’m not working for you.” Coneely started to speak, but
Schwartz silenced him with a raised hand.

“As I said before, I’m working for the city on this
one. Mr. Dachnewel knows the law well enough to protect your rights
should you be the one I peg as the murderer, but he knows me well
enough to know that I won’t name anyone of whom I’m not 100 percent
sure. Should I name you, he’ll recuse himself on the grounds of our
friendship, but since I need to be able to speak freely with you, I
need for Mr. Dachnewel to represent you for now. If you are — in
fact — innocent, you should have no reason to object to this.”

Schwartz abruptly stopped talking. He sat back and
waited for Coneely to say something. The wait was brief. “I didn’t
do it,” Coneely said. Schwartz shook his head and said, “As I said,
that doesn’t matter to me. All I want to know is, given the
situation I’ve outlined, will you allow Mr. Dachnewel to represent
you at this time?”

Coneely looked to the detective to his right for
guidance, but Johns apparently kept a face of stone. Coneely
steeled himself and nodded. “Of course,” the priest said. “It’s
fine…” As he spoke, Schwartz lifted his telephone and punched a
number on his speed-dial. “Mr. Dachnewel,” Schwartz said, “are you
familiar with a priest named Michael Coneely? — And you know what
he has been accused of? — I’m calling to ask if you’ll take him as
a client on a pro bono basis as a personal favor to me? — Very
good. He’s here speaking with me now. You should know that I have
not yet formed an opinion as to his innocence or guilt. I’ll send
him to speak with you as soon as we’ve finished. — Yes, John. —
Thank you.” He hung up the receiver and turned his attention to
Coneely. He handed the priest a card from a small stack on his
desk. “This is Mr. Dachnewel’s business address. You should go to
see him as soon as we’ve finished.”

Coneely leaned forward to accept the card and said,
“I hope it won’t take long. I’ve got to be available from four to
five to hear the confessions of the parent’s picking their children
up from our parish daycare.”

Schwartz waved the comment off and said, “Now you
can tell me how you didn’t do it and why it is that I should
believe you.”

Coneely’s eyes drew wide. Most men are unaccustomed
to being treated with this kind of brashness, and priests
especially anticipate reverence from their earthly confederates.
Gradually, he came to compose himself, and he began to answer the
question. Schwartz did not seem to be in any great hurry. “As, I
said,” Coneely began, but he stopped himself in mid-thought. “It
would be easier to give you helpful information if I knew what you
know of the case already. I haven’t read the newspaper accounts yet
myself,” he stammered.

“According to the papers,” Schwartz said, “the dead
man had been dying of progressive bone cancer, Hodgkins Disease and
leukemia for some years. Lately, however, the pain had become such
that Hanson had asked his family to put him out of his misery.
Several of the family members wanted to help, but they were
handicapped by the law. A son, Carl Hanson, contacted you, their
parish pastor; having been aware of your vocal stance in support of
euthanasia. Several family members requested that the media be
brought in to see how badly their father suffered, and you would be
their media liaison. One sister — however — Peggy, was strongly
opposed to martyring their father to your cause, and at the photo
op, she made her position clear in a flurry of feminine tears.

“The papers then report that after the press
conference, you remained behind with several of the sons and one of
the daughters to console with them about their father. During the
course of the night, you suggested that there might be a way to put
the elder Hanson down that nobody would suspect. You then laid out
a plan whereby you could put poison in some holy oil and anoint the
sick man with it while protecting yourself with a layer of candle
wax, which you surmised that the poison could not penetrate.

“A few days later, you were called upon to minister
last rites, and shortly after, Mr. Hanson died. The daughter,
Peggy, who had been so opposed to the idea of martyring their
father, insisted on an autopsy, and it was found that the oil with
which you had anointed the dead man was laced with a banned
insecticide called Chlordane, which is toxic when absorbed through
the skin, and that was determined to be the cause of death. That’s
all that I know. Did the papers miss anything?”

“Not much,” Coneely admitted. “It sounds as if they
haven’t left much doubt to my guilt.” He chuckled nervously at his
own bad joke, and Schwartz absently said, “Yes.”

There was a short silence, which was quickly filled
by the police Detective. “Well, there are still holes in any
prosecution of this case,” he said in a manner uncharacteristic of
the police. “For example, according to the time table, there’s the
lag between the sacrament and the fatal convulsion which was
witnessed by two of the man’s children, and how could Coneely have
gotten Chlordane, and why would he have broadcast a plan like that
if he really intended to carry it out?”

The Detective’s interruption changed the dynamic of
the interrogation, so I (with my reporter’s training) jumped in at
this point. “How else could the Chlordane have gotten into the
oil?”

Coneely fielded this one. “I’ve been thinking about
that.” He said. “Isn’t it possible that somebody else could have
gone over the anointed spots with a heavier concentration of poison
to oil after I’d left? I mean, like the Detective says, he did die
some time later.”

“Chlordane, as I understand from the Detective,”
Schwartz said, “Does not act instantly.”

“Considering the size of the dose and the condition
of the victim at the time the poison was administered,” Officer
Johns said, “The time lapse is considerable. I spoke about it with
the coroner. She says death should have been quicker than the time
frames involved if Fr. Coneely dosed him during the ceremony.”

“Is that definitive?” Schwartz asked. “By that I
mean — would a jury be convinced that it would have been impossible
for Mr. Hanson to have survived his poisoning for the length of
time in question?”

“You’d have to ask the coroner that,” Johns said. “I
don’t know. It’s not my field.”

Schwartz turned to Coneely and pointedly said, “Very
well, we’ve tentatively established that somebody else could have
had opportunity, and that some of his children may have had the
motive of wishing to end his suffering. However, that is not enough
to vindicate you. If it is true that anybody on the premises might
have had opportunity to return to the sick room and discharge the
poison, I need to know the circumstances that followed your
administering extreme unction.”

“I can’t help you there very much,” Coneely said. “I
left almost immediately.”

Johns sighed. “That’s a good thing,” he said. “If
you weren’t there, you couldn’t have gone back to lace the anointed
sites with Chlordane.”

Schwartz pressed on. “You say ‘almost immediately.’
How long were you there once the ceremony had concluded?”

“Maybe ten minutes,” Coneely guessed. “Maybe
fifteen. It’s hard to say exactly. The few of us who were in the
room for the sacrament left Mr. Hanson’s side. He was sleeping most
of whole time. You see, it isn’t necessary for the supplicant to
participate,” Coneely added in anticipation of Schwartz’s next
question. “We often minister last rites to people in coma or who
are otherwise unable to participate, and recently, Mr. Hanson had
been showing signs of dementia.”

“You personally witnessed his dementia?” Schwartz
asked. “You consider yourself capable of diagnosing another
person’s mental state?”

“No,” Coneely said defensively. “His son Matthew
told me. At any rate, we moved on to the hall where Monsignor
Donatelli was waiting. He was the former priest of the parish. He’d
heard of Mr. Hanson’s condition, and he asked if he might tag along
to help console the family. Anyway, we’d all chatted for a few
minutes when Peggy started to make a little bit of a scene, so Fr.
Donatelli and I went home.”

“So at no time were you alone with the victim?”
Detective Johns asked.

“No, not completely,” Coneely said. “But I am the
one who anointed him in the first place.”

“When you were gathered with the family in the
hall,” Schwartz began, “did you at any time shake hands or in any
way touch anybody else?”

Coneely thought. “I can’t remember. I don’t think
so. I don’t recall touching anyone.”

“Did you open the door for yourself” Schwartz
asked.

“No, Fr. Donatelli opened the door for me. I did
open my door at the car though, but Fr. Donatelli was driving, so I
didn’t touch the wheel. Do you think that if they check the door
handle for Chlordane it will help prove my case when none is
found?”

“It’s doubtful since you could have opened the door
with either hand or you could have since returned to the car and
scrubbed the handle clean.” Schwartz pinched his lips between his
left two first fingers. “Can you list for me the identities of all
of the parties present in the house while you were there that
evening?”

As I sat listening to Coneely run through the cast
of characters, I thought back to the numerous times my own father
had sat listening in as the exposition of a plot was laid out, and
I remembered what an admirer had once told me at a book signing.
She’d said that Miller’s Analogies would do well to add this
question to their entrance exam for journalism and creative writing
students: Watson is to Holmes as my father is to…? To which the
answer would, of course, of course been Schwartz’s grandfather.

In my naive hubris, I fantasized this analogy on a
future exam changed to include my name with Schwartz’s. I thought
what a hoot that would be. What fun to experience the thrill of the
hunt from practically the same vantage of my famous forebear. And I
hope that it will be fun for you, the reader. For me, it turned out
to be anything but.

Coneely finally concluded his run-through of other
possible candidates to take his place as primary suspect, and
Schwartz thanked both him and Detective Johns for submitting to his
questions. He then turned to me and said, “Ms. Hoskin, if you would
be so kind as to wait here while I see these gentlemen out. I’d
like to speak with you for a few moments. Could you give me a few
minutes?”

I nodded, and the three men left me alone in the
investigator’s private study. I was on my own for several minutes,
and I took the opportunity to make mental comparisons between the
offices of Schwartz and his celebrated ascendant. My father had so
thoroughly described the interior of his employer’s office in his
accounts of their exploits, that I had a vivid mental picture to
work from. Whereas that office had been heavily appointed with
extra chairs of various design to accommodate the large crowds he
often gathered at the denouement of his investigations, Schwartz’s
had only three chairs and a small couch which were designed and
positioned for symmetry and to accent the room rather than to
proclaim their function.

Not that Schwartz couldn’t accommodate a large crowd
in his study if the need were to arise. The far wall was the inner
side of a turret tower, a five paneled semi-circular set of widows
with window seats at the three central panels. There were several
potted and hanging plants at the pane next to where I sat, and at
the window across from it, there was a fully stocked wet-bar. Next
to the bar was a C.D. rack, then the first door to the dining room.
In that respect, Schwartz was very like his grandfather in that
they both made food a focal point of their lives, but Schwartz ate
more carefully and was much better built.

The center of the room was an open space set off
with a glorious Asian rug. Each piece of furniture had been chosen
or later upholstered to match and further set off that beautiful
carpet. The sparse furnishings and bric-a-brac were intentionally
placed in such a way that they did not distract from and even
complimented some feature of the floor covering. Even the crystal
on the wet-bar was etched in a subtle pattern almost mimicking the
pattern in the weave of the rug. Gradually, I came to find the
pattern everywhere. The curtains, the etching on the borders of the
window glass, the computer shell, the wall paper, even the
selection of plants seemed dependent on their ability to grow
leaves which would not clash with the pattern woven into the
central broadloom.

So Schwartz enjoyed decorating, or he allowed
someone who did to plot out his office. The latter seemed more
likely, and given the care taken to create a living space and not
just a functional work space, I was sure that person had been a
woman; which was the primary difference between the two men in
question. One hated the presence of women, and he only tolerated
them when it was truly critical; the other, however, loved women,
and he often sought out excuses to keep them around. I wondered if
this was why I’d been invited to stay. Now that he’d seen me, had
he been attracted by my charms? At the risk of sounding vain, I
have had my share of suitors. My mother was a beauty, and my father
was quite handsome. Some of it had to rub off on me.

This thought began to make me very nervous. Schwartz
had a reputation as a lady’s man; though he was by no means
considered sexist. With the exception of his lawyer, almost
everyone he’d ever brought into his employ was a woman — even his
personal mechanic. But some considered the stable that worked under
him to be a harem; his own personal Charlie’s Angels. I had no
intention of joining his posse.

As I considered my situation, I
stood to examine the entertainment case. The C.D.s were all in
their original cases, so I read through the spines. I had wanted to
examine his musical tastes, but the discs were all comedy records;
George Carlin, Jack Benny, Bill Cosby, Lenny Bruce, Andy Griffith,
Eddie Murphy and Woody Allen. He had Cheech & Chong and Tom
Lehrer. There were digital re-masters of old radio sketches by
Abbott & Costello and by Burns & Allen. I moved to the book
shelf behind his desk. There was a dictionary and a
Gray's Anatomy, but the
rest of the books were comedy as well. Douglas Adams and Dennis
Miller — The Hitch-hikers’ series and the Rants were the whole
first shelf. Other writers he seemed to admire included John
Kennedy Toole, Leonard Wibberley, Art Buchwald and Steve Allen. The
bottom shelves were all videos; Monty Python and Woody Allen
mostly, but also The Marx Brothers, Mel Brooks, W.C. Fields, Steve
Martin, Albert Brooks and It’s A Mad, Mad,
Mad, Mad World. I was reading the cast list
on that last when he re-entered the room.

“Do you enjoy comedy, Ms. Hoskin?” he asked.

“Not exclusively,” I answered. “You have a very nice
collection though. I’m especially impressed by the Wibberly.”

“Yes,” he said. “The Mouse That Roared is one of the
finest satires of our lifetimes.”

“Your lifetime, maybe,” I said. “I’m still just a
kitten.”

“Touché,” he said as he sat at one of the conferring
chairs before his desk. This was, of course, another difference
between the two men. While his grandfather preferred to dominate
any consultation, Schwartz was willing (when the mood called for
it) to be insinuated into the conversation. I decided to take
advantage of my happenstance position behind his desk, and I sat
injudiciously in his own seat.
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Schwartz smiled with satisfaction. “I know,” he
began, “that you are dying to ask me three questions. First, you
want to know why I accepted this job with the city of Pittsburgh
for a client instead of the diocese; second, you want to know why I
changed my mind about letting you do a story on me; and third, you
want to know why I don’t wish to discuss my grandfather. Am I
correct?”

I nodded. “You got the questions right, but not the
order exactly. Why don’t you want to discuss him?”

He leaned forward. “If I told you, that would be
discussing it. However, after having met you, and seeing the clever
way you got access to my house, I decided it would be fun to play
up the relationship of our forebears in the press. Besides, perhaps
I can use you. I assume you have some of your father’s gumshoe
skills and instincts. After all, reporting is a form of detective
work. Also, I’m sure that you have connections and resources at the
magazine that you work for which could prove useful. I’m proposing
a tit-for-tat relationship. You get dibs on a great story, and I
get access to pick through your sources.”

“How do I know it’s going to be a great story?” I
asked.

“With me,” he answered, “it’s always a great story.
Besides, you heard the particulars. It’s already shown its promise.
Now, what do you say? Do we have a deal?”

Again I nodded, but I did not reach across the desk
for a handshake. Schwartz’s grandfather never shook hands, so I was
a little put-off when Schwartz’s hand extended across the desk as
he stood to seal the deal. We shook, and the deal now sealed, I sat
forward to press the final remaining point. “So why did you accept
the job from the city, but refuse the same job from the
diocese?”

“Well phrased,” Schwartz said unctuously unmindful
of the fact that my phrasing was simply a reconstruction of his
own. “But,” he said “a better question to answer would be why did
the city offer me the job at all? You see,” he said as he leaned
back languorously in his seat, “the police are faced with a
predicament. The man they are almost certain to have to charge in
this case is not only a priest, but he is the face of the local
euthanasia movement. As such, he enjoys the devotion of two large
sub-constituencies, one secular and one religion based. Should the
authorities be forced to charge him, they want to be doing it with
the full faith support of at least one of those sub-sects. If I
prove that Coneely is guilty, the church will not defend him, and
the pro-euthanasia people will enjoy having him to replace
Kevorkian as their favorite martyr. On the other hand, if I prove
that someone else did it, then the police will have lifted a huge
burden from the shoulders of the church, and they can proceed with
a proper prosecution unimpeded from either side.”

“So why don’t they just investigate on those grounds
themselves?” I asked.

“Because both groups will try to stonewall an
official investigation — though for two entirely different motives.
Also, because if Coneely is the guy, they want the finger pointing
to be coming from outside the official channels. Even so, they will
continue a by-the-book police investigation regardless of having
hired me.”

“So why,” I asked, “wouldn’t you take the case from
the diocese? You could have accomplished the same thing for the
police and saved the city your fee.”

“I don’t accept work from churches. Not from the
Catholics, not from the Jews, and not from any other of organized
faith’s thugs. Religion means dogma, and dogmas mean abandonment of
reason. Consequently, the patriarchy of these churches become
overly confident and powerful. They lose sight of their own
purposes and posit to defend their positions at the expense of
truth. As a young man on the peninsula, I once did a job for a
rabbi. A friend of his was vindicated of certain charges as a
result of my diligence, but he sold me out rather than sacrifice
some dogma. Consequently, some people dear to me were hurt, killed
actually. No, I won’t work for a church.”

“You’re talking about our parents, aren’t you?” I
said. My own had died in the same attack.

“Yes,” he answered, and the weight in that single
word told me that I shouldn’t ask more on the subject.

“So,” I said, “you hate churches? Is that why you
called Coneely ‘mister’ rather than ‘father?’”

“I called him ‘mister’ because he came unannounced,
uninvited and on personal rather than church business. As to the
first two points, they apply to you as well. Perhaps I’ll call you
‘mister’ also.” He smiled at his own joke. Obviously watching,
reading and listening to all of that comedy hadn’t rubbed off any.
“Actually, I never call priests ‘father.’ Neither do I call nuns
‘sister’ nor monks ‘brother.’ I’ll call a policeman on duty
‘officer’ or ‘detective,’ and a member of the military I’ll refer
to by rank when he or she prefers it. Also, I’ll call a doctor of
medicine ‘doctor.’ Beyond that, I’ll use the terms mister, and
missus, ms. or miss as the party prefers. I see your eyes roll. I
don’t consider it a lack of respect. It’s simply that I refuse to
be manipulated by the haphazard rules of speech-etiquette.
Certainly, for example, a person who devotes his or her life to the
care of the sick or indigent deserves more nominal courtesy than
one who devotes his or her life to the study of gemstones; yet an
unregistered private healthcare giver such as one might find in
numerous homes for the elderly or mentally challenged in this
country is never called doctor, while a second rate college
professor at a geological college is.”

“Those professors have PhDs,” I pointed out, “or a
similar degree.”

“Yes,” Schwartz said, “and many priests hold what is
known as a doctorate of divinity. You won’t see it, but I believe
I’ve just made my point. At any rate, we’re way off topic. Would
you like to come with me to interview the coroner?”

I was slow to answer as I was trying to decide if
I’d just been insulted. “Sure,” I said finally, “but can we stop
off at the train station first? I haven’t been to my hotel yet, and
I couldn’t very well show up at your stoop with luggage and still
hope to pull off my little scam. I left my bags in a locker.”

“Absolutely,” Schwartz said. “The train station and
the coroner’s office are both downtown; but you don’t need to get a
hotel. I have two spare bedrooms here. You can have your pick.”

***

We passed through the dining room and kitchen on our
way to the garage to let Beverly, the cook, know that I would be
staying for dinner and to warn her that I’d be around for a while.
She was less than thrilled. We left the kitchen through a side door
which led to an area that — from the outside — I would have thought
opened to a large four or five car garage. Instead, it opened to a
metal stairwell which led down to a one and a half acre underground
parking facility. The innocent looking garage door at street level
opened onto a curved ramp which twisted its way down in a half
spiral to the mammoth excavation. For a moment, I felt as if I’d
entered the Bat Cave.

Lupa led me past cars in various stages of
dis-assembly. As we walked, I could hear the sounds of someone
tinkering with an engine. We arrived at the source, a Lamborghini
Muira, a hot Italian auto circa 1960, and Mia, a hot Italian auto
mechanic circa 1970. Schwartz’s mechanic was a dark haired lady
grease monkey with big brown eyes and an amazing capacity with
engines. It was easy to see why Schwartz insisted on his daily two
hours in the garage, with or without the cars.

“Mia,” he said. “This is Cattleya Hoskin. Ms. Hoskin
is a reporter with Gamut Magazine. She’ll be staying while she
covers me on a case I’m working on.” Mia wiped her hands on a rag
and nodded. She extended her hand and said, “Miss Hoskin.”

“Call me Cat, please,” I said as I took the
proffered hand. Over her shoulder, I could see the change in
Schwartz. He was giddy, though whether from the proximity of the
cars, the girl or a combination of the two, I couldn’t tell.

“I’m sorry, but I won’t be in to tinker with you
this afternoon. We have to go into town on business. What’s gassed
and ready to go, Mia?” he asked. “You are,” I thought, but I kept
my mouth shut.

Mia led us to a silver 1972 Citroën SM coupé.
Schwartz and I climbed in, and soon we were scaling the ramp and
then whistling down the steep incline of Murray Ave. I must admit
that the ride was thrilling, even cathartic. It was the beginning
of an adventure.

The people at the coroner’s office all knew
Schwartz, and they knew that he’d been hired by the city to
investigate Hanson’s death, so he had no difficulty gaining access
to the coroner herself. At Schwartz’s insistence, I had worn my
press pass glassine into the office, so nobody bothered to question
my presence either. Pittsburgh’s coroner’s office has garnered
quite a national reputation for forensic autopsies. Consequently,
they are proud of their team and eagerly showcase them to the
media.

Wanda Corwin was the newest recruit to the list of
specialists brought into the coroner’s corpse corps. She was an
expert on poisons that the chief had brought to the burgh from Los
Angeles. Instantly, her tan, tone and other things beginning with
the letter “T” caught Schwartz’s eye. I could tell by the way he
seemed to shrink. I’d noticed that around men and women in whom he
had no sexual interest, he was swollen in an alpha-male display.
Yet, attractive women took the bravado out of him. He deflated as
if to offer them the chance to dominate. It wasn’t demeaning, and
the women to whom it was directed would not have seen the change
having nothing to compare against, but I had seen the other
Schwartz. Perhaps the fact that he hadn’t deflated around me the
way he had around Mia and now Corwin should have made me feel
undesirable, but he hadn’t deflated around Beverly, the cook,
either, and she was as cute as they come.

Corwin showed us into a private office and offered
to get us coffee. We declined politely, and soon we were discussing
Hanson’s autopsy results. “How soon after he received the poison
would you expect that it began to react?” Schwartz asked.

“Given his weakened state, I’d guess minutes
probably,” Corwin said. “But it was possibly slowed by the agent in
which it was delivered. If the oil was cold when it was placed on
his body, it would have been slower to enter his system.”

“Wouldn’t the victim’s body heat have warmed the oil
quickly?” I asked.

“Not in the state Mr. Hanson had reached. His body
had already begun to shut down. His hands, feet, even his lips
would have been cool to the touch. His body was conserving all of
his blood flow to his vital organs. That, too, could have slowed
the delivery of the poison. It’s hard to say.” She shook her head.
“Chlordane is not always fatal when administered topically. If it
were it would have never been approved as an insecticide.”

“Why was Chlordane banned as an insecticide?” I
asked.

“Sort of for just the kind of thing we’re discussing
today,” Corwin answered. “In 1983, the EPA decided that Chlordane
was too dangerous to use on vegetation — I guess because children
and some elderly were having reactions to it. It was limited to use
by professional exterminators as a termite killer. Unfortunately,
people were still having reactions to external contact with the
residue in their soil and on their walls and floors. Sometimes,
external exposure caused seizures, sometimes these were followed by
death? So in 1988 it was banned altogether.”

“So who would have access to it today,” Schwartz
asked.

“Theoretically nobody,” Corwin answered. “It doesn’t
occur naturally, and its manufacture was halted when it was
banned.”

“You said something about seizures,” I remarked.
“Are there always seizures with Chlordane poisoning?”

“I believe so, yes,” Corwin said. “But you wouldn’t
necessarily have noticed in Mr. Hanson’s case. He was already too
weak to have had any major convulsions. The seizure alone was
probably enough to kill him even if he could have survived the
effects of the poison. Frankly, he was so far gone that he probably
wouldn’t have survived the week even if he hadn’t been poisoned.
It’s kind of ironic that anybody is going to be punished for
killing him. The one who really killed him is God.”

“Well, that was a wash,” I remarked as we returned
to the parking garage to retrieve the Citroën. “I don’t think we
got a bit of information that either helps prove or disprove
Coneely’s guilt.”

“I’m not trying to prove or disprove his guilt,”
Schwartz said. “I’m trying to determine who could be the best and
hopefully only suspect in the death of J.H. Hanson. To that end we
got some very helpful information from Ms. Corwin.” He refused to
elaborate, and as we tooled through town to the train station, I
reran the conversation in my mind. Darned if I could pick out the
helpful bits.

When we left the station after having retrieved my
luggage, Schwartz drove past St. Bartholomew’s Church. This was
Coneely’s parish, the church attended by the Hanson family. It was
your garden variety inner city gothic house of worship. It had been
built of good red brick back in a boon time for the R.C.C. There
were ornate, hand-carved gargoyles, saints and cherubim and
seraphim high up on the facade. Stained glass in toxic leading
still adorned the tall tapered windows, and the front entrance was
ported by a door made of ancient and thickly heavy wood festooned
with a brass turned dark with years of patina. “Are you Catholic,
Ms. Hoskin?” Schwartz asked me apropos of nothing.

“Not that it’s any business of yours,” I said, “but
I’m a non-denominational kind of Christian. I’m sort of a generic
Protestant.”

“Relax,” he said. “I’m not asking to see your
baptismal record. I just wanted to know if you were familiar with
the canons of Catholicism. What do you know about confession?”
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