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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m just nervous, you know?”

      My secretary T.J. could be described with many words. Nervous would rarely be among them. Still not twenty-one, she’d already turned around a rough life. Her current plans involved checking a significant box: getting her GED.

      “You’ll smash the test,” I told her.

      “I’m glad you’re so confident. Wanna share a little?”

      “If only it were so easy.” She frowned. “Look . . . the exam is going to measure things you should’ve learned in high school, right?” Her head bobbed a little, though not enough to make her blonde ponytail move. “You’ve been doing all those and more since you started here. You write every day, and I almost never find something I’d want to correct.”

      T.J. grinned. “And I know you’re pedantic.”

      “All part of my charm,” I said. “There’s another point in your favor. I wouldn’t consider pedantic a super advanced word, but I’ll bet a bunch of people taking the test don’t know what it means. You even used it correctly.” I raised my coffee mug to her. “I’m a pedant from way back.”

      “Thanks.” She held up a large paperback. It was one of those mass-produced test prep books I felt mostly served to part people from their money. “I really want to pass.”

      “It’s not going to matter to me. You’ve done great work here already. A piece of paper isn’t going to change anything.”

      “I know.” T.J. put the book back in a side drawer of her desk. It landed with a thud. “I’m not doing it for you.” She grinned again. “Not everything is about you, you know.”

      “My name’s on the door,” I said. “I beg to differ.” The heavy metallic door in question, bearing writing which said C.T. Ferguson, Private Investigator, remained closed. We’d resolved a couple small cases recently but hadn’t seen anything big this month. Thanks to a clever rate schedule T.J. devised, we remained in the black. It felt nice to have the windows open on a spring morning even if bangs and clangs from the body shop downstairs sounded louder. Still, I would’ve preferred hitting the mean streets of Baltimore with my sleuthing cap on.

      “What about you?” T.J. asked. “You’ve rushed through two cups of coffee, and I think you were about ten percent crabbier than normal this morning.”

      “I’m not crabby.”

      “You always are when you come in before nine-fifteen.”

      “No one should be bright and chipper so early. Morning people are a plague on our country.”

      “I’m a morning person.”

      “Except you,” I added.

      T.J. leaned back and fixed me with an inscrutable look. “Something’s going on. Trouble in paradise already?”

      “No.”

      “Come on. You’ve been married almost six months now. I’m sure you and Gloria have argued about something.”

      “The number of bags she takes when we go anywhere,” I said.

      “You don’t want to talk about it?” She shrugged. “All right.” T.J. returned her attention to her monitor. We didn’t have a lot of work to do—the light caseload and all—so I couldn’t imagine what would occupy her time. She wasn’t big on using social media other than for research—a rarity among people her age who typically broadcast every detail of their lives. I realized these thoughts made me sound much older than my thirty-two years.

      “Fine,” I said. “Gloria seems to want us to sell one of our houses.”

      T.J. chuckled. “Wow. That might be the biggest first-world problem I’ve ever heard.”

      “I know.” I waved a hand. “It’s kind of ridiculous when I say it out loud.”

      “No doubt.” She affected a deeper voice in some absurd attempt to try and sound like me. “It’s terrible. We might have to sell one of our million-dollar homes.”

      Mine would sell for less, while Gloria’s would probably fetch a fair bit more. In the interests of not being branded as pedantic again, however, I didn’t quibble with T.J.’s real estate valuations. “We both like our current places. It’s not like we had a long engagement to figure these things out.” At the conclusion of a harrowed case—one in which I felt Gloria’s life could’ve been in danger—I suggested we do an impromptu courthouse wedding. She agreed. Our engagement would go down as among the briefest on record.

      “The answer is obvious,” T.J. said.

      “Is it?”

      “Sure. Get rid of yours.”

      “I like my place.”

      “You could fit it inside your wife’s two or three times over.”

      “Probably three,” I agreed. Gloria’s much larger home in the posh Brooklandville neighborhood of Baltimore County could indeed swallow my Federal Hill rowhouse several times. Its proximity to I-83 South would also afford me a relatively easy commute into downtown. “I’m a city boy at heart. It’s also hard to beat my location. I can’t walk to the Abbey or the Cross Street Market from Gloria’s.”

      “I’m sure you two will work it out,” she said. “By which I mean your house will go on the market in a few days.”

      I had a snappy retort queued up and ready to go when the door swung open.
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        * * *

      

      I rarely get visited by priests.

      I prefer it this way, of course, and any men of the cloth I know probably feel the same. Our visitor wore the classic black shirt and pants with the white collar of a Catholic priest. I recognized him after a moment. “Father David.” I stood and shook his hand. “If you came by to bless the place, we’ve been open for a while without anything too bad going down. I think I’ll take my chances at this point.”

      Father David Abbott looked a few years older than me. He also stood a little shorter, though I had an advantage over most people at six-two. His hair was a lighter shade of brown, and the green of his eyes probably matched mine. He shook T.J.’s hand as well when she stood and greeted him with a smile. “I’m afraid I came by on something more serious today,” he said. He dropped into a guest chair on the opposite side of my desk. T.J. sat and wheeled herself to us.

      “What can we do for you?” I asked. “Everything good at the Esperanza Center?”

      “Yes, fine.” He paused. “Did you hear about the murder?”

      “This is Baltimore, Father. You’re going to need to be a lot more specific.”

      He showed a small smile. “You’re right, of course. Very unfortunate. I’m referring to Sean Cooper. A priest murdered in the courtyard of his own church.”

      Normally, I would’ve made a crack about someone not being too worried about spending the afterlife in hell, but—my own beliefs on damnation aside—Father David was a nice guy who didn’t need the barb. “How long ago?” I said.

      “About a week and a half.” The priest shook his head. “I know things don’t always go as quickly as we want them to. The mills of God grind slowly, so I presume the same is true for the men and women trying to solve a homicide.”

      T.J. wheeled her chair back to her own desk and tapped on the keyboard. “Have the cops mentioned any leads?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” Father David said. “They don’t necessarily need to talk to me, of course. I didn’t work at his parish, and I’m certainly not the archbishop.”

      “How did you know Father Cooper?”

      “We were seminarians together. For about a year, we overlapped at Saint Anthony’s. He’s . . . he was . . . a good priest and a good man. I’m well aware we don’t always get both in the same person.”

      My secretary turned her screen around. “Found it.” She wrinkled her nose. “Awfully gruesome, I have to say.” A photo filled the monitor. T.J. provided an accurate description of the scene.  A priest lay on the ground, arms out at his sides. Two concrete angels stood just past his head. Blood darkened the grass around the body, and even from a few feet away, I counted numerous stab wounds. “Someone clearly had it in for this guy.”

      “Yes.” Father David sighed. “The medical examiner says the injuries alone probably wouldn’t have been fatal. He . . . ”

      “Bled out,” I said. The darkest splotches on the late priest’s clothes corresponded with areas a sadist would target. They would cause pain and bleeding with eventually loss of consciousness. Death would only come after several agonizing minutes.

      “Yes.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Among the few facts I’ve managed to learn is someone posed him after his death.” His brows knitted. “A final indignity, I imagine, to arrange him like our Savior on the cross.”

      The detail Father David shared meant the city’s medical examiner finished a report. I could go online and look for it later . . . if I decided to take the case. “I need to ask something,” I said, “and there’s really no delicate way of doing it.”

      “No,” Father David said, shaking his head. “I resent the sad implication there are so many in the priesthood, but Sean Cooper definitely wasn’t a pedophile.” His expression remained sour. “I understand you need to know. If he was, it probably means more people could’ve had it in for him.”

      “Exactly.”

      “He was a good guy. If every priest tried to be like Sean Cooper, we’d have a lot fewer problems.” Father David lapsed into silence. T.J. shot me a meaningful look. I gave her a fractional shrug. She frowned.

      “There’s not much to go on here,” I said. “Even if we round up to two weeks, it might seem like a long time, but a lot of homicides take a while for all the details to shake out.”

      “I’m tired of waiting, and so is the archdiocese. Because I know you, I volunteered to come down here and be the liaison. We want this solved, and we’re willing to pay your rate to do it.”

      “I only accept actual money. Not blessings, communion wafers, or bad church wine.”

      Father David chuckled in spite of his visit’s serious nature. “It’s not exactly a great vintage, is it? Our budget’s not unlimited, obviously, but we’re hoping we can buy your time for a few days.”

      “I need to see what I’d be wandering into,” I said. “While I’d like to think I work fast and solve cases the police can’t, a few days isn’t often enough time. If you were here for some faceless corporation, I’d be happy to take your money. You’re not, so I want to be sure there’s something to pursue before I say yes.”

      “Treading carefully with the church’s money,” the priest said. “Maybe I’ll even see you at Mass one of these weekends.”

      “Let’s not get crazy, Father,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Father David left a few minutes later. T.J. wheeled her chair to my desk again. Friction from the carpet forced her to push off a second time to make it around to the business side. “I’ve never heard you tell someone you wanted to see what was out there first,” she said. “Usually, you either dive in or tell them to pound sand.”

      I shrugged. “I like Father David. The Catholic Church as a global entity is huge, but one particular diocese really isn’t. They’re probably paying for this with money raised from the collections. If there’s not much to go on, I don’t want to deplete their coffers.”

      “I’m not sure you’ve ever been so positive toward the church, either.” T.J. frowned. “You feeling all right, boss?”

      “As well as ever.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Where’s our search begin?”

      When T.J. first came to work for me through a program started by my friend Melinda, the idea was she would strictly be a secretary. I didn’t think I was busy enough to need one, but I’ve always hated doing office administrivia, so I took her on. We were briefly acquainted on a prior case, and T.J. showed a willingness to do what needed to be done. She took quickly to everything I put before her, and her natural curiosity led to her wanting to know more about the things I did and how I accomplished them. I was happy to share knowledge with her. If she could knock out certain things in a pinch, my business benefited from it. “Normally, I would want to see the police report. Considering we got an update on it, however, I want to skip it for the ME’s findings.”

      My secretary pursed her lips. “He mentioned knowing the body had been moved . . . or posed at least.”

      “Right. It’s not a common position for someone to die in, but he obviously knows something. Not surprising the ME’s office would share basic details with him. The archdiocese still has a lot of sway in the city.” A few months ago, a ransomware attack knocked many city systems offline. The medical examiner came away largely unscathed. As such, I was able to access the report with no trouble. The folder held a PDF and a bunch of photos. I started with the images.

      While the article T.J. found contained only one, the ME amassed a dozen and a half. They snapped shots of the body from every reasonable angle and probably a few unreasonable ones, too. Father Cooper lay with his arms out wide. The combination of grass and dark flagstones meant the blood didn’t stand out as much as it would’ve if he got killed in winter. It made the scene appear a little tamer than it really was. A closer look at the body would show a bunch of tears in clothing and stab wounds underneath them.

      “A very sharp and slender blade,” T.J. said, pointing at the screen to show me where she read it. “Don’t you have one like that?”

      “I didn’t kill the priest,” I said.

      “You might need an alibi.” T.J. tried to give me a cop’s practiced stare and came up comically short. “Where were you on the night he died?”

      “Probably having sex with my wife.”

      Her face twisted like she’d been eating sour candy for hours. “Gross.”

      “I do have a blade like this because it’s easy to conceal,” I said. “Though the description would probably fit any good kitchen utility knife in the city. It doesn’t exactly narrow the suspect pool.”

      “That part is for the police to puzzle out,” T.J. said. “Or us.”

      I nodded as I scrolled through the pictures. “Lots of stab wounds.”

      “Someone hated this guy.”

      “It’s why I needed to ask the pedo question. At least then, we have a convenient reason for someone to despise this man. But he was clean. This is a ton of venom against anyone but especially a priest.”

      “Does this mean we’re taking the case?” T.J. asked with a grin.

      “I know it sounds a little ghoulish, but I’m intrigued. Who stabs a priest a dozen times and leaves him to bleed out in a church courtyard?”

      “We’ll figure it out. We’re on the case.”

      “We’re on the case,” I confirmed.
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      Once we finished perusing the ME’s findings, I went looking for the police report. The case had been active long enough for there to be copious notes. The BPD keeps their network locked down reasonably well. On my first case, my cousin Rich, then a uniformed sergeant, committed the grievous sin of leaving me alone at his computer for a few minutes. Armed with the information I obtained, I’ve been able to pass one of my virtual machines off as a BPD resource ever since.

      Until today.

      “They finally caught up to you,” T.J. said with a snicker.

      “I doubt it.”

      “You going to head down and talk to Rich?”

      “Might as well. I’ll bring you some lunch.” I left the office, walked down the metal staircase, and climbed into my black Audi S4 sedan. It hailed from the prior generation, so while it lacked cutting-edge technology, it made up for it with the manual transmission the current version lacked. I headed to BPD headquarters where Rich now toiled away as a lieutenant in the homicide division. The elevator dumped me outside the bullpen.

      A couple years ago, the whole area got updated and refreshed. Some overpaid consultant emphasized the concept of an open floor plan. Cubicle walls were a thing of the past. The advantage was I could see clear to the far end. Rich’s door was open. I skirted the outside of the desks, exchanged pleasantries with a few cops I knew, and stood outside my cousin’s door. He looked up and rolled his eyes. “What now?”

      “The usual,” I said, stepping inside. “Someone hired me to solve a case languishing here.”

      He snorted. “Which one?”

      “The priest.”

      “Tough one,” Rich said with a grimace. “Not an easy crime scene, either.”

      “I looked for the report online, but it wasn’t there.”

      “Ransomware fallout. We’re still getting everything back where it needs to be.” The city got hit pretty hard a few months ago. Thanks to the help of yours truly, the attackers landed in jail just in time for Christmas. The police network went down more than once, and others across Baltimore suffered similar fates.

      “I could help get things back online,” I said. “Usurious consulting rates apply. Mockery included at no extra charge.”

      “I think we’ll be all right,” Rich said with a smirk. “So sorry to inconvenience you by making you drive down here, though.”

      “You could at least have some fresh coffee ready.”

      “Let’s walk and get some.” Rich stood. He was about two inches shorter than me and twenty or so pounds heavier. His time as a lieutenant added a little extra gray to his dark brown hair. Rich would turn thirty-nine soon, and then I’d get a year of cracks about him almost going over the hill. We’d been a distant sort of close over the years, but the relationship improved despite my frequent reminders of how Rich earned commendations on cases I helped him close. “We’ll see if King is here,” he added as he shrugged into his suit jacket.

      Sergeant Paul King dropped into his desk chair as we approached. He took Rich’s old position both in title and desk when my cousin got the well-deserved promotion. King was a good cop even though he looked more like a failed rock star than an investigator. He was tall and slender with a mop of dirty blond hair he could never seem to tame.  “Rich is buying coffee,” I said. My cousin frowned.

      “I’m in.” King got back to his feet. We left the building and walked to a Starbucks about a block away. Somewhere in the bullpen, a pot of old coffee sat turning into mud. None us were willing to risk a sip. The java shop wasn’t crowded. Once we all had our drinks, I pushed the door open, and we headed back toward BPD headquarters.

      “C.T. has graciously agreed to solve the priest case for us,” Rich told King.

      “Thank Christ,” King said.

      “I’d rather you thank me when I’m done,” I said. “Not going well so far?”

      King snorted. “We don’t have shit. The ME told us it was a thin, sharp blade like this is some kind of revelation. Six hundred thousand people live in the city, and I’ll bet two-thirds of them own a knife which might be the murder weapon.”

      “Maybe a chef killed him.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “People can get very angry over bad Yelp reviews,” I said. They weren’t buying my theory. This was fair—I didn’t, either. “I know you don’t have a lot, but I’d like to see the file anyway.”

      “I’ll have to ask my lieutenant,” King said.

      “I hear he’s kind of a prick.”

      King shrugged. “People tell me he’s jealous of his cousin.”

      “Who could blame him?”

      “You both can go to hell,” Rich said, amusement playing on his thin lips. “King can print out the file for you. You want it? Scan it and email it back to me so I can get the damn thing online.”

      “Literally anyone in the building could do those steps,” I pointed out.

      Rich pushed the door open, and we walked into the lobby of police headquarters. “The only way I can overcome my jealousy is to give you busywork.” I smiled as we passed the security area—which I cleared in record time thanks to walking in with two plainclothes cops.

      “Fine,” I said as we stepped into the elevator again. “I don’t have a scanner since it’s not two thousand ten, but I’ll get it done.”

      “Good.” Rich stepped off first once we arrived at the right floor. “King will get you the file.” He walked back to his office. I headed to King’s desk.

      “Any piercing insights you want to share?” I asked as a nearby printer whirred to life.

      King snorted. “I don’t even have any dull ones. Wish I did. I ain’t religious, but someone killing a priest like this is some bad shit. Who asked you to look into it?”

      “Another man of the cloth. Someone I’ve known for a little while. I asked the obvious questions. There’s no apparent reason someone should’ve hated the vic so much.”

      “Yet somebody clearly did.” King collected the pages and handed them to me. “Guy seemed well-liked. Not a kid toucher or anything. No complaints from female parishioners, so he wasn’t trying to mack on them. Who the hell stabs a priest a dozen times?”

      “I guess I get to puzzle this out now.”

      “Yeah.” King grinned. “Good luck.”

      I got the feeling I would need it.
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        * * *

      

      I called T.J. when I left and told her to meet me at the church courtyard. The passage of time would not do wonders for the crime scene, but it always helped to get visuals. She wondered about her lunch, and I said I would pick up something en route. Thankfully, there was a fried chicken joint across the street from St. Ann’s Catholic Church. I picked us each up a three-piece meal with a biscuit and ate mine in the parking lot. I needed to put a towel under the food as grease turned the paper bags translucent. The smell would linger in my car for a while, and I would enjoy it.

      T.J.’s Mustang pulled beside my S4 a couple minutes later. She opened my passenger door, picked up the remaining paper bag, and plopped onto the seat. “Fried chicken?” she said as she peered inside.

      “Embrace the grease,” I said. “It’s damn good.”

      She started with the biscuit, scarfed it down, and then moved on to the bird. “It’s a good thing we’re here,” she said around a mouthful of drumstick. “I might be having a religious experience.” We waited a few minutes. T.J. used every napkin in the bag—plus a couple more from the stash in my glove compartment—to wipe her hands and mouth. We got out of the car. St. Ann’s sat at the corner of Route 45 and East 22nd Street. The exterior was brownish-gray stone. It was more long than tall, though a leap from the roof onto the concrete below would be ill-advised. I didn’t keep a catalog of steeples in my head, but if I did, St. Ann’s ranked in the middle of the pack at best. An attached rectory sat adjacent to the main structure, and the Mother Seton Academy—a middle school currently in session—stood on the opposite side of the courtyard we came to see. Scaffolding lined the exterior wall of the rectory.

      We walked around the corner past the large red front doors and turned right onto a sidewalk running between the church and school. A black iron fence surrounded the courtyard. Despite its ominous look, the gate was open, so we headed in. T.J. snapped a few pictures with her phone while I pondered the wisdom of allowing unfettered access to an area which butted up against a building full of children. “You think we’ll find anything?” she wanted to know.

      “I doubt it,” I admitted. “It’s been long enough, and it’s rained at least a couple times. Even if the cops missed something, it could have been washed away or picked up by some kid.” I felt T.J. staring at me as I looked around. “You want to know why we’re here in light of what I just told you.”

      “Duh.”

      “We may not find a clue to crack the case. Or much of anything, really. But you can’t get the sense of a place from crime scene photos. They’re clinical and designed to tell a story about how someone died.” The courtyard was a mix of grass and brown gravel, the latter making a path from front to back and swelling into a hexagonal clearing around the center. There, one concrete angel kept watch over each of six directions. Despite being all the same size, none of them looked alike. Some were contemplative. Others held swords and looked ready to take flight and battle demons. “You have any of the ME’s photos handy?”

      “Sure,” my secretary said. She joined me in the hexagon. “Huh. None of them are the same.”

      “Right,” I said. “We can at least know which way he faced when he died . . . or when someone posed him.”

      “Does that tell us anything?”

      “Today, right now? Probably not. Later when we have more info?” I shrugged. “You never know when a detail will matter.”

      “I guess.” After T.J. and I determined where the priest lay after his death, we poked around the area. Nothing of interest remained from Father Cooper’s murder. Time, the elements, and a bunch of other factors conspired against us. “Should we go inside? The guy who hired us didn’t work here, right?”

      “No,” I said, “he’s at the Esperanza Center. I’m sure the cops have already talked to the local guy, but it can’t hurt.” I’d only skimmed the police report since getting it, and if they talked to anyone else at St. Ann’s, I didn’t read those pages yet. The side door from the courtyard was locked, so we walked around to the front and entered via a large red door. I spotted a couple cameras mounted above the entryway. Black plastic domes housed them, so they stood out.

      “You gonna catch on fire?” T.J. asked as we crossed the threshold.

      “I hope not,” I said. “I’ll steer clear of the holy water just in case.” Three rows of dark wooden pews ran from the altar to the rear of the church. A high ceiling yielded to pillars spaced out on each side. Most of the interior was cream colored. Stained glass windows and the stations of the cross lined the walls. The church was mostly empty with only a few older ladies sitting in a pew near the entrance. A priest stood near the front. We saw the man in profile as he lit a few small votive candles. He turned to face us, and I recognized him. “Oh, fuck.” Alarmed looks I received from the women told me my sotto voce needed some work.

      When I woke up this morning, I hadn’t expected to go two-for-two on recognizing reverends associated with my case. “You know him?” T.J. whispered as one of the elderly ladies continued staring at me as if I’d kicked her cat.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I said. The priest walked closer, and a grimace conveyed the fact he recognized me, too.

      “Mister Ferguson,” Father Lawrence Toohey said. “Why am I not surprised?”
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      Father Lawrence Toohey hadn’t changed much in the last four years. He’d remained slender, no easy feat for a man on the wrong side of fifty. More gray intruded on his black hair now, and less of it remained regardless of color. He kept his hands folded in front of him. It made him look priestly, and it was a good way to prevent himself from giving me the finger. “Father Larry,” I said. “This is my assistant, T.J.”

      He showed a quick smile and inclined his head to T.J. At five-nine, she was almost as tall as he was. “An assistant? You’ve done well for yourself.”

      I spread my hands and looked around the interior. “So have you. Quite an upgrade over where you were four years ago.”

      “All is possible through faith in our Lord,” he said.

      “Of course,” I agreed to be congenial. We were in a church, after all. I’d been raised Lutheran. I could go through the motions. Heck, I still remembered a few hymns, though no one needed to hear my singing voice. “I take it you can infer why we’re here.”

      “Father Cooper. God rest his soul.”

      “Yes. Is there someplace else we might talk?”

      “Sure. Follow me.” Father Larry looked at the assembled women and gave them a friendly nod. “Ladies.” They smiled, though the one who took the most offense at me still fixed me with a sour look as we moved away. He led us up the main aisle and then past the altar on the right. A heavy white wooden door led to a hallway which needed more lighting. The recessed ones overhead weren’t getting it done, and the area was closed off to the outside. “Assistant, huh?” T.J. whispered as we walked. “Does this new title come with a raise?”

      “Only if you’re an executive assistant,” I said. She elbowed me in the side. About a hundred feet later, Father Larry opened an identical door, and we stepped through. Based on the distance, I estimated we were now in the rectory. A central corridor ran for a while with doors on either side. We headed through the second on the right. I’d been in Father Larry’s office at his old church. This one felt a little bigger, even if the setup was basically the same. The dark brown desk occupied the center of the room. Two tall matching bookcases stood behind it, each packed with tomes on religion and theology. Father Larry took his seat, and T.J. and I settled onto the cloth guest chairs.

      “Your boss and I are acquainted,” he said to T.J. before his eyes flicked to me “What was it . . . about four years ago?”

      “More or less,” I said. “It was one of my earlier cases. We’re here today on the current one, however.”

      “Of course.” Father Larry leaned back and blew out a deep breath. “Just terrible what happened. We only started services again this past Sunday.”

      “A worker here found the body on a Saturday morning, right?”

      “Yes. Isidora. She’s one of our cleaning staff.” Father Larry grimaced and shook his head. “Poor woman. She really liked Father Cooper. Everyone did. I don’t think she’d ever seen a dead body before. If there’s a saving grace in all of this, I’d say the discovery on a Saturday is it. I can’t imagine children at the school coming across it.” He paused. “We kept the school open. Counselors were onsite. We didn’t hold any Masses here the weekend it happened, obviously.”

      “How many other priests are here?” I asked.

      “Right now, I’m it. Father Wallace is in chemo, and Father Belt is on a mission.”

      “Is he a spy?”

      Father Larry rolled his eyes as T.J. fought a snicker. “I’d forgotten your wit. No. He’s working with the underprivileged in Africa. The archdiocese sent us someone to help this weekend. I’m sure they will until we’re properly staffed again.”

      “How are you handling all this?” T.J. wanted to know.

      “I’m devastated,” Father Larry said. He must have seen my skeptical expression. “I am. Sean was my friend.”

      “Where were you before? Saint Mark’s?” His head bobbed. “This seems like quite an upgrade. Bigger building, better location . . . many more parishioners, I’m sure. Now, you’re the man here.”

      “I’m not a killer, Mister Ferguson.” A hard edge crept into Father Larry’s tone. “I’ll remind you how you thought I might have been four years ago. I wasn’t. In fact, I helped you catch the man who was responsible despite my objection to your methods. Hopefully, they’ve improved.”

      “They have. For whatever it’s worth, I wasn’t accusing you. I have to ask certain questions in situations like this.”

      “I know.” Father Larry composed himself with a long, slow breath. “The police basically did the same. I suppose it’s the nature of the job even if it feels a little unseemly.”

      “Anything you can think of which didn’t make it into the police report?”

      “No. I told the detectives everything I knew and whatever I could reasonably speculate.”

      “Speculation interests me,” I said. “Considering the brutality of the murder, I had to ask the obvious question.”

      “I understand,” Father Larry said, “as much as I wish it weren’t necessary. Father Cooper’s file was blemish-free. He’d been here for years, and everyone loved him, including the teachers and students next door.”

      I considered asking Father Larry how involved he was with the school. Years before coming to Baltimore, he got accused of improper conduct with an altar boy. He already seemed salty to be dealing with me again, and I needed to keep him as a source of information, so I let it go. “Twelve stab wounds. I read the ME’s report. None were fatal on their own. Someone wanted Father Cooper to suffer.”

      “I can’t imagine who.”

      “You mentioned his involvement at the school,” I said. “What else did he do?”

      “The normal activities of a priest.” Father Larry shrugged. “Masses, marriages, baptisms, funerals, counseling, sacraments for the sick. We don’t turn people away if they need help.”

      “Did he help someone he shouldn’t have?” T.J. said, posing the question I’d been about to ask.

      “I don’t think so,” Father Larry said.

      “All right.” I took out a business card and placed it on the desk. Father Larry eyed it like I dropped a scorpion in front of him. “If you hear or think of anything, please let us know.”

      “I will.”

      “We’ll see ourselves out.” T.J. and I walked from the rectory. Despite the scaffolding outside, I didn’t notice any signs of recent construction. It made me wonder how promptly the archdiocese paid its bills—and what this meant for my agency’s bank account once our business concluded. We headed back through the church. The old ladies still sat near the door, and the woman who glared at me before did so again.

      “You make friends everywhere we go,” T.J. said as I held the front door open for her.

      “At least she didn’t ask me to pray the rosary,” I said. “Who has the time?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later in the afternoon, I headed home. At this point, I figured we would take the case. T.J. and I already visited the scene of the crime, and I’d even gotten to spar a little with Father Larry. It reminded me of the earlier case when I’d first met him. I hoped not to involve him again, and he probably shared the sentiment. As my end rowhouse neared, I turned into the alley running behind the homes and swung onto the concrete parking pad.

      Gloria’s Mercedes AMG coupe sat to one side. In case the sleek shape and throaty sound of the car didn’t give its rocketlike nature, the red color sealed the deal. I preferred my metallic black paint job. I’d added the parking pad after buying the house. It was one more touch I liked. The place ended up being perfect. The previous owner ran a psychology practice, so the main floor featured an addition to accommodate an office. I eventually separated home and business, but it was a great setup for a while.

      As I walked in the back door, Gloria came into the kitchen. She pushed me against the door and kissed me aggressively. “Welcome home.”

      “Thanks. Maybe I can go back outside and we can do the whole thing again?”

      She smiled. “How about dinner first?”

      We’d ordered out a lot recently, so I rummaged through the fridge to see what I could cook. A package of ground beef, a box of pasta, a jar of sauce, and some spices later, I worked on spaghetti and meatballs. While two burners boiled and simmered, I heated the oven and sliced a relatively fresh baguette to make garlic bread. About ten minutes later, I assembled everything and set it on the kitchen table. The configuration of the first floor and its office meant kitchen space ended up a little pinched. My table seated two comfortably and four if I were desperate.

      Gloria poured two glasses of iced tea and joined me. She cut her meatballs into tiny slivers. A couple years ago, she changed the way she ate to help her conditioning for tennis tournaments. It all worked, but a side effect was I sometimes lapped her during a meal. This would probably be another of those times. I cut my meatballs in half—the only acceptable way to slice them—and enjoyed dinner. By the time I’d eaten most of my food, Gloria hadn’t even made it halfway. She’d probably have leftovers.

      “I’ve been thinking more about our housing,” she said as she worked on her last few bites. I remained quiet. It was common for married people to have a single house where they lived. If they owned an additional property, it was usually for something like vacations and set in a desirable location. She filled the gap my silence left in the conversation. “I love your place. It’s full of character, and this neighborhood is hard to beat.” Gloria smiled and squeezed my hand. “I really think we ought to sell it, however.”

      “Those are all reasons why I want to keep it.”

      “We don’t need two houses. Especially with both of us working, expenses become important.” After years of resisting the pull of a job, Gloria put her smarts and socialite contacts to good use by starting a fundraising company. She’d already hosted a few events which raised money for charities and got a lot of good press. We were both business owners whose jobs and revenues were unpredictable. What she said made sense.

      I just didn’t want to hear it.

      “I get it,” I said after a moment. “This place is great. I like your house, too, but for completely different reasons. I wouldn’t want you to give it up. It fits you . . . just like mine fits me.”

      “I know.” She nodded. “We both picked great places. I’m just trying to be practical. Your agency is doing well, but what if you get hurt? Or what if there’s a recession, and people don’t want to hold fundraisers? We got married all of a sudden.” She grinned. “I’d always pictured a long engagement. A big wedding at a really nice venue. Now, I wouldn’t trade what we did for anything. One of the side effects is not doing much in the way of consolidation in advance.”

      “Maybe I’ll make a lot on my current case.” I recapped the murder of the priest by hitting only the important points. “If I can work it for a while, maybe I can make the pope sell a painting to pay the bill.” My wife chuckled. “I think we can afford both houses for now. As long as we can, I think we should keep them.”

      “Maybe we could,” Gloria said. “I’m only trying to look at the big picture.”

      I understood even if I found the conversation unpleasant. Thankfully, she dropped the subject and took a few more mousy bites before packing the rest of her meal into a container. I hoped it wouldn’t come up again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After dinner, I texted T.J. about the case we’d yet to tell the client we accepted formally. I felt there was enough for us to investigate. While I’d never be confused for a religious person, I was raised Lutheran, and the idea of someone killing a priest still put me ill at ease.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m in on the Cooper case.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cool. I thought we already were.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Haven’t told Father David yet. I will.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        As your executive assistant, I concur.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If we book enough hours to make the Vatican sell something to afford the bill, you can have any title you want.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And the raise that comes with it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What’s up with you and Father Larry, btw? I know there’s some history there because he mentioned an old case.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah. One of my early ones. He had the kind of history you don’t want a priest to carry. Someone got killed near his church. Turns out he was acquainted with the victim . . . and allegations were he knew him biblically years before. He turned out not to be the killer, but he was a good suspect no matter what he wants to say now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Damn. I can see why he’s a little leery around you. He def thought you were accusing him again earlier.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know. It’s why I tried to defuse it. I don’t know if we’ll need him for anything, but making an enemy could hurt our investigation.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good call, boss. I’ll talk to you tomorrow after I draft the proposal for my new title and raise.

      

      

      

      

      

      I had to smile. While I’d met her before, T.J. represented a total unknown when I agreed to take a chance on her. She rarely came up short in skills, and she never lacked in personality. The only other person to inform about my official acceptance of the case was the man who came to see me in the first place. I called Father David. “You have yourself a detective,” I told him.

      “Excellent. Thank you, C.T. I know you don’t want to hear it, but may God bless your efforts.”

      “I’ll take all the help I can get, Father. We visited the crime scene earlier. By now, there was nothing left to see. We’re basically starting from scratch with the exception of the police report and the ME’s notes.”

      “I’ll be sure the archdiocese gives you any help you need.” He paused. “Did you speak with Father Larry?”

      “Yes,” I said. “We’d run into one another before. An old case.” Father David didn’t need to know all the details of my previous interactions with—and suspicions of—his colleague. I risked the sin of a little white lie. “I wasn’t sure he’d remember me, but he did.”

      “Great. I don’t know what he’ll be able to tell you, but if you need anything from Saint Ann’s, I’m sure he’ll be happy to arrange it.”

      “All right. I need to be honest and not just because I’m talking to a priest. I don’t know how long this is going to take. You have a budget, I’m sure. How often do you want me to keep you in the loop?”

      “Whenever you learn something significant, of course,” Father David said. “Tomorrow’s Wednesday. I think we can afford you for a few days. Check with me at the close of business on Thursday, and let’s see where we stand.”

      The issue of payment rarely came up before when I worked for my parents’ foundation. Since striking out fully on my own, I needed to be mindful of my rates and what clients could afford. “If you put in a good word with the Big Guy, maybe we can wrap this up quickly,” I said. The priest told me he would, and we mutually ended the call.

      I hoped Father David’s blessings wouldn’t matter, but like I told him, I would accept all the help I could get.
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