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CHAPTER ONE






New Orleans, Louisiana


Tuesday, August 9, 2011


1:48 A.M.


He had been alone so long. Among the living but not of them.


Until now.


Mary had come back for him. They’d been together all those many years ago, separated by his father’s will and the whole screwed-up, broken-down world.


But that was the past. She was again within his reach, and this time they would not be torn apart.


It had begun.


He climbed the stairs to his grandmother’s bedroom, treading softly, careful not to wake her. Moonlight crept around the edges of the closed drapes, creating bright knifelike slivers on the dark stairs.


He knew these steps so well he could climb them blind. How many hundreds of times had he carried up a tray of food or drink first for his mother, struck down while still so young, now for his grandmother?


He peeked in at her sleeping form. She lay in her bed, head propped up on pillows, coverlet tucked neatly around her. He wrinkled his nose at the smell—of age and illness. She’d become so frail over the past months. So thin, not much more than skin and bones. And weak. Hardly able to lift her head.


Unable to fight him off.


He frowned. Now, why had he thought that? He loved his grandmother; he owed her his life. When his mother had passed, she’d sacrificed everything to raise him. For these past twenty-two years, she had supported and guided him. She had believed in him. In who he was and who he was meant to be.


He shook his head, clearing it. He had told her about Mary’s return. They’d argued. She’d said terrible things about Mary. Ugly, hateful things. Each word had pierced his heart.


But in this, his love for Mary, he would not be swayed.


He crossed to the bed. The jagged moonlight fell across her torso and onto him. He lifted his hands into the light, spreading his fingers.


Blood staining his hands.


The blood of the lamb. Splattering on impact.


You’re troubled.


He blinked at the clearly spoken words. He looked behind him at the empty room, then down at his sleeping grandmother. “Who’s there?” he asked.


You know me. I am the one who’s always with you.


“Father,” he whispered, “is it you?”


Yes, my Son. What troubles you to night? It has begun. You should rejoice and fear not, for through the Father the Son will be glorified!


“One of your Holy ones, Father. I had to. He came upon me so suddenly—”


A martyr. He will be remembered, sanctified for his role on this day of new beginning.


At his Father’s words, certainty washed over him. Renewed purpose and peace. “Yes, Father. It is indeed the day you foretold and the one I have awaited. I’m in your hands, Father.” He bowed his head. “I am your servant. Direct me.”


Leave the old one now. Remember, only one can stand beside you.


“Mary.”


Yes. Her moment is coming as well.


He eased one of the bed pillows from behind his grandmother’s head. He gazed down at her, drinking in her face, emotion swamping him. What would he do without her?


Tears stinging his eyes, he plumped the pillow and bent and carefully replaced it, cautious not to awaken her.


He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Good night, Grandma. Sleep well.”





CHAPTER TWO






Tuesday, August 9


8:35 A.M.


Homicide Detective Spencer Malone angled his vintage, cherry red Camero into the spot between the coroner’s wagon and crime scene van, stopping sharply. Coffee sloshed over the rim of his partner’s coffee cup and onto his paisley shirt.


“Crap, that’s hot! Drive much, Malone?” Detective Tony Sciame blotted the spot with the back of his tie. “And here I wanted to look good for my party.”


Malone cut the engine and shot a grin his way. “No worries, Tony. It blends right in.” He and Tony had been partners for better than six years. Their partnership worked despite the differences in their ages, investigative styles and—thank God—fashion sense.


Had worked. Today was Tony’s last day on the force.


“Was that a shot?”


“Hell no, partner. Just a fact.” Spencer slung open his door, then looked back at Tony. “You’re still going to look real ‘purty’ for your party.”


“Kiss my ass, Malone.”


They climbed out of the Camero, slamming their doors in unison. A couple of uniformed officers looked their way.


Located on Carrollton Avenue at Fig Street, Sisters of Mercy Catholic School and Church straddled two distinctly different areas of the city—Uptown and Mid-City. Unfortunately, as the years had passed, the affluent had begun moving farther uptown, leaving Sisters of Mercy to the middle class and the working poor.


Still, it was a beautiful campus occupying a massive amount of land for an urban location. Its buildings, with their stone construction and barrel arches, owed more to Romanesque architecture than the fanciful Creole style the city was known for.


“Always wondered what the inside of this place looked like,” Tony said. “And what do you know? Last day on the job and I get to find out.”


“You’re livin’ right, Tony. No doubt about it.”


They reached the exterior perimeter. Malone recognized the log officer—he and his brother Percy used to raise some serious hell together.


That was the thing about being a Malone. With three brothers, a sister and various other extended family members on the force, he was always running into someone who had a connection with one of his nearest and dearest. Not all of that history was the kind one wanted to be reminded of.


“Yo, Strawberry,” he greeted the man, nicknamed for the birthmark on his ass. “How you doin’, man?”


“Not so bad.” He held out the log. “Hear you’re getting married. Never thought I’d see the day, dude. It’s like the end of an era.”


Tony guffawed. “Trust me, kid, he’s only a legend in his own mind. What’ve we got?”


“Vic’s in the sanctuary. Priest got whacked. Can you believe that shit? Who does that?”


“That’s what we’re here to find out.” They ducked under the tape and followed the walk to the massive double doors and into the church narthex. The interior was cool and hushed. Through the open doors directly ahead, the sanctuary was bathed in colored light.


Malone stepped through. Stained-glass panels lined both side aisles. They were beautiful, but that wasn’t what had him sucking in a sharp breath. Someone had taken a can of spray paint to them.


“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” Tony muttered.


Malone silently seconded the sentiment, then turned his attention to the scene. Twelve glass panels, he counted. The tall, narrow windows looked to be about twelve by five feet; each depicted a scene from the life of Christ.


He backed up, taking in the graffiti on the first window to the left of the entrance, then swiveled slightly to take in the next, gaze moving from one panel to the other until he had visually circled the room. Scrawled on each of the first eleven panels, buried among random marks and shapes, was a single word. On the twelfth, the perp had drawn a smiley face.


“Take a look, Tony. He left us a message: ‘he will come again to judge the living and the dead.’ ”


“As I live and breathe, one of the Malone boys.”


Spencer turned. Detective Terry Landry stood behind him, grinning from ear to ear. At one time Terry and his brother Quentin had been partners.


“Landry, how the hell are you?”


He slapped him on the back. “Great, man.” He grinned at Tony. “What’re you doing here? I thought you were heading for the big R today.”


“My last hurrah. Besides, couldn’t let Malone here handle it on his own. The department would actually like this one closed.”


Landry laughed and looked at Spencer. “Who drew the short straw?”


Malone knew Landry referred to his next partner. He also knew that word around the department was that he had. “Bayle.”


Landry’s eyebrows shot up. “Karin Bayle?”


“The very one.”


His expression said it all. “Didn’t know she was back from medical leave.”


“Officially returning to active duty tomorrow.” Landry started to say something else, but Malone cut him off. “Thanks for calling us in, man. This one has crazy written all over it.”


“Not my call. Your captain’s.” He turned his gaze to the front of the church. “You get a look at the vic yet?”


“Heading that way now.”


He nodded and they fell into step together. “Body was found a couple hours ago by one of the nuns.”


The center aisle formed a T at the altar. The body was located on the right arm of the T, near the side exit. As Malone approached the victim, he worked to tune out the activity around him—everything from the snap and flash of the scene photographer’s camera to the easy camaraderie between the CSI techs—and concentrate only on the victim, the scene and what they had to say to him.


Crime scenes had a story to tell. But they had to be gently coaxed. And carefully listened to. But still, some were stubborn and remained mute.


Malone wondered what this scene would bring.


The victim lay facedown. The back of his head had been bashed in. Blood had matted in the man’s fringe of white hair, leaked from the wound and created a dark stain on the wine-colored carpet. His arms splayed forward, as if he had tried to break his fall.


Malone squatted beside the body. He’d been elderly. Judging by the thin, age-spotted skin on the back of his hands, maybe in his seventies. He wore pajamas and slippers. His left slipper had dislodged as he fell.


Malone shifted his gaze to the side door.


“What’s with the PJs?” Tony asked.


“Bet he lived in the rectory,” Malone said, standing. “My guess, he got up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom, saw someone or something and came to investigate.”


“And surprised the vandal.”


Malone nodded. “He surprised him, then tried to run. See the way he’s positioned, arms forward and feet back?”


“So what’d our perp use for a—”


“Excuse, me, Detectives?” called a uniformed officer from the side door. He motioned them over. “It looks like we recovered the weapon.”





CHAPTER THREE






Tuesday, August 9


9:40 A.M.


At any given moment, the demons could descend upon Mira Gallier. Sometimes, she marshaled the strength to fight them off, denying their dark, tormenting visions. Their taunts and merciless accusations.


Other times, they overpowered her and left her scrambling for a way to silence them. To obliterate the pain.


Last night they had come. And she had found a way to escape.


Mira lay on her side on the bed, gazing blankly at the small rose window she had created in secret, a wedding gift for her husband-to-be. In the tradition of the magnificent Gothic windows, she had chosen brilliant jewel colors; her design had been complex and intricate, combining painted images within the blocks of color. For her, the window had been a symbol of her and Jeff’s perfect love and new, beautiful life together.


She had never imagined how quickly, how brutally, that life would be ended.


It hurt to look at it now and Mira rolled onto her back. Her head felt heavy; the inside of her mouth as if stuffed with cotton.


Eleven months, three weeks and four days, shot to hell by one small blue, oval tablet.


What would Jeff think of her now? Even as she wondered, she knew. He would be deeply disappointed.


But he couldn’t be more disappointed in her than she was in herself.


On the nightstand, her cell phone chirped. She grabbed it, answered. “Second level of hell. The tormented speaking.”


“Mira? It’s Deni.”


Her studio assistant and friend. Sounding puzzled.


“Who’d you expect?” she asked. “My husband?”


“That’s not funny.”


It wasn’t, she acknowledged. It was angry. And sad. Jeff was dead, and she had fallen off the wagon. Neither of which had a damn thing to do with Deni. “I’m sorry, I had a really bad night.”


“You want to talk about it?”


The roar of water. A wall of it. As black and cold as death, brutal and unforgiving. Jeff’s cry resounded in her head. Calling out for her to help him.


But she hadn’t been there. She didn’t know what that last moment had been like. She didn’t even know if he’d had time to cry out, to feel fear, or if he had known it was the end.


And she never would.


He was dead because of her.


“No. But thanks.” The last came out automatically, what she was supposed to say, even though gratitude was far from what she was feeling.


“You used, didn’t you?”


No condemnation in Deni’s voice. Just pity. Still, excuses flew to Mira’s lips, so familiar she could utter them in her sleep. They made her sick. She was done with them.


“Yes.”


For a long moment Deni was silent. When she finally spoke, she said, “I take it I should reschedule your interview?”


“Interview?”


“With Libby Gardner. From Channel Twelve, the local PBS affiliate. About the Magdalene window. She’s here.”


Mira remembered then. Her work on the Magdalene restoration was being included in a sixth anniversary of Katrina series the station was planning. “Shit. I forgot. Sorry.”


“What should I tell her?”


“How about the truth? That your boss is a pill head and basket case.”


“Stop it, Mira. That’s not true.”


“No?”


“You suffered a terrible loss. You turned to—”


“The whole city suffered that same freaking loss. Life goes on, sweetheart.” She spoke the words harshly, their brutality self-directed. “The strong thrive and the weak turn to Xanax.”


“That’s such bullshit.” Deni sounded hurt. “I’ll see if she can reschedule—”


“No. Get started with her. Explain how the window ended up in our care, describe the pro cess, show her around. By the time you’ve done that, I’ll be there.”


“Mira—”


She cut her assistant off. “I’ll be in shortly. We can talk then.”


Mira hurried to the kitchen. She fixed herself a cup of strong coffee, then headed to the bathroom. When she caught sight of her reflection in the vanity mirror, she froze. She looked like crap. Worse even. The circles under her hazel eyes were so dark, her pale skin looked ghostly in comparison. She was too thin—her copper red hair like the flame atop a matchstick.


She wore one of her husband’s old Ts as a nightshirt: geaux saints the front proclaimed. Mira trailed her fingers over the faded print. Jeff hadn’t lived long enough to see his beloved NFL team win the Super Bowl.


It’s your fault he’s dead, Mira, the voice in her head whispered. You convinced him to stay. Remember what you said? “It’ll be an adventure, Jeff. A story we can share with our children and grandchildren.”


The air conditioner kicked on. Cold air from the vent above her head raised goose bumps on her arms and the back of her neck. No, she told herself. That was bullshit. Isn’t that what her shrink, Dr. Jasper, had told her? Jeff had been a fifty percent partner in the decision. If he had felt strongly they should leave, he would have said so.


His family blamed her. Her and Jeff’s friends had been subtle in their accusations, but she read condemnation in their eyes.


She stared helplessly at her reflection. The problem was, she blamed herself. No matter what her shrink said or what the facts were.


She moved her gaze over the destruction of her bathroom—drawers emptied, makeup bags and carry-ons rifled through.


As if thieves had broken in and turned her home upside down in search of valuables.


But she had done this. She was the thief. And the eleven months, three weeks, and four days she had robbed herself of couldn’t be replaced.


Her cell phone went off. She saw it was Deni, no doubt calling to say the reporter had taken a hike. “Pissed off another one, didn’t I?” she answered.


“Something really bad’s happened, Mira.”


She pressed the device tighter to her ear. “What?”


“It’s Father Girod, he’s … dead. He was murdered.”


An image of the kindly old priest filled her head. He had approached her after Katrina about his church’s stained-glass windows, destroyed by the storm. In the pro cess of restoring the twelve panels, she and the father had become friends.


Grief choked her. “Oh, my God. Who could have … When did—”


“There’s more.” Deni’s voice shook. “Whoever did it also vandalized the windows.”





CHAPTER FOUR






Tuesday, August 9

1:00 P.M.


Malone and Tony sat across from their superior officer, Captain Patti O’Shay. Always insightful and tough, in recent years she had shown her resiliency as well. She had bounced back from the murder of her husband, the chaos of Katrina and the betrayal of her oldest friend.


Malone respected both what she had accomplished as a woman on the force and the way she had done it—with integrity and her head held high. He admired her dedication and determination, both of which he saw in her expression right now.


And he could honestly say that his respect for her was in no way influenced by the fact that she was his aunt and godmother.


She hadn’t called them into her office for an ordinary case drill. Something was up.


He asked her what.


“First, tell me what you’ve got so far.”


Malone began. “Looks like the victim interrupted a vandal, or vandals, so they killed him.”


Tony stepped in. “Smashed him in the back of the head with a brass candleholder from the altar. We retrieved it and two spray-paint cans from the scene. All three are being processed.”


“Perp left us a message, graffitied on the stained-glass windows: ‘He will come again to judge the living and the dead.’ Punctuated with a smiley face. That’s it. Nothing was stolen and nothing but the windows was vandalized.”


“So what does it mean?” she asked. “Why break into a church just to graffiti the windows?”


Tony replied first. “Priest interrupted him before he had a chance to do anything else. Murder wasn’t on the agenda; he freaks out and takes off.”


“I’ve got a different take,” Malone said. “He does it because it’s really important to him.”


The three fell momentarily silent. A fanatic was more dangerous than even a hardened criminal. Malone would choose hunting down a hundred criminals over a single zealot. The zealot’s sense of purpose and destiny changed everything.


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here,” Captain O’Shay said. “At this point it looks like we have a case of simple vandalism and a wrong-place-wrong-time murder scenario.”


She shifted her gaze to Tony. “You get a get-out-of-jail-free card for this one, Detective. I’m thinking you have a party to go to.”


Tony didn’t make a move. “Thank you, Captain. But if you don’t mind, until Slick’s new partner arrives, I’ll hang with him.”


She smiled affectionately. “Get the hell out of here, Detective. I think ‘Slick’ can bring Detective Bayle up to speed pretty quickly. Besides, there are a whole lot of people out there wanting to shake your hand.”


“All right, then.” Tony cleared his throat and stood. “You’re on your own, hotshot.”


Malone stood, crossed to his friend and hugged him. As he did, a dozen honest but gushy sentiments sprang to his lips, ones about gratitude, friendship and admiration. Instead he clapped him on the back and stepped away. “I’ll see you out there, Tony. Try not to eat all the cake.”


As Captain O’Shay’s door snapped shut, Spencer forced a lid on his sense of loss and turned back to her. And found her gazing at him not as his tough-as-nails superior officer but as his beloved Aunt Patti.


“You’re going to miss him.”


“Hell yes, I’m going to miss him. He always had my back.” “And you had his. Trust. It’s what makes a strong partnership.” He folded his arms across his chest. “What are you getting at?” “Are you sure you want to take Bayle under your wing? I’m giving you the out.”


He arched his eyebrows in surprise. “I thought this was settled.” “I’m talking to you now as your captain and your aunt. I’ll partner her with someone else. You have major issues on your mind right now, with Stacy still recuperating and wedding plans to navigate.” “I said I’ll do it, I’m not going back on my word.” “Bayle melted down on the job. Completely lost it.” “I’m aware of that. I’m also aware of her incredible ser vice during and after Katrina. She’s a hero, Captain.”


“She is. But I’m not totally convinced she’s beaten her demons.


And frankly, I’m not convinced you’re on solid ground yet either.” “We’ve all suffered with PTSD to some degree since Katrina. Then the frickin’ oil gusher in the Gulf comes along, followed by another insane hurricane season. She snapped.”


He looked down at his hands, then back up at Captain O’Shay.


“And I’m fine.”


“Really? Stacy almost died.”


Just hearing those words, knowing how true they were, stole his ability to breathe. He looked away, working to hide it from her. He couldn’t shake the image of Stacy in the hospital bed, pale as the sheets, fighting for her life.


Patti O’Shay wasn’t fooled. He should have known better than even to try. Her expression softened with sympathy. “Speaking of heroes, the chief’s awarding Stacy the Medal of Valor.”


Fury took his breath. Stacy hadn’t even been on the job. Her sister Jane had been in town; they’d been sightseeing in the French Quarter. Stacy had seen a stranger snatch a child and reacted. She’d tackled the man and wrestled him to the ground. He’d had a gun and shot her, the bullet penetrating her right lung.


They called it a sucking chest wound. With every inhale, the victim sucked more blood into her lungs, with every exhale released a foamy mixture of it mixed with air. And each breath put her one step closer to drowning in her own blood.


“You think I take comfort in that?”


“Maybe you don’t. But Stacy does and she deserves that medal. She probably saved that girl’s life. If he had managed to get her into his vehicle, well, we both know the stats on getting her back alive.”


He did know. And he was proud beyond words of Stacy’s quick thinking and courage. But he didn’t know what he would have done if he had lost her. He cleared his throat. “I believe in Bayle. I’m standing by my offer.”


“First sign she’s losing it, your loyalty is to be to me, this department and your own safety. Is that understood?”


“Absolutely, Captain.”


“Good. It’s settled.” She leaned forward. “Father Girod was a beloved member of the Sisters of Mercy parish and of the entire community. He was a fixture there for fifty years. The media frenzy has already begun and the pressure to close this case will be intense.”


Malone agreed. He’d seen evidence of both. Before he left the Sisters of Mercy campus, reporters from every local news outlet had been on scene. They’d also been outside headquarters, and Superintendent Serpas had given a statement.


Captain O’Shay continued. “I have a personal interest in this case. I knew Father Girod.” She paused. “I grew up in the Sisters of Mercy parish, attended school there through the eighth grade. Father Girod baptized me. He performed my wedding ceremony and he counseled me after Sammy’s death.


“I want the son of a bitch who killed him caught,” she went on. “And I want it done fast.”


“We’ll get him, Aunt Patti. I promise you that.”





CHAPTER FIVE






Wednesday, August 10

7:30 A.M.


Mira had called all her Sisters of Mercy and archdiocese contacts and had learned little more than what had appeared in the media: Father Girod had interrupted a vandal and been killed. She had been refused access to the windows and was thus unable to discover the extent of the damage. The church was a crime scene, she’d been told, and until the police released it, no one would be allowed in.


Mira had tried to explain that the sooner she attended to the windows, the better. But no one had seemed to care.


Father Girod would have cared. He had loved those windows—perhaps he had even died for them—and she wasn’t about to sit back and do nothing.


Mira had done her best to focus on other things: the rescheduled PBS interview, a new restoration in Hammond, ordering stock for the studio.


Patience may be a virtue, but it wasn’t one of hers. So here she was, NOPD headquarters.


She had been referred to Detective Spencer Malone in ISD, the Investigative Support Division at NOPD.


“I have to see him,” she said to the officer at the information desk. “It’s about the Father Girod case.”


The woman studied her a moment, then nodded. “Sign in.”


She picked up a phone and dialed. “A Mira Gallier to see Detective Malone. Say’s it’s about the Girod homicide.”


A moment later, Mira was through security and heading up to the third floor. A dark-haired man met her at the elevator. He was extremely handsome, saved from pretty by a nose that looked like it had been broken one too many times.


He smiled and held out a hand. “Detective Spencer Malone.”


She took it, realizing she knew him from somewhere. “Mira Gallier,” she said, struggling without luck to remember where. The past six years had been such a blur.


They shook hands. He motioned to their right. “My office is this way. Can I get you a coffee or—”


“Nothing. Thanks.”


His office consisted of a cubicle with a cluttered desk, a file cabinet and two chairs.


“Have a seat,” he said, then took the one behind the desk. He cocked his head, studying her. “I think we’ve met.”


“I was thinking the same thing. But I can’t place it.”


“You had many run-ins with the law?”


She knew he meant it as a joke. Problem was, she had. “Storm related.” She folded her hands in her lap. “My husband went missing during Katrina.”


“I trust you found him.”


“In St. Gabriel,” she said, referring to the massive temporary morgue that had been set up to pro cess Katrina’s dead.


“I’m sorry.”


“Me, too.”


He sent her a quizzical glance, then flipped open a notebook. “You said you have information regarding Father Girod’s murder.”


“Not exactly. What I told the desk officer was that I needed to talk to you about it.”


He laid down his pen, obviously annoyed. “Okay. How can I help you?”


“I understand the church is a crime scene. But I need to get into it.”


“May I ask why?”


“The stained-glass windows. I restored them after Katrina. I know they’ve been vandalized and I need to assess the damage.”


He nodded, then swiveled to a stack of folders on the right side of his desk. He selected one, opened it and pulled out several photos. He laid them in front of her.


She caught her breath. It was worse than she had feared. On some of the panels, the graffiti covered at least thirty percent of the window. The smiley face affected her like a final kick to the gut.


Her eyes flooded with helpless tears.


She looked up to find him studying her. “You really care about those windows.”


“It’s hard to explain.” She sniffed and he handed her a box of tissues. She took one and wiped her nose. “After the storm, the destruction … all over the city … It wasn’t just buildings and windows in ruin, it was people’s lives. It was my life. In a weird way, each window I restored was like putting a piece of me back together. My blood, sweat and tears went into each one.” She plucked another tissue from the box and dabbed at her eyes. “For someone to do this, to desecrate them this way, is obscene.”


“Do you have any idea who could have done this?”


She blinked against tears. “No.”


“‘He will come again to judge the living and the dead’. That mean anything to you?”


“It’s from the Creed,” she said without hesitation. “A statement of belief.”


“Look carefully at the photos. At the graffiti. Do you see it?”


Mira was about to ask what she was looking for, when it emerged. “Oh, my God.”


“Any idea why our guy might have left us that message?”


She shook her head. “None.”


“Where were you last night, Ms. Gallier?”


“I’m sorry. Last night? Why do you ask?”


“This is a murder investigation. And frankly, I find it interesting that you’re so moved by spray paint on glass, yet seemingly not at all by the loss of human life.”


Angry heat flooded her cheeks. “That’s not true! You don’t understand at all.”


He leaned casually back in his chair. “So make me understand.”


“I’m devastated by Father Girod’s murder. He was a beautiful person. But I can’t help him.” She leaned forward, fists clenched in her lap. “But I can save the windows. Which he loved. Their restoration, the restoration of his church, was important to him.”


She struggled to control her emotions. “With spray paint on glass, the sooner we get to it, the better. The heat bakes it on, and if you haven’t noticed, it’s August.”


She stood. “I was home, by the way. Alone. Absolutely no alibi.”


“One last question,” Malone said. “Anybody hate you enough to do this to hurt you?”


Jeff’s dad, she thought. But that would be crazy, even for him. “No.”


“I’m opening the scene in a few hours. You’ll be able to get in then.”


“Thank you, Detective.” Mira turned. A woman stood in the doorway. She was tall and blonde, her chin-length hair pulled away from her face. She was gazing at Mira with an expression that made her feel like an insect or science-class specimen.


“Hello,” the blonde said.


“Ms. Gallier, my partner, Detective Karin Bayle.”


“Nice to meet you,” Mira said.


“Same to you.”


The woman smiled, though something about the curving of her lips left her cold. Mira glanced back at Detective Malone. “Thank you for your help.”


“Take one of my cards.” He stood and came around the desk. “If anything else occurs to you, call me.”





CHAPTER SIX






Wednesday, August 10

8:00 A.M.


“Morning, partner,” Spencer said, waving Bayle in. “Perfect timing.”


“I would have been here earlier,” she said, “but Captain O’Shay wanted to meet with me first thing. She’s not convinced I’m a hundred percent.”


“Are you?”


She met his gaze evenly. “Absolutely.”


“Good. We’ve got work to do.”


“Before we … Look, Spencer, thank you. For taking me on.”


He waved off her thanks. “I’m happy to do it. Besides, I need a partner.”


She lowered her gaze, expression twisting with regret. “I’m really sorry about everything that’s happened.”


“You don’t have to talk about it.”


“I want to. It’s the elephant in the middle of the room. I lost it. Broke my partner’s trust, checked out.” She met his eyes. “I’m lucky the department took me back.”


“You’re back because you’re a good cop,” he said softly. “But you’re also a human being.”


“Thanks.” She laughed without humor. “Tell that to all the folks out there. I was not a welcome sight this morning. I’m sure you’ll hear about it.”


“I can take it.”


“Good thing.” She jerked her thumb toward the now empty doorway. “What was that all about?”


“Name’s Mira Gallier. She came in to talk to me about the Sisters of Mercy case. About the windows, really. She’d restored them after the storm and was worried about them.”


“Not about finding Father Girod’s killer? Curious.”


“That’s what I thought. She told me I didn’t understand.”


“Do you think she’s connected in any way?”


He pursed his lips and shook his head. “I don’t think so, but I’m not ruling anything out.”


“Fill me in.”


She took the seat across from him and he handed her the case file. While he talked, she flipped through his and Tony’s notes. When he stopped, she looked up at him. “I’m thinking this wasn’t random.”


“I’m thinking the same thing. We’ve already interviewed the primary players. I figure we should widen the net.”


She inclined her head in agreement. “An angry parent. Maybe a Parishioner with an axe to grind. Or even a student. Sisters of Mercy goes through high school, maybe somebody didn’t graduate. Kid could’ve been harboring a major hard-on toward the school. Planned to lay down some serious payback via spray paint on their prized windows—”


“But did not expect Father Girod to catch him in the act.”


“And worse, since the priest recognizes him, he can’t just run away.”


“He panics and whacks the old man’s head in.”


“My thoughts exactly.” She smiled. “This partnership just might work.”


Returning her smile, he stood. “I never doubted it. We both can put up with Stacy, surely we can put up with each other?”


“Sure that’s not backward?” She stood, too. “As in Stacy can put up with both of us?”


He made a face. “Then God help us both.”


The squad room quieted as they passed through. Small-minded, Malone thought. As if each of them hadn’t fucked up big.


“What?” He stopped, looking around. “Is there a problem?”


Not expecting an answer, he turned back around and headed out of the squad room.


“You didn’t have to do that,” she said.


“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”


“No wonder Stacy’s so happy,” she said lightly. “How is she? I stopped by your place yesterday. Your mom said she was sleeping, so we didn’t get a chance to talk.”


He felt himself tensing, felt the familiar knot form in his chest. “Steadily improving. If she wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”


“Any idea when she’ll be back on the job?”


“The doctors aren’t certain. Probably the end of the month. If it’s up to her, it’ll be sooner than that.”


Bayle smiled. “That’s the Stacy I know and love.”


The one he did, too. As annoying as her stubborn streak could be, he loved her for it.


“I can tell it’s been tough,” she murmured. “Sorry for bringing it up.”


“Don’t be. Scared the living shit out of me is all.” He paused. “If I’d lost her, I might have gone out of my mind.”


They stepped onto the empty elevator. As the doors slid shut, she met his eyes. “I get that,” she said. “Totally.”





CHAPTER SEVEN






Thursday, August 11

9:05 A.M.


They started with the church secretary. Malone had seen time and again that the person who manned the front desk was the most informed person in a company. Not with the inner corporate protocols or the financial ins and outs, but with the people, personalities, conflicts and drama.


Churches, ironically enough, were often hotbeds of the last two. Malone supposed that was because being a part of a church community was like being part of a family—and nobody pissed you off more than your brothers and sisters.


Vicky Gravier sat on Sisters of Mercy Church’s front line. Everything that happened, at some point, went through her. At the moment, her office was quiet.


She looked up as they entered. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying.


“Ms. Gravier? I’m Detective Malone. And this is my partner, Detective Bayle.”


She nodded. “I remember you from yesterday.” Her eyes flooded with tears and she grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk. “I haven’t been able to stop crying.”


“We’re very sorry for your loss.”


“It’s everyone’s loss.” She blew her nose loudly. “He was practically a saint. Everyone loved him.”


“Ms. Gravier—”


“Vicky, please. That’s what everyone calls me. Except the children. They’re to call me Ms. Vicky.”


“Okay, Vicky.” He smiled. “As you know, we’re trying to catch whoever did this and bring them to justice. We’re hoping you can help us.”


“I’ll try.” She dabbed her eyes. “What can I do?”


“How long have you worked as the Sisters of Mercy parish secretary?”


“Six and a half years. I took over when Bea retired.”


“In your position, we’re guessing you know pretty much everyone who worships at Sisters of Mercy.”


“It’s a huge parish,” she said. “But yes, if they’re regular worshippers, I know their name.”


“And likewise, you’re probably plugged in to everything that goes on.”


She nodded. “Absolutely. It’s part of my job. Now, that doesn’t include what’s going on at the school. They have their own Ms. Vicky.”


“That’s her name, too?”


She blushed. “No, her name’s Anna Hebert. I meant someone like me.”


“Gotcha.” He smiled. “You probably also know when people are unhappy or grumbling. And why they are. Am I right?”


She suddenly looked uncomfortable. “I do. But I’m not nosy. I’m just the one who’s always here.”


“Exactly. That’s why Detective Bayle and I have come to you. Here’s what we’re thinking. This crime wasn’t random.” She looked confused and he explained. “That means whoever did this specifically chose Sisters of Mercy to vandalize.”


Bayle stepped in. “We feel strongly the perpetrator may be someone who feels like they have an axe to grind with the church or Father Girod. Can you think of anyone?”


“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “There are always people who have issues with the way things are being done. It’s the nature of the community.”


“What kind of issues?”


“You know, like how money is being spent. That’s a big one. Complaints about who’s on the various committees, what ministries are being promoted. Even who Father is praying for or how long it took him to make a home visit. It can get pretty silly.”


“Let’s start with the money, then. Did anyone have a problem with the stained-glass windows being restored after the storm?”


She thought a moment. “Insurance paid the lion’s share, then we had a benefactor put up the rest. Seems to me there might have been a few on the pastoral council urging Father to use the insurance money for other upgrades, but they were shot down. There were some hard feelings over it.”


“How hard? Do you think they might have been angry enough to retaliate by vandalizing the windows?”


“I don’t want to gossip. It’s a sin, you know.”


“Telling the truth isn’t gossip,” Malone said. “And I can’t speak for God, but sharing what you know so we can catch a killer hardly seems like a sin.”


She looked relieved. “There were two parishioners who were particularly vehement about it. One left the parish over it. But I can’t see either of them doing anything like this.”


“How long ago was this?”


“At least three years.”


“Could we have their names and a way to contact them?”


“Sure. Hold on.”


She accessed the information and wrote down the names and addresses. She slid it across the desk. “Paul Snyder’s the gentleman who left Sisters of Mercy. That’s the last address we had on him.”


Malone thanked her, then went on. “Let’s think generally now. Any recent blowups between the church or Father Girod and parishioners? Any misunderstandings, hurt feelings or other drama? Anything that might lead you to think it could be connected to the vandalism and murder?”


She thought a moment. “There was a situation recently. It involved a long-standing and faithful parishioner. He was furious with Father Girod, said he didn’t do enough to help his son.”


“What happened?” Bayle asked.


“His son died in a car wreck. He was only twenty-one.” She crossed herself. “It was a terrible tragedy and we were all brokenhearted.”


“Why would he blame Father Girod for an accident?”


“Tim, that was the boy’s name, had struggled with alcohol and drug addiction for years. One afternoon, his dad called here, asked for Father Girod. Said it was an emergency. He was frightened. Timmy had taken some sort of drug and was swinging between wildly emotional and aggressive.


“Father Girod could always reach Tim.” Her tears started again. “That’s the way he was. There was this peace that flowed out of him and surrounded whoever was near.”


She cleared her throat. “Father Girod didn’t get there fast enough. Tim took off in his car, lost control and ran headlong into a tree. He was killed on impact.”


Malone exchanged a glance with Bayle. She inclined her head ever so slightly in silent agreement. This was definitely someone they wanted to speak with, the sooner the better.


“How long ago was this?” Malone asked.


“A few months is all. Let me see … the funeral was the same weekend as the high school graduation. It made it all the sadder, young people starting a new life, moving on … And poor Tim Thibault, his life ended.”


“We’ll need the father’s and mother’s names. The names of siblings, if any. Their address.”


“Earl and Joy. Tim was an only child.” Her face puckered with regret. “Do I have to? They’re still grieving and it seems wrong to do anything to add to their distress.”


“Yes, Vicky, you have to. But we’ll be gentle, I promise.”





CHAPTER EIGHT






Thursday, August 11

10:10 A.M.


Before leaving the Sisters of Mercy campus, they paid a visit to Vicky’s counterpart at the school. Anna Hebert was just as forthcoming as Vicky had been and handed them names of several disgruntled parents, as well as those of a half dozen of the students who seemed to stay in trouble.


Of all the leads, Earl Thibault seemed the most compelling. They agreed to pay him and his wife a visit first.


The family lived on Carrollton Avenue near City Park. In the style of the area, the home was a raised bungalow with arched windows and a wide front porch. There was nothing grand or ostentatious about the structure, but it was solid—and solidly middle class.


They slowly climbed the stairs, Malone using the moments to prepare himself. Facing a grieving parent was one of the most difficult things he had to do. He wasn’t a father himself, but he could imagine how incredibly deep the pain of losing a child must be. And in this case, bitter as well.


They reached the porch and he glanced at Bayle. “You or me?”


“You,” she said tersely.


He nodded and rang the bell. A woman answered. She wore paint-splattered shorts and T-shirt and gardening clogs.


“Mrs. Joy Thibault?”


“Yes?”


“Detectives Malone and Bayle, NOPD.” He held up his shield, Bayle did the same. “We need to ask you and your husband a few questions.”


She moved her gaze between the two of them. “What about?”


“The murder of Father Girod.”


“Come in. It’s too hot out there.” She stepped aside so they could enter, then shut the door behind them.


The smell of fresh paint nearly knocked him over. Malone smiled at the woman. “Doing some updating?”


“Needing to keep busy. Both of us.” She motioned them to follow her.


They did and landed in a large, light kitchen. “Have a seat. Can I get either of you a glass of iced tea or water?”


They both declined. She poured herself iced tea and faced them. “Poor Father Girod. He was a sweet, loving man. Truly a man of faith.” She fell silent a moment. “Your showing up here isn’t a surprise.”


“And why’s that, Mrs. Thibault?”


“You’re looking for someone who might have been angry with the church or Father Girod. My husband surely fits that description.”


“What about you, Mrs. Thibault? Don’t you fit it as well?”


“No. I made peace with the direction our son had decided to take some time ago. I didn’t condone or accept it, but I had to let go.” Her voice thickened and she excused herself and went for a tissue. “That doesn’t mean I gave up on him or stopped loving him. I didn’t. I just gave it over to God.”


“I’m sorry for your loss.”


“Thank you.” She brought the tissue to her nose. “But Earl wasn’t able to do that. He never could surrender. And he still blames himself.”


“Is your husband here?”


“Yes.” She took a sip of her tea, the ice clinking as she tilted the glass. “He was laid off recently. A part of me is angry about that. He worked for that company for sixteen years. And after all that ser vice, after losing his only son, they lay him off?” She shook her head. “But God has a plan, doesn’t he? And I have to trust that plan will take us somewhere good.”


She laughed self-consciously. “I see by your expressions you think I’m either addled by grief or terribly naïve.”


Malone shook his head. “Hardly, Mrs. Thibault. Truth is, I wish I could believe like that.”


She smiled slightly. “I wish you could as well, it’s a wonderful feeling. I’ll pray for you, Detective.”


Malone glanced at Bayle and found her looking at the woman both with longing and as if she were some strange, mythical creature. Totally foreign yet intriguing. He wondered what Bayle clung to that she desperately wished she could let go of.


“Your husband,” Malone reminded her. “We need to ask him a few questions.”


“Of course. I’ll get him.”


She returned after a couple minutes—without her husband. She waved them over. “Follow me.”


Her husband sat in a computer chair in what had obviously been his son’s room. All the furniture had been moved away from the walls, toward the center. Drop cloths covered the floor and some of the furniture. On the walls was fresh coat of a buttery lemon color.


“She’s painted his room,” he said. “It doesn’t smell like him anymore.”


“Mr. Thibault. I’m Detective Malone and this is Detective Bayle, NOPD.”


“I know who you are. Joy told me.”


“We need to ask you a few questions.”


The man didn’t respond, so he went on. “Are you aware that early Tuesday morning someone vandalized the Sisters of Mercy sanctuary windows? And that person also murdered Father Girod?”


“I heard about it.”


“Where were you Tuesday night, Mr. Thibault?”


“Here.”


“Home?”


“No,” he corrected. “Here. In Timmy’s room.”


“May I see your hands, Mr. Thibault?”


He held them out. They shook slightly. That amount of spray painting would have left quite a bit of residue on the fingers, under the nails and nail beds. It would have been near impossible to remove all traces, even with solvent.


Malone inspected them carefully. They were clean.


“I didn’t do it. I wish I had. Maybe I’d feel better.”


“You don’t mean that, Earl.”


He looked at his wife, expression naked with pain. “Don’t tell me what I mean, you don’t know.”


Malone glanced at her wounded expression. She did know, he thought. And was living in her own private hell.


“We understand that you blamed Father Girod for your son’s death.”


Earl let out a deep, shuddering sigh. “Sometimes it helps to blame someone else.”


“Why’s that, Mr. Thibault?”


“Because for those moments, you stop blaming yourself.” He started to cry, silently, his shoulders shaking.


Malone looked at Bayle and shook his head. There was no rage here, only grief.


“Thank you, Mr. Thibault. We’re sorry to have bothered you.”


He didn’t respond and Joy Thibault walked them out. When they reached the door, Malone turned to her. “I hate to ask you, but could I see your hands?”


Silently, she held them out. Lemony flecks dotted her hands, wrists and forearms. Otherwise, they were clean.


“Would you and your husband agree to being fingerprinted? We would be able to officially eliminate you both as suspects.”


She looked surprised but nodded. “Anything that would help.”


He thanked her and they headed to the car, not speaking again until they were buckled in. Bayle shifted into Drive and pulled away from the curb.


She glanced at him. “You and Stacy plan on having kids?”


“After that, I’m leaning toward not.”


“The world is so effing screwed up.”


“Little Miss Sunshine.”


“You disagree?”


“I prefer to remain hopeful.”


“Like Mrs. Thibault back there.”


He looked at Bayle, surprised by the anger in her voice. “It works for her. And frankly, if I had to choose between his attitude and hers, hers wins. Hands down.”


She changed the subject. “Where to?”


“Next name on the list.”





CHAPTER NINE






Thursday, August 11

11:50 P.M.


Mira stood gazing at the Sister of Mercy windows. She and Deni, aided by Deni’s boyfriend, Chris, had worked on them nearly nonstop for the past thirty-six hours. Now, the only evidence of the vandalism that remained was the lingering smell of the acetone they’d used to clean them.


“We did it,” she said softly, looking at Deni, standing beside her. “I feel like I just fought a battle with the devil and won.”


Her friend met her eyes and smiled. “It’s a great feeling, isn’t it?”


“It is. And if every part of my body wasn’t screaming protest, I might even do a happy dance.”


“Too tired for the Corner Bar?”


The cleaning pro cess had been grueling, both a physical and mental workout. The respirators were unnatural and cumbersome to wear, her upper body ached from the repetitive motion used in the cleaning pro cess, her back and feet hurt from balancing on a ladder for a day and a half, and her eyes burned from straining not to miss a single fleck of the spray paint.


Even so, Mira knew there was no way she’d be able to sleep. “Are you kidding? A drink at this point is a must.”


“My God, they’re beautiful,” Chris said, coming up beside them. “Father Girod would be pleased.”


Mira smiled at him. “I prefer to think that he is pleased.”


Deni tucked her arm through Chris’s. “We’re thinking alcohol.”


“Good by me,” he said. “The Corner Bar?”


“Is there anywhere else?”


“The truck’s loaded,” he said. “Everything but your coveralls.”


“Let’s go then,” Mira said.


The two exited before her: She set the alarm, then made certain the door was locked and met them at the truck. After removing and stowing their coveralls, they climbed into the vehicle, Chris driving and Deni in the middle. The Corner Bar, appropriately named because it sat on the corner of Willow and Dublin streets, was a true neighborhood joint. All the regulars lived or worked within walking distance of it. And that included Mira and her crew—the studio was located just a couple blocks over.


As they walked in, the owner called out a greeting. They returned it and ambled over to the bar.


“How’s it going, Sam?”


“S’okay. Business is steady.” He wiped the bar top. “What’re you three doing out so late?”


“Celebrating a job well done,” Chris answered, sliding onto one of the bar stools.


“We restored the windows at Sisters of Mercy,” Deni added.


Sam’s face puckered. “Poor Father Girod. He was a hell of a great guy.”


“He was,” Mira agreed, taking the stool next to Deni. “How did you know him?”


“Went to Sisters of Mercy my whole life. He baptized both my kids and presided over Maggie’s funeral. May she rest in peace.” He crossed himself, then turned his attention to the reason for their visit. “The usual?”
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