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			Chapter One

			Father Raul Figeuroa hated driving in the rain. He’d been a late bloomer when it came to driving because his family had been too poor to afford a car. Not even attempting to get a license until he’d graduated college, Raul failed his road test three times before someone took pity and gave him a barely passing grade. Parallel parking was still a mystery to him these ten-plus years later and adverse road conditions gave him palpitations.

			Jesus, I wish you could take the wheel.

			His wipers could barely keep the windshield clear as the downpour mired his vision, great whorls of rain distorting the road and cars around him. They were on the highest setting, their hyper whump-whump both hypnotic and alarming. Any moment, he expected them to simply fly off the wiper bar. Headlights and brake lights wavered, the double yellow line in the road more a theory than verifiable fact.

			He should just pull over and wait it out. How long could it possibly come down like this? This wasn’t the time of Noah. The deluge would fall far short of forty days and forty nights. The way the storms had been rolling in and out lately, it would more likely be forty minutes, tops.

			The rosary beads he’d wrapped around his rearview mirror clacked together when he hit an unseen pothole. The wheel worked against him, wanting to turn the car into a sharp right. The priest tightened his grip and forced the car to remain straight.

			There was a flash of twin red lights several car lengths ahead of him. Father Figeuroa tapped the brakes, resisting the impulse to mash the pedal down. The last thing he wanted was a spinout.

			His rear tires slid a bit to the left, but the car mercifully corrected itself. What he hadn’t seen was the glowing red orb of the stoplight overhead. He managed to settle the car to a stop and said a quick Hail Mary under his breath.

			“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.” He cast his eyes to the wet sky. “I really could use a break in the rain. Hate to say it, but this weather sucks.”

			After that, he checked his map on his phone. Still six and a half miles to go. He’d needed the map to find his way around a traffic jam a few miles back. He’d kept it on to alert him to anything that might further delay his drive home. Bella, his wife, said she was going to make his favorite tonight – meatloaf and garlic-and-rosemary mashed potatoes with a side of parmesan green beans. She hinted at making biscuits from scratch. His mouth watered at the thought.

			Staring at the glowing map, wishing he could teleport home, he missed seeing the light turn green. The bellowing horns behind him made his head snap up, hands tightening on the wheel.

			“For Pete’s sake,” he said, eyeing the cars in his rearview mirror. “Hold your fucking horses.”

			People were always shocked when they heard him curse, forgetting that he was a man as much as an Episcopalian man of the cloth. In fact, when his kids weren’t around, he could, when he was in an exceptionally good or bad mood, sound more like a longshoreman than a pastor. It wasn’t as if he had a squeaky-clean history. He’d done as Billy Joel had once sung (Billy being a favorite of his grandmother’s) – he’d laughed with the sinners. Now he cried with the saints.

			Well, Lizzy and Abel weren’t in the back seat now, and he was most certainly in a bad mood. The reins were off.

			He hit the gas and gave the car behind him the finger. Not that they could see it in the dark and rain, but it made him feel better. If the rain hadn’t been pissing down, he would have unrolled his window and lifted his arm out so the drivers behind him couldn’t miss how he felt about their honking. It never failed to amuse him when someone whipped into road rage by something as simple as a raised middle finger would stop dead in their tracks the second they saw his collar.

			Maybe he used his collar as an excuse to exercise his own road rage without fear of repercussion. So be it. Sooner or later, he’d come across someone who didn’t give a whit and then, maybe then, he’d learn his lesson.

			Rain thumped the roof of the car with greater intensity. How was that possible?

			Father Figeuroa’s heartbeat accelerated as if it were in tandem with the steady patter of the rain on his used Outback. He swallowed dryly, realizing he’d forgotten to bring a water bottle with him for the trip. His mouth felt tacky and his stomach cramped.

			You’ll be home before you know it. Just take a deep breath.

			He needed something to ease his mind. Another Hail Mary or an Our Father wasn’t going to cut it.

			“Call Bella Babe,” he said aloud so the Bluetooth would dial his wife. She was most likely busy in the kitchen, but she would stop what she was doing for him. She knew more than anyone how much he despised rainy drives. The phone rang three times before she picked up. He could hear the TV on in the background, SpongeBob SquarePants cackling like the happy lunatic he was.

			“You okay?” she said immediately.

			“Just peachy,” he replied.

			“I can barely hear you over the rain.”

			“Hence my call.”

			“My poor baby. Why don’t you pull over?”

			Father Figeuroa squinted, trying to make out if there was anywhere to stop on the side of the road. He didn’t see anything remotely inviting. “I’ll just have to tough it out. I’m not that far away.” It sure felt it, though.

			“I wish I could be there with you.”

			“You are…in a way. I just wanted to hear your voice. What are you up to?”

			He heard her take a sip of something. He could picture her holding her favorite wineglass by the stem. She loved to have a glass or two of merlot when she cooked. “Just sautéing the green beans. Everything else is ready and keeping warm.”

			“By any chance, are there warm biscuits?”

			Bella giggled. “You’ll have to get here to find out.”

			That was a yes. She wouldn’t get his hopes up just to let him down. He loved her biscuits more than just about anything in the world.

			A car whizzed by his left, startling him. He nearly lost control of the wheel. “Shit!”

			“Raul, what happened?”

			“Am I on speakerphone?” His heart thumped in the middle of his throat. His spine felt as if it had been flash frozen in liquid nitrogen.

			“No.”

			“Some asshat is driving like a maniac. He’s zigzagging between the cars and has to be going at least thirty miles an hour over the speed limit. He’s going to get someone killed, if not himself. And I’m not in the mood to give someone unction.”

			“Just stay calm. You’re fine.”

			He took a deep breath. The windshield wipers battled the lashing downpour. Thoughts of the overtaxed wiper motor burning out while he was in the middle of the road made his stomach acids curdle. Fresh-baked biscuits no longer sounded so delicious.

			“I know, I know,” he said through clenched teeth.

			Bella laughed softly. “You’re such a drama queen. There are old people with cataracts driving right now who are calmer than you.”

			“Very funny.” He knew she wasn’t making fun of him. Bella was an expert at quelling his anxiety, even if it came to making light of the situation with just the right turn of phrase. “They don’t care because they can’t see anyway. It’s just another night for them.”

			“Next time you get called to St. Luke’s for a prayer meeting, I’ll drive,” Bella said. “Especially if there’s rain in the forecast.”

			St. Luke’s wasn’t even his parish. It was three towns away and their current priest, Jim McMahon, was in the hospital after his appendix had burst. He’d gone septic and barely pulled through. The doctors expected him to be in the hospital for another two to three weeks. When they’d asked Raul to help cover some of the church’s activities, he was quick to jump in. Jim was a friend and Raul would do whatever he could to keep things status quo until he was well enough to return to his regular duties.

			“What are the kids up to?” he asked Bella to help take his mind off things.

			“Abel got an A on his English essay.”

			Abel shouted from the other room, “Ms. Palmer posted it on the board outside class.”

			Raul had helped him with the essay on Harriet Tubman. Abel had worked hard on it and deserved the A. Getting an essay tacked to the brag board in the hallway was the highest praise a fourth-grader could receive.

			“Way to go, buddy,” Raul said, hoping he was loud enough to be heard.

			“Now you’re on speakerphone,” Bella said. “Lizzy, why don’t you tell Daddy what happened in school today?”

			Lizzy, their precocious second-grader, wasn’t as enthusiastic about school as her older brother. She faked being sick often so she could stay home or get sent home. She and Bella were attached at the hip and three years of school had barely put a dent in the invisible cord that bound them to one another.

			“I fell on the playground and cut my knee,” Lizzy said over the nasally sound of Squidward yelling at SpongeBob.

			Raul slowed down for another red light. He’d caught every red light on the drive. Not a single green light to be found. “I’m so sorry. Is your knee all right?”

			“I went to the school nurse and she cleaned it and put a bandage on it. The cleaning part hurt. But guess what?”

			“What?” Some of the tension bled away as he talked to his little angel.

			“I told the nurse I wanted to go back to class and not home.”

			“Wow. What a big girl. I’m so proud of you.” Those weren’t just words. He was proud and impressed. An accident would normally be followed by wailing for her mommy.

			“Mrs. Kendicott even gave me a sticker. I’ll show you when you get home.”

			“I can’t wait to see it.”

			“Mommy and Daddy are so proud of you both,” Bella said.

			Raul was about to add to the praise when a car going in the opposite direction hit a deep puddle of rainwater, sending an explosive wave over the divider. He drove right into it. Gallons of water slammed into the windshield with a sickening whump. Raul couldn’t see a thing.

			“Oh crap!” he shouted.

			Driving blind for a second or two, he had to hit the brakes just in case the car ahead of him was slowing down for a light. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror and the incoming white lights of the car behind him.

			“Raul?” Bella’s worried voice filled the car.

			The wipers did their magic and he could mercifully see in front of him again. He toed the gas pedal to keep from getting rammed from behind. Raul’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. He didn’t see the virtual lake in front of him. Other cars were skirting around it. He plowed right through it. Water exploded from beneath the chassis and washed over the hood and windshield.

			As soon as he got to the other side of the pool of water, his car sputtered and died. The Subaru rocked from side to side as cars sped past him. The Bluetooth cut out and Raul had to put his phone on speaker.

			“The car just died,” he said.

			“What? How?”

			What he wanted to do was punch the dashboard. Instead, he keyed the ignition. Nothing. Not a single sound. “I drove through a puddle in the road that came up to the car’s doors. I think I flooded the engine.”

			“The news just gave a warning about flash floods.”

			“Well, I can confirm it.”

			He turned the key again. The dashboard lights flickered.

			“Do you want me to call Triple A?” Bella asked.

			Raul tapped the back of his head against the headrest with his eyes closed. How could he have been so stupid? He should have been paying more attention to what was in front of him. If he hadn’t been so wound up and freaked out, he might have avoided it. When he was a young wildling on the streets, he’d been utterly fearless. Then again, he’d had nothing to lose and the shield of invincibility known as youth. Teen Raul would slap adult Raul silly for acting like such a wuss.

			“I’ll wait a bit. Let everything dry out and try again.” Unless the water got sucked up through his tailpipe. Then the car might be dead for good. That was going to be a problem. It wasn’t as if the coffers were overflowing. Their savings account needed a miracle of its own.

			“At least let me call Bill to come and meet you. If the car won’t start, he can drive you home while the car gets a tow.”

			Bill Samson was the church’s Mr. Fix It. He was a retired cop who was also an experienced carpenter. The man was made of iron and seemingly never slept. He spent more time keeping the church, parish house, and grounds in pristine shape than his own home. A distress call from Bella would have him running out the door.

			“No, let Bill stay home and dry. He just did all that work in the basement the past few days. Besides, the Yankees are playing now. I’m sure he’s had a beer or two.”

			Not that two beers would put a dent in the older man’s system. Raul had watched him drink a twelve-pack at their spring parish picnic and still win at horseshoes and lead the clean-up crew.

			Bella was quiet. SpongeBob was replaced by a commercial for a new video game. Abel chatted with Lizzy. Raul couldn’t make out what they were saying, but he could tell they were getting along. That wasn’t always the case, especially when he was running late and they were getting hangry.

			Water splashed against the side windows when a car passed too close for comfort. He wondered if he should wait outside, just to be safe. The downside was that he would be soaked to his underwear in seconds and he’d have to tuck his phone away to keep it from getting ruined. That meant he wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop on the comforting sounds of his family. Heaven on earth was wherever Bella and the children were at that moment. He felt as far from heaven now as Judas must have felt when he betrayed Jesus.

			“So, tell me more about those biscuits,” he said. His hand was on the door handle. Another plume of water dashed against the car. Better to be safe than hurt or worse and never be with his family.

			“You have a one-track mind. I never confirmed there would be biscuits. Though they might be hard as rocks – if they have indeed been baked – by the time you get home.”

			Rain drummed on the roof of the car. “Look,” Raul said, “I think I have to leave the car for now. Between the crazy drivers, dark, and rain, I’m a sitting duck in here. I’ll call you when I get back in and try to start it again.”

			“Good idea. We want you in one piece, you know. Do you have an umbrella?”

			“Of course not. I left it in the foyer closet.”

			“For someone who spends a lot of time thinking about and preparing for the afterlife, you don’t plan that far ahead in this one.” From the slight echo, it sounded as if she were chuckling into her wineglass.

			“You’re a riot tonight,” he replied, smiling, wishing he had a glass of his own and was close enough to smell the sweet wine on Bella’s breath.

			“I have my—”

			The sound of breaking glass filled the Subaru.

			“Bella? What broke?”

			Lizzy and Abel screamed.

			“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Bella said. Her voice sounded distant. She must have dropped the phone and run to the living room.

			“Bella!” Raul couldn’t imagine what had crashed to make such a racket. He prayed no one was hurt.

			As Bella was consoling the children, something hammered at – what? – the door, the walls? Every hair on Raul’s arms stood on end. He shouted Bella’s name over and over, hoping she’d hear him and pick up. What was going on in his home?

			Wood shattered and there was a rush of heavy footsteps.

			Bella yelled, “No!”

			Lizzy shrieked, “Mommy! Mommy!”

			Abel shouted, “Who are they?”

			They? Who had just come literally crashing into Raul’s house?

			“Run! Bella, take the kids and run!” he implored at the top of his lungs.

			Bella started to scream something, but it was stopped in an instant, as if someone had clamped a hand over her mouth. Lizzy howled in absolute terror. Whoever was in the house wasn’t speaking, not even so much as making a grunt. But Raul heard them stomping on the hardwood floors with sickening clarity. It was the staccato of thick-soled work boots on bare wood.

			“Don’t you dare touch them!” Bella suddenly blurted. It was instantly followed by what sounded like a fist hitting into flesh.

			Raul’s world started to slip out from under his feet. He had to grab the steering wheel to ground himself. He looked down at the illuminated map. Just a little over five miles between here and his house.

			He left the keys in the car and slipped out into the rain, running home. Raul ran right into traffic, heedless of the cars coming his way. Somehow, he made it to the shoulder and scrambled up the slight mossy incline. He jumped over a row of bushes and landed on a residential street. Now on the sidewalk, he ran as fast as he could, crying out for his wife and children.

			All he got in return was their peals of terror through the phone’s tiny speaker.

			There was no way he was going to make it without his heart bursting.

			A sobbing Bella cried, “Please, not my babies!”

			“Mom!” Abel yelped.

			Bella screamed. There was an odd sound Raul couldn’t place. Next, he heard wet choking and Lizzy crying, “Abel! Abel!”

			Raul sprinted, his dress shoes clapping the wet pavement. His legs and chest already burned. It had been a long time since he’d taken a slow jog, much less sprinted.

			What’s happening to my family? Please, dear God, make it stop!

			Bella shouted something incoherent yet full of pain and despair. What followed was a series of a high-pitched yowls from his daughter, and then there was silence.

			“Bella? Lizzy? Abel?”

			The other end of the line had gone eerily silent. It was as if the people in his house, savaging his family, had simply disappeared.

			Father Raul Figeuroa found it hard to see as he ran. Tears blurred his vision and his chest hurt. It felt as if someone were driving a knife into the center of his breastbone.

			No matter. He kept running, praying to God that his family would be alive when he arrived home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The rain went from a downpour to a trickle, and then to a light mist. It had stopped completely by the time Raul was a block from his street. His legs and lungs had not worked their best, his palpitating heart not making the sprint any easier. It had taken him far longer than he’d wanted.

			He saw the red-and-white strobe of emergency lights playing against the row of houses as he turned the corner. The narrow street was clogged with patrol cars and people. Their dark shapes loitered about, pressing close to Raul’s home.

			In that moment, his knees nearly collapsed.

			What saved him from falling on his face was a jolt of adrenaline that gave him a final push to join the throng of onlookers. As he tried to press his way through, a woman tapped his shoulder and said, “Father Figeuroa, what happened?”

			Speech was beyond his capability at the moment. He brushed past her, wedging himself between two large men. They were brothers who lived across the street. One of them barked, “Hey, calm the hell down.” His face, full of anger at first, softened when he saw it was Raul. “Is your family in there?” he asked.

			Raul wanted to say yes, wanted to at least nod. His brain misfired, unable to respond. But his eyes shimmered with tears and terror.

			The man – George was his name, yes, George – slapped his brother, Eugene, on the arm and said, “We gotta get him through.”

			George took hold of Raul’s arm and pulled him along. The mountainous men barreled through the crowd with ease. Raul remembered they had both played football in college, only adding more girth as they got older. When they came to the pair of police officers facing the crowd, keeping them back as best they could, Eugene said, “That’s Father Figeuroa’s house.” He nodded at Raul.

			“I’m sorry, we can’t allow anyone inside.”

			Raul’s tongue unstuck from the roof of his mouth. “My…my…family,” he sputtered.

			The cop flashed him a look of pity. “It’s better you don’t go in there.”

			“I need to see them.”

			It’s better you don’t go in there. That single sentence was enough to shatter Raul’s soul.

			He attempted to push past the cop. The man put his arm out and kept Raul from proceeding. “Sir, it’s important you stay right here. I’ll call my sergeant.”

			George bristled. “He’s not sir. It’s Father. And you have to let him through.”

			The other officer, sensing something was up, moved closer.

			Raul stared at his open door, his mind imagining a host of horrors waiting for him inside.

			“Bella!” he shouted, hoping with all his heart she was alive and could hear him. Any second, she would come rushing out to him, Abel and Lizzy right behind her. “Bella!”

			A man in a suit came out of the house, his face drawn and pale. He looked into the night sky, taking deep breaths.

			“That’s it,” George said. He and Eugene towered over the cops, bumping them with their chests. The police made a vain attempt to shove the brothers back. George nearly nudged one of the cops onto his ass. The man staggered back, hand flailing for his gun and coming up short. He stumbled until his back hit the chest-high shrubs that Raul had planted years ago as a living privacy fence.

			George turned and said to Raul, “Go. Go!”

			Raul didn’t realize he was running until he hit the top of the stairs. The man in the suit saw him and said, “It’s too late for last rites, Father. You don’t want to go in there. Trust me.” He touched the badge that hung around his neck as if he were rubbing a talisman that could make it all go away.

			Everything went numb. Someone bumped into Raul as they made their way out of his house. He didn’t feel it, only sensed a shifting of his vision as he turned slightly. Walking into the house was akin to floating on air, pulled by an unseen current.

			Looking down, he saw an array of muddy footprints. They were wide treads. Nothing like what his wife and children would leave behind if they tromped through the house.

			The smell hit him first. He’d once been called to a horrific car accident where a delivery truck had struck a car of teenagers on their way to school. The truck had folded the car in half, trapping the students – three boys and two girls. The truck driver hadn’t been wearing his seat belt and his head was embedded in the cracked windshield. He’d miraculously not only remained conscious, but lucid, asking for a priest. The accident had happened just a couple of blocks from the church, and a neighbor had hurried to get Raul.

			What he thought of now was not that surreal conversation he’d had with the truck driver who knew he was going to die. It was the overwhelming stench of blood and exposed organs that came from the car of teens, all five of them having burst open from the impact. That fetor had haunted him for years. He’d asked the Lord to spare him from ever experiencing anything like it for the rest of his days.

			This moment was proof that God hadn’t heeded his plea.

			Blood was everywhere.

			The blood of his family.

			Lizzy was facedown on the floor, her pale, thin arms outstretched as if she had tried to crawl out of the room, out of the house for help. Her white shirt, the one she loved with galloping ponies on the front and back, was now crimson and ragged from stab wounds. Raul felt the burn of bile when his eyes lit upon the hole in the back of her skull. A twisted section of brain peeked out of the gap where no gap should be. Ever.

			Someone was snapping pictures of his daughter, the flash stinging his eyes.

			Raul sagged against the doorway. It felt as if he’d been deboned and rendered mute. All he could do was let the house prop him up and view the destruction of his family, of his life.

			Abel was on the couch with his head tilted back, revealing the ragged slit in his throat. His blood splatter reached the ceiling. The final moments of pain and horror were still there in his graying eyes.

			And, finally, there was Bella. It looked as if her body had been staged by her murderers. Her arms were outstretched, her legs crossed over one another. Her shirt had been pulled up to just below her breasts. Raul saw the massive wound in her side. A lacerated pink organ had slid halfway from the wound. Her head was ringed with holes, a penumbra of blood beneath her.

			“What do you think?” a plainclothes cop said to another, staring down at Bella’s body. “Ice pick?”

			He must have been referring to the pits in her skull.

			The other officer leaned forward, careful not to step in her blood. Raul wondered if it was still warm. “Maybe a drill? It’s hard to tell.”

			“Hey, who are you?” someone said to Raul.

			Raul looked away from Bella to the man. In answer to his question, Raul vomited, his body unleashing what felt like everything he’d ever ingested until the world went mercifully black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Detective Sam Zelinski had been the lead on what the news had coined the Parish House Murders. Christ Church was suddenly the most talked about church in the country.

			Over the past four weeks, in between burying his family and being hounded by reporters outside his house, on his phone, and online, Raul had spoken to Detective Zelinski daily. The cop was middle-aged with a rugged build and impossibly sad eyes. Those eyes had taken Raul aback at first. How could a man who worked homicide have eyes like that? They should have been hardened, maybe world-weary, but not twin pools of melancholy.

			Contrary to his look, the detective was a bulldog. He was, if nothing else, painstakingly thorough. He and his team had interviewed everyone in the parish, past and present, their neighbors and family. The parish house and church had been swarmed by forensics like ants marching to a picnic.

			With no living witnesses, they had very little to go on. The news coverage, while ghoulish and intrusive, at least kept the story alive for a couple of weeks, constantly mentioning the tip line for anyone who might have even the smallest shred of information.

			Four weeks of tips but nothing to show for it.

			Speculation about who the killers might be ran the gamut, from a home invasion gone bad, to disgruntled parishioners and even a potential serial killer. The wife of a Lutheran pastor had been killed in a mall parking lot a year earlier about sixty miles away. It was a stretch, linking the two, but then again, everything seemed both impossible and possible.

			There were nights after speaking with Detective Zelinski when Raul wondered if it were possible that his family had been murdered by ghosts. Other than the boot prints, there was no physical evidence. There wasn’t a single fingerprint, hair, or fiber left behind. The boots were determined to be a common type of work boot. Millions were sold every year.

			Raul had been asked many times over if he remembered hearing anyone say something when the killers broke into the house. Thinking back to that last phone call was like asking him to ram a sword through his heart. All he heard in his head were the cries of his wife and children as they were slaughtered.

			The city waited with bated breath for another, similar, senseless attack, but blessedly, none came.

			For some reason, Raul’s family had been targeted.

			But by whom?

			And why?

			Raul talked in great length about his checkered past, a youth gone wild, but that was ages ago and nothing he had done could lead to this kind of total, cold vengeance. Nonetheless, the detective looked into people from Raul’s childhood. Not surprisingly, many of the guys he ran with were either dead or incarcerated. Besides, who would hold such a grudge over a stolen radio or graffiti that it would build to a payback that included butchering a defenseless woman and her young children?

			Nothing made sense.

			Four weeks of questions with no answers.

			Raul didn’t need to be told that the trail had grown colder than the grave itself.

			That didn’t stop the detective from implying it as artfully as he could. Raul stared at a bowl of uneaten soup. He held the phone to his ear, words failing him, as they often had recently.

			“That doesn’t mean we’re going to stop looking. Not a chance,” Detective Zelinski said. “I’d move a mountain with a teaspoon to find the subhumans that did this to you and your family.”

			Raul pictured his sad eyes. “I know you would.”

			“How have you been today?”

			The detective always asked him that. Raul knew it wasn’t just words.

			“Numb. Always numb.”

			“We’ll find them. Sooner or later, someone’s going to say something they shouldn’t. When they do, I’m going to come down on them so hard they’ll wish they’d never been born.”

			Raul dipped his spoon in the soup and made slow figure eights, the tip of the spoon scraping the bottom of the ceramic bowl. “Look, you…you don’t have to call me every day. When you do, for a moment, I get my hopes up. It’s getting too hard, you know?”

			“I understand. And I’m sorry.”

			“Please, don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. I’m just, well, I don’t know.” Raul sighed. “I don’t know much about anything anymore.”

			“You know you can call me anytime.”

			“I do.”

			“Okay. I’m going to call you around this time next week, just to check in on you. That way you’re prepared. If I call before then, it’s because something important came up. Hopefully something that doesn’t let you down.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Take care of yourself, Father Figeuroa.”

			Raul hung up without saying goodbye.

			He heard the soft chanting of prayers in the church, their voices echoing in the narrow alley between the church and the parish house. Every night at seven o’clock, twenty or more parishioners came to pray for the souls of Bella, Abel, and Lizzy. They prayed for their eternal peace in the next world and justice in this one. They were led by Father Abernathy, who had assumed Raul’s duties temporarily. The poor man had to drive thirty miles each day, but he never once complained.

			Not that Raul would have heard him if he did. For the most part, Raul stayed in the house. A special cleaning company had come to remove the bloodstains, and Bill Samson had swapped out the furniture and painted. But no matter what anyone did, Raul couldn’t go downstairs without seeing everything as it was that night.

			So, he stayed upstairs, avoiding the curious, the well-wishers, the media, everyone. Each night he slept in a different bed, wanting to be as close to his family as he could. In Lizzy’s bed, he clutched her stuffed sloth, Clover, that she’d loved and hugged until the poor thing was threadbare. In Abel’s, he settled into the superhero sheets and called up memories of them reading comic books together, his son gravitating to titles that were related to the latest movie that he just had to see. Abel had a matching sloth, Henry, that watched Raul fitfully sleep from its spot on the nightstand.

			In his own bedroom, Raul slept on Bella’s side, inhaling the lingering scent of her, though it was fading fast.

			No matter what bed he slept in, there were bitter tears and maybe some sleep, but never much.

			Raul haunted the parish house like the specters that had stolen his family.

			Most nights, he prayed his heart would stop in his sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Are you sure you’re making the right decision?” Valentina Diaz asked. Her eyes were red-rimmed and watery. She dabbed at the corners with a delicate handkerchief. Her graying hair was bunched up in the usual bun. She’d been a librarian until a year ago and still looked straight from central casting.

			“Enough, Val,” her husband, Eduardo, said, resting his beefy hand on her shoulder. His knuckles were swollen and misshapen, a retirement gift from spending too many years as a plumber. The skin around them was ashy and cracked. His wife had been hounding him for years to use lotion to heal his dry skin, but he’d simply wave her off and say that stuff was for ladies. “Raul needs time. We all do.”

			Raul sat opposite them in the straight-backed rocker that Bella preferred whenever they came to visit her parents. It was as uncomfortable as ever, yet knowing she’d occupied this very space innumerable times in the past gave him a small measure of comfort and pain. His coffee sat untouched on the saucer on his lap. He stared past Valentina’s shoulder, through the big double windows and at the birdfeeder in the front yard. A squirrel sat atop the feeder, swatting at a sparrow every time it came to partake. It seemed like off behavior for a squirrel. Didn’t they typically scurry away, tails twitching and making those strange, scratchy chirps of agitation?

			The sparrow pulled away, circled overhead, and made another attempt at the feeder. The squirrel stood on its hind legs, a mini King Kong atop the Empire State Building, defending its territory. Raul didn’t remember much about his father. He had passed away when Raul was only seven. The one thing that stuck was the man’s love of the original King Kong. He used to play the soundtrack over and over, the vinyl worn until it was riddled with audible pops and skips.

			He’d say, “Listen, hijo. This is the part where the villagers are dancing to call on Kong.”

			As a kid, Raul could have cared less about some weird village music. He would have forgotten even that of his father, if not for the day he unpacked his parents’ belongings that had been stored in his grandmother’s attic. In the box for his father was all his King Kong memorabilia, including a book on the making of the movie and a plastic Kong. Touching the plastic figure was like being whisked back in time. The tactile memory led to images of them watching the movie and Raul playing with the Kong figure, making him climb up the drapes or an open door.

			His mother’s box, small as it was, brought no memories. She had passed away giving birth to him. Raul always wondered if he was wrong for not feeling guilt about being responsible for his mother’s demise. It seemed like a natural way to feel, and his inability to make that connection made him somehow unnatural, calloused even, at least in his own eyes. The human mind was an intricate machine, though, and perhaps that guilt was locked away somewhere, ready to be unleashed when he least expected it.

			Now would be that time, though he didn’t think his grief would allow room for anything else…ever.

			“Raul, honey, are you okay?” Valentina reached across the divide and placed her warm, tender hand on his thigh.

			He blinked hard and brought his attention back to his in-laws. They had been like parents to him from the very first time they met, on that night Raul took Bella out on their third date. He thought it was only proper he should meet her parents, despite her protestations. At the time, he felt their glowing approval had been a result of his having told them he was studying to be a priest. Valentina and Eduardo had both insisted that wasn’t the case. According to his mother-in-law, it was that he had an aura of goodness about him. She knew Raul would always take good care of her daughter.

			It had never occurred to him that he wouldn’t be able to fulfill Valentina’s vision of her daughter’s future.

			Raul took a deep, tremulous breath. When he tried to lift the coffee cup to his lips, the trembling in his hand incited a small tidal wave that washed over the edge and onto the saucer. He abandoned all hope of getting it to his lips. Her looked into his mother-in-law’s sad eyes and said, “No, Mom, I’m not okay.”

			A tear spilled down her cheek. “I know. I know. None of us are. I can’t remember the last time I slept for more than two hours straight.”

			Eduardo was always, to Raul and everyone who knew him, a man of steel. Since the death of Bella and the children, he’d lost a good portion of his muscle mass. For probably the first time in his life, he looked frail, if not entirely in body, definitely in mind and soul. One look at his eyes and their inward gaze was all it took. “Sometimes, I need to pray to fall asleep. Just keep on repeating the twenty-third Psalm until my mind sorta wanders. But it never lasts long.” When he caught Raul’s eye, he looked down at his feet and mumbled, “I’m sorry.”

			Seeing Eduardo humbled, apologizing, pulled Raul back into the room, back to this moment with the two people he loved most left in this world. “You have nothing to be sorry about. If praying gives you comfort, pray.”

			The big man gave a solemn nod. Valentina eyed the rosary on the couch cushion, resting between her and her husband. They needed their faith now more than ever. They needed Raul to guide them through this hell on earth. He wished he could help them.

			But prayer brought him nothing. He’d prayed nonstop during the sprint to his house that night. God hadn’t given a damn. This couldn’t have been part of his grand plan. In the hazy days following the funerals for Bella, Abel, and Lizzy, Raul came to realize that all the platitudes he’d given his parishioners, especially in times when bad things happened to good people, had been nothing but saccharine drivel. It was so easy to assure someone that God had a special plan when they lost a loved one too early. It was something else entirely when it was your loved ones who’d been taken too soon.

			Having a priest in the fold had been a cause for joy in Bella’s entire family. They made Raul feel proud of himself every time he saw the look in their eyes when he spoke of God and heaven to them. Growing up without parents and with a single grandmother who hadn’t been well herself, he’d spent too much time on the streets, running around without a care in the world. He’d been very un-priestly back then. The closest he came to God was listening to his grandmother weep while she prayed that he would be saved from his poor decisions. Raul was destined for prison, if he wasn’t taken out by drugs or driving stolen cars like a maniac or being killed by a fellow miscreant. When he’d decided to change his life after the incident, he being the only survivor of a vicious drive-by, funneling his energies toward priesthood had been a shock even to him. Many times, he’d wondered if he’d been just fooling himself. Playacting to cover up a misspent youth.

			Those doubts always melted away when he was around Bella’s loving extended family.

			Now they had lost their only child. Their only grandchildren. And the priest who gave them strength.

			Raul looked into the coffee cup. Could they smell the alcohol on his breath? Was it true you couldn’t smell vodka? That’s what he and his buddies used to tell each other as they took pulls on a bottle of pilfered Popov before the first bell rang for class. They had never been caught, though that might have been due to the fact they sat in the back of the classroom. Their teachers kept a wide berth, reticent to get in their crosshairs.

			He’d been drinking heavily since the funerals. He’d even gone through the Communion wine, cheap and bitter as it was. His days started with beer in the late morning and went downhill to hard alcohol as the sun raced to the west. Even all that booze couldn’t give him peace at night. Raul woke up several times a night, plagued by his imaginings of what those last horrid moments must have been like for his family. In his nightmares, he was one with their fear, felt the knife puncture their flesh, smelled the release of their blood

			What sent him catapulting to the world of sleeplessness was the pulse-pounding knowledge that he hadn’t been there to protect them. In every way, he had failed them. Because of that, they had died terrified and without the protection of their husband and father.

			So, he drank. He couldn’t remember how many consecutive days he’d gone on his bender. It had to be at least two months. It seemed like years. He felt tired all the time. And weak. And nauseated.

			Valentina, his dear, sweet mother-in-law, said, “How long do you think your sabbatical will be?”

			“It’s not a sabbatical,” Raul replied. He would have been frustrated explaining this to her for the umpteenth time, but he just didn’t have the strength. “I won’t be going back.”

			“There’s always hope you will.”

			He rubbed his eyes, weariness settled so deep in his bones it would be a miracle if he could extricate himself from Bella’s favorite chair. “I honestly don’t think so. Look, I know how important this is to you. To be honest, right now, I can’t see myself ever leading a parish, much less saying Mass. It’s just…it’s just….”

			What it was, was too difficult to express, in words at least. His life, and to think of it, his afterlife, had been pulled out from under him. Now, the best he could hope for was zero afterlife. Sweet darkness and oblivion were the only things he dared wish to meet him at his end. That made more sense than this.

			“We understand,” Eduardo said, though it was apparent Valentina didn’t share his conviction. “I only hope you’ll call us from time to time. We’ll worry about you, especially being hours away and alone.”

			“And we love you,” Valentina interjected, plucking the rosary beads from the couch and clutching them to her chest. “You’re our son, from now until the end of days. Don’t you forget that. You’ll always have us.”

			Raul knew this would be difficult, which is why he’d downed several glasses of vodka before coming over. Part of him wanted to break down the dam of his sorrow and fall to his knees, crying all the tears he normally reserved for when he was alone. He’d throw himself into Valentina’s lap and wait for Eduardo’s strong and comforting hand to grab hold of him. They would give him the solace and protection he needed so desperately.

			All he managed was a mumbled, “Thank you.”

			“Are you getting any help moving to your aunt’s farm?” Eduardo asked.

			Shaking his head, Raul wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and replied, “Not much to bring. Her furniture is still there. I just have a few suitcases and boxes. It’ll all fit in the car.”

			His wife’s and children’s clothes and toys, scrapbooks, and anything else that had belonged to them was in a storage unit. The house and all the furniture belonged to the church, so at least he didn’t have to worry about selling it. The next pastor would have to settle for living in a murder house.

			“We could come with you,” Valentina said. “Just to help you settle in for a couple of days.”

			Raul reached out to take her hand. His own trembled. He needed a drink. “I’ll be fine. I just need this time to be alone. I’ll call you when I get there, let you know I made it in one piece.”

			“You do that, son,” Eduardo said.

			“You know Bella and the kids will be with you,” Valentina just had to add. She meant well. There was no sense getting angry.

			He should have said, “Yes.” Instead, he gripped the arms of the chair, tilted forward, and let the momentum get him to his feet. The room spun for a second and snapped back into place.

			Valentina wrapped him up in a hug. She smelled like bath powder. He felt her sob against his chest. Eduardo clapped him heavily on the shoulder. “Take care of yourself.” The look he gave Raul said he knew exactly what was going on. He might as well have said, “Quit the drinking and get your head out of your ass.”

			Raul left his in-laws’ house and slowly made his way to his car. They watched him from the window. He could feel their eyes on his back.

			One step. Two step. One step. Two step.

			The last thing he wanted was for them to see him weaving. Concentrating on walking somehow made it even more difficult. He looked like a drunk trying not to look drunk. He settled behind the wheel of his Subaru, started it up, and pulled away. Only when he was out of their sight did he dare open the glove compartment, fishing around until he found the tiny bottle of vodka. It was good for two belts, which was all he needed for the drive to his house for the last time.

			***

			Ever since the night, sleep had been something to dread. He could still smell the spilled blood of his family. Hear their helpless cries. See their savaged bodies. Switching rooms and beds each night had become, in his mind, more than he deserved. The small measure of comfort it brought was far too good for him.

			Certainty that the police would never find the killers, never be able to answer why, only added to the pressure in his skull that afforded him no peace.

			For a few nights, he’d slept in his car. Waking up stiff as a board was good suffering that he felt he deserved. But the reclining seats were still too cushioned for his needs.

			Lately, he’d taken to sleeping in the hard, unyielding pews in Christ Church. Now, that was pain. Getting up from a pew, crippled and hungover, was just what he felt he needed. It was impossible to get comfortable, which brought its own relief. He was unable to sleep for more than an hour straight; the pain jolted him from his dreams, or nightmares, to be more precise. His mind was a dangerous place to be. A sturdy pew was a good way to keep him out of it.

			Christ Church was a modest building erected just after the Second World War. The red-brick structure used to remind Lizzy of the house the smart little pig built. It contained just ten pews on the left side of the aisle and a matching ten on the right. He’d seen pictures of a packed house back in the day, the black-and-white photos a doorway into a better time, before the world had become heavily secularized. It didn’t take much to fill the seats. A hundred well-dressed asses bunched together would do the trick.

			Now, he was lucky to get half that on a good Sunday. Sure, it was standing room only on Palm Sunday, Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, Ash Wednesday, and Easter. He used to wonder if people thought they were tricking God by only showing up for the big five. Did they think God only did roll call on the holiest days? Was God too busy watching football to peek in at the church? Raul bet if there was a God, he would be a Packers fan. He could see the Lord wearing a foam cheesehead hat instead of his glowing halo.

			At the moment, all Raul was seeing was double. His pillow and blanket were crammed against the end of the pew. A bottle of vodka was set between his thighs. Leaning against the top of the pew in front of him, he squinted, trying to get the two crucifixes over the altar to combine into one. A wounded and dying Jesus shimmied and wiggled as Raul’s focus wavered.

			“If going to church was so damn important, you could have made those phonies pay. Smite them at will. Make the rest crap themselves and come running to you. That’s what I would have done if I were you.”

			His voice echoed in the tiny church.

			“But I know why you didn’t. It’s not because you ignored them. Or were too busy.” He pointed a finger and grimaced. “It’s because you’re just…not…there.” He took a pull from the vodka bottle. “And you never were. Talk about faith. I have full faith that you’re a fucking lie.”

			Raul tipped the bottle back, finishing the booze. He wanted to break that bottle across Jesus’s woe-is-me face. He threw the bottle with what he thought was the aim and precision of Pedro Martinez in his prime. The bottle hit the back of the pew three rows forward, bounced onto the floor, and smashed to pieces.

			The back of his head thunked against the pew as he collapsed. His foot shot out and got trapped under the kneeler, making it impossible to get into a proper sitting position in his current inebriated state.

			If Bella could see him now, all tangled in the pew, she’d laugh at first, then help him to the house and put him to bed, but not before making him drink a bottle of water and taking two Motrin so he wouldn’t wake up with a banging hangover. Most wives would throw in a few jabs about getting piss drunk, leaving their stumbling husband to his own devices. Not Bella. She was always so nurturing. He used to tell people with great pride and surety that his wife was the best mother a child could ask for. Lizzy and Abel adored her.

			And Raul adored them all.

			“Why did you leave me?” he cried out. A bubble of sorrow burst in his chest and he wept. He cried himself to sleep, his body twisted and exhausted.

			***

			When Raul woke, he smelled urine. Bleary-eyed and his hip howling in pain, he struggled to sit upright and had to use both hands to extricate his foot from its odd angle under the kneeler. The back of his hand grazed something cold and wet.

			“Well, that’s a first,” he said, staring at his wet crotch.

			The morning sun was just beginning to kiss the stained-glass windows, projecting a kaleidoscope of color onto the polished floor around the altar.

			“Gaaaahh!”

			The mother of all leg cramps had him flailing for his thigh. The sudden onset of pain made his guts roil. The last thing he needed was to add vodka-infused vomit to his piss. He might have been departing Christ Church today forever, but there was no way he could leave this for Bill Samson to clean. If he could get the cramp to go away and stop the world from spinning, he’d grab the mop and bucket and erase any sign of his presence.

			Standing. Standing will ease the cramp, he thought.

			It took a monumental effort to extricate his ass from the pew. He was right, though. The muscles in his leg were already starting to loosen. That’s when he saw the shattered bottle. If he could go back in time, he would strangle drunk Raul from the night before. Now he could add a broom and dustpan to the things he needed before he locked up.

			He had just gathered his strength and sensibilities when he heard footsteps.

			“You really tied one on.”

			Bill Samson emerged from the narthex with a can of polish in one hand and dust rag in the other. His bald head was covered with his trademark tweed flat cap and he had donned a gray tracksuit for his morning cleanup.

			Raul groaned but not loud enough for Bill to hear. His cheeks burned with shame. “This mess is mine to clean up,” he said. His throat was raw. He must have been snoring hard last night.

			“By the look of you, you’d only add to it if you tried,” Bill said, ambling down the aisle with his bowlegs and a slight limp, courtesy of a thief stabbing him in the hip with a knife decades earlier. As Bill told it, he hadn’t felt it at the time and had chased the criminal four more blocks before tackling the son of a bitch and giving the man’s dentist plenty to work on. It wasn’t until he got up and saw the blood that he’d realized the punk had stabbed him. “I’ve cleaned up worse. When I was a rookie, part of the hazing that first year was cleaning the drunk tank on Sunday mornings. This is like a breath of mountain air compared to that mess.”

			Raul took a step and had to grip the pews on either side to steady himself. “You may be right, Bill. I’m really sorry.”

			Bill took him by the upper arm with a grip of iron and helped him to the aisle. “Don’t you apologize, Father.”

			“I’m not a priest anymore.” Raul’s temples throbbed.

			“You know how you always have to call a president Mr. President? Same applies to you, at least with me. You don’t like it? Too bad. You’re the best this parish ever had. I hear the next fella is one of those neurotics. Maybe a little too green around the gills.”

			They walked to the back of the church, leaving Raul’s indiscretions behind.

			“Father Gilmore is a really nice guy,” Raul said. He’d been meeting with the young man twice a week for the past three weeks, readying everything to hand over the keys to the small kingdom. Raul had made sure to stay sober for the first week. The poor kid had had to deal with a less than coherent Raul for the past two. He liked Father Gilmore. He was young and full of faith and vigor, kind of the way Raul had been at the start. Raul’s one good deed, call it a need to keep some semblance of good karma, was not to besmirch the faith and special position in the church the man was taking. In a way, he envied the priest’s blind devotion and wished he could turn back the clock to recapture his own, with the added benefit of bringing his wife and children back to him.

			“They say he has panic attacks during his sermons,” Bill said, practically carrying Raul out the wide double doors. The crisp morning air was a needed slap to the face.

			“I have heard that.”

			Father Gilmore was like an excitable puppy with a nervous condition. The parishioners would take care of him. Most of them were lonely older women who would look after him like a son or grandson. One thing would happen for sure – he would add some pounds to his slender frame. Those ladies liked to feed the father. Raul’s own paunch had only gotten under control thanks to Bella’s constant vigilance. Not every crumb of pound cake or gooey slice of lasagna had to be eaten. Bella made sure to take most of it to the soup kitchen.

			Sooner or later, Gilmore would grow comfortable with public speaking, once he learned there was nothing to be frightened about. There were plenty of priests who would rather have cut off both arms and legs than get behind that pulpit on Sundays when they first started out.

			Bill chuckled as they made their way down the stairs. “They say his cheeks puff out like a fish and his eyes bulge when it hits. That will sure be a sight.”

			“He’ll have you to give him pep talks.”

			“Or a kick in the ass. Sometimes that works better.”

			Bill led Raul into the house and deposited him in a kitchen chair. He went to the refrigerator and said, “Ah, this will do just fine.” He popped the tops on two cans of beer.

			Raul covered his mouth with his fist. “I can’t possibly.” He stank of piss and the vodka sweating out of his pores. All he wanted to do was crawl into the shower with his clothes on and blast himself with scalding-hot water.

			“Sure you can. Here, take a swig.”

			The icy can felt good in his hand. “There’s no way I could drink two.”

			“Who says they’re both for you? You’re not the only one who tied one on last night. I met up with my old staff sergeant last night down at Woody’s. Did you ever hear of this drink the kids all love? It’s called Fireball.”

			Raul took a reluctant sip. His dehydrated body reacted instinctively, sucking down half the beer before he could pull it away from his lips. “Yeah, I have. Bella’s younger cousins brought it to the last Christmas Eve party.”

			“Shit tastes like cinnamon. The pretty bartender kept bringing us free shots. I think she liked the idea of a couple of geezers getting drunk on kid stuff. There’s so much sugar in that crap, I thought my head was going to crack open when I woke up. Some hair of the dog is most definitely in need.”

			Raul took another sip and surprised himself by finishing the can. “I thought that was something drunks said to justify picking up where they left off.”

			Bill chugged his beer and crushed the can. He’d told Raul years ago he thought recycling was a scam. “You feel better, don’t you?”

			Raul had to admit, his hangover had abated some. He nodded.

			“Never doubt a cop, especially when it comes to our dear friend, Al Cohol.” Bill took the empty can from Raul and chucked it in the garbage pail under the sink. The counters and shelves were bare. Raul had donated Bella’s prized KitchenAid to Dolores Rearden, one of his parishioners who loved to bake. When it came time to raise money with a bake sale, Dolores could crank out brownies, cookies, and cupcakes like a machine. Raul looked at the empty spot where the heavy KitchenAid had resided, remembering the joy on Bella’s face when he’d brought it home. She’d used it so often, the original motor had burned out. Thankfully, it had been under warranty and a replacement arrived on their doorstep two weeks later. He could taste her snickerdoodles, hot from the oven, he and the kids jockeying to see who would get the first one. Of course, he always deferred to the kids, taking more delight in their joy than his own.

			“It’s everywhere,” Bill said.

			Raul had forgotten he wasn’t alone in the house. “Huh?”

			Bill shook his head. “I meant, they’re everywhere. In the house. In the church. I understand what you’re going through and why you’re doing what you’re doing.”

			Biting back tears, Raul said, “You can’t know how it is.”

			“Not personally, no. But I worked homicide for seven years. Some families, those left behind, the survivors who felt more like the abandoned, I kept up with them over the years. I may not have felt their exact pain, but I’d been around it enough to get at least a kind of secondary anguish that goes beyond empathy. I can’t tell you this will get easier. It might, it might not. I’ve seen it go both ways. No matter what, you’ll always miss them. And you’ll always ask why.”

			Raul bent forward and put his head in his hands. Sweat dotted his hairline. “The why is eating me alive. It was so…so goddamn senseless. Who were they? Why did they choose my family? Why wasn’t I there?”

			He felt the weight of Bill’s hand on his back.

			“I don’t know the answers. I’ve been checking in with folks I know who are still on the force. They’re working hard to find the sons of bitches who….” Raul heard the dry click in Bill’s throat. “They’ll get them.”

			The case was colder than a well-digger’s ass. There was nothing to go on. Just a smattering of boot prints that pointed to at least four assailants. Four monsters in Raul’s home. It took four murderous cowards to snuff out the lives of a small woman and two children. If Raul were given the chance to meet them, he would not give them forgiveness. Turning the other cheek was for the weak. The only shred of solace he had each night were those moments spent contemplating the horrible things he would do to the men who took his family away. Some of the images would have made Jeffrey Dahmer blush.

			Raul and Bill endured an awkward silence before Raul marshaled enough energy to get up. He waved Bill off when he leaned forward to take his arm. “I’m fine. Much better than when you found me. Thank you. I’ll have to remember that for the future.”

			“You need any help loading the car?”

			“Nah. Just a suitcase left. The rest is in the back. I’m gonna take a shower and shake the last cobwebs off before hitting the road.”

			Bill’s eyebrow shot up. “Thought you said you were leaving around three?”

			“That’s what I told everyone so I could sneak out early. I’m not really in the mood for goodbyes.”

			Bill studied him for a moment with his hard yet sad eyes. “I hear you. If Gabriele and Frannie got ahold of you, your rubber wouldn’t hit the road until nightfall. Don’t worry about locking up. I’ve got it.”

			Raul took a few steps into the living room and turned. “Thanks again. For everything.”

			“Just doing my job. And I won’t say goodbye. How about, see you later?”

			“That sounds good.”

			Except Raul was pretty sure this was goodbye.
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