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THE GILDED WITCH

Father Joseph Shanley and Detective Sergeant Sammy Golden felt a very personal interest in the case. Gil Basta had been murdered. It was not hard to find his enemies: Gil had written Manana Town, a big, five hundred page, dirty, sordid book that had immediately become a best-seller. But the novel was not the creation of Basta’s imagination—the people and incidents depicted were based on reality, Father Shanley’s parish and parishioners.

Unfortunately, the matter did not rest with publication of the book and Basta’s murder. Carmen Montoya was found hanging from a rafter in the shed behind her house. Carmen had been prominent in Manana Town as the whore who slept with the narrator. Father Shanley heard something in the confessional that had a bearing on her death, but illness put him in bed for a vital few days.

Sammy, meanwhile, had flown to Phoenix to question Basta’s wife. She had an alibi for the time of his death, but Sammy was sure that there was something that she was hiding from him. As he pursued the case further he found himself personally involved, and it took some brilliant deductions from Father Shanley to discover the real facts behind the deaths.
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“Non uno modo, sacrificatur 
traditoribus angelis …” 
according to St. Augustine





Chapter 1

THE POOL WAS a tear drop set down in rock. The rich house sprawled indolently, fieldstone matching the mountain behind it. The windows of the house were draped and white aluminum blinds had been let down on the outside, jutting against the glare like painted lids. Across the brief valley, Mummy Mountain baked in the late sun as dull as a heap of discarded cinders. Between the two heat ravaged mountains, Camelback Inn and the Franciscan retreat were white amid patches of green, improbable places in a Foreign Legion spectacular.

Aside from the cars that sped along the two lines of asphalt between the two mountains, there was little movement except on the blue surface of the tear drop pool where the fine spray of the cooling jets created a moving pattern.

Then a door opened in the sprawling house and a girl emerged carrying a towel. Her nakedness was soft and slim and brown. Only the brief bits of white which formed her two piece suit seemed undressed. She hurried across the blistering heat between the house and pool, dropped the towel, stepped out of thonged sandals, and dived.

The water consumed her, embraced her, cooled her. Beneath the surface, she swam smoothly. He’s dead, she thought, dead, dead, dead. He’s dead and I’m alive!

Her hands outstretched caught the edge of the pool. She jacknifed her knees under her and pushed away, floating on her back. The sun was blazing and blinding. She closed her eyes tight, hung suspended in the blue water until the momentum of her thrust from the end of the pool ceased to carry her and she sank slowly. A lovely feeling. Lazily, she swam to the surface. There will be much to do, she thought, so very much to do. Murder was always a very messy business. Even when you were four hundred miles and two years away from the boy who was murdered.

She climbed from the pool and turned over the mat on a white chaise-longue. The top side burned her hands. She flung herself face down on the side she had exposed, her hands moving around to her back to unhook the straps of her bra. Tawny and golden, she absorbed the sun, feeling its heat through all her body.

In a little while, the sun would be down behind the Praying Monk. It would not be cooler, but the house and the pool would be in the shade. Then, the lizards would come out from the cracks and crevices of the stone-studded retaining wall below the pool on the side of the mountain and she would go in to shower, to dress, and to await her first drink of the day when her father came home.

Jo, she knew, had been drinking since noon. Not here, but at the club where it was quite fashionable to have gibsons before lunch and daiquiris after. It still amazed her that her mother could play truly excellent bridge, retain a great deal of poise, turn men’s heads and be absolutely stoned.

The important thing, she thought, was to appear perfectly natural while preparing Harry’s martini, to share a drink or two with him, and then to send him off to the club after Jo alone. If she kept him home for three drinks, she reflected, then he and Jo would go on together.

Charming, delightful, exceedingly popular lushes, they would dine well, recover from their sobriety on brandy, or brandy and Benedictine, and return home at one o’clock in the morning, or at some very uncertain hour thereafter, depending upon whether they stayed at the club or went to someone’s party of this moment or the next.

So, it would be a three-martini night for Harry, she decided, because Billy absolutely has promised to call her between seven and nine. And it would not be well for either of her parents to know she was talking long distance. Besides, her mother did not like Billy Turner.

She rolled over on her back, reached for the cupid’s bow of white cloth she had worn while swimming, and arranged it carefully over her eyes. No one lived higher on the north side of Camelback than they did, and while idiots quite often climbed the ragged mountains above her in the late Fall, Winter, and early Spring, no one did now. Not with the ambient temperature at one-hundred-and-nine degrees and promising to rise before six o’clock.

If hell were really this hot, she thought, it must be a perfectly splendid place, providing, of course, that it has a swimming pool.

He had been asleep in the late afternoon and the early evening and he awoke drenched with perspiration. He had been dreaming of snakes. He lay on the bed and thought of their colors, purple and pink and with silver eyes. Fat as pigs and ever so long, and you could not believe they were real if you had not seen them in the book. Who was it who said that you dreamed in black and white, that dreams were color blind? Whoever it was, was a fool. And it was curious, too, that all of them had been male, that all snakes were male, and that the goat was nothing compared to the snake, nor the bull.

He slipped from the bed and padded toward the bathroom. There, he would shave and shower and brush the fuzz from his teeth, and then he would have dinner and then call Betty and Barbara, or Barbara and Betty, or Betty and Barbara. He made a little tune of it as he went to his bath. And it was all right because he had not dreamed of the birds, the soft silken birds, the nuzzling birds, the biting birds, the dreadful little parrots, the creeping, crawling, chattering little birds.

In the mirror, although there was a hollowness under his eyes, he did not look bad. He looked even better to himself when he was clean and dressed and standing before the same mirror, tying the neat small knot in the thin blue tie. His dark eyes approved. One thing he was certain of, that he was above this poor fleabag he had chosen as a base.

He would, he decided, drive up “The Strip” for dinner. There was a lovely anonymity about Hollywood country. If you were only a little extraordinary, you could vanish and be unseen where Sapho supped and Venus dined and Narcissus drowned in a dry martini and Faust conversed in the shadows of every parking lot. Now, he must take up the search again. Somewhere there had to be another Gus. Somewhere. Waiting.

Neither of them were young men. The lamp light in the familiar study picked up the grey flecking their hair, the depth of creases at the corners of their eyes and the finely drawn lines at the corners of their lips. Both had paid their fare on the carousel where life plays the tune. They had learned their lessons, enjoyed the ride, borne its pain, seldom complained. What they had lost would never come back. The measured mile now was a distance in which strength was conserved, rationed, and then passed out to fill the ultimate need. Yet few young men, of all the young men, would challenge them. The strength was still too apparent. The dross in the metal had been skimmed from the top or worn away.

Father Joseph Shanley said, “The one thing is, Sammy, they will not work against you. They will not trust you, but neither will they be actively against you. You have been too long and too often among us.”

Sergeant Golden’s dark eyes were steady. “Unless they are protecting the him, or her, or them, who did it. It was a real boy scout deed, even for murder. The good turn of the century as far as Royal Heights is concerned, or even you or I, for that matter.”

The priest sighed. Then, he shook his head. “If that were true, I would have heard something. Even among the confidences I may not reveal, there has been nothing. Of course, tomorrow is another Friday, if some sin, some guilty knowledge …” He shrugged. “After tomorrow, I may not be able to speak so freely.” He met the detective’s level gaze. “At the moment, I doubt it.”

Sammy Golden found cigarettes and got one alight. He adjusted his solid frame in the leather chair which had come to fit him with almost the same comfort it offered Joseph Shanley. He said, “As you know, Dan’s running the case. For the last two days, Willie Ortega and Pete Gonzales have been combing the neighborhood. Meanwhile, I’ve been kept over on the west side checking out a body pulled from the surf at Playa del Rey. Tonight, Don asked me if I’d mind dropping out here. Mind, did you get that, Father? So, why am I sitting here with my backside parked in your favorite chair, making like Sherlock Holmes?”

“Easy.” Father Shanley smiled briefly. “Even though Gonzales could charm the wings off birds and Ortega’s the type of terrier who could worry a bone from a hungry mastiff, even though they have the language and move among my neighbors with attention to all the small graces, they have learned nothing. And finally, even though Captain Cantrell considers bringing us together something like leaving an open can of gasoline in a fireworks booth, something has to give.”

Sammy grinned. “I did hear something of that nature mentioned. Bill Cantrell let himself be led, though, said, ‘how much trouble could we get into, conducting a book review.’”

The priest sighed. “All of you,” he said, “you’re so certain it’s in the book.”

“It has to be.” The detective leaned forward. “This boy took your people, your parishioners, your friends, and wrote a five-hundred-page dirty story about them. He could have tried for another Tortilla Flats. He didn’t. He wrote a book that would make a stag party blush. A book with a priest called Father Shanahan who might have stepped out of the Decameron. Even Liz and I showed up as one of his nasty little anecdotes. And we, the three of us, got off easy compared with the regulars, with the Mendezes, the Llopises, the Madriagas, the Sepulvedas, the Marquezas, the Barreras, all transparently disguised, all made ugly.”

“So few of them read,” Father Shanley murmured, “thank heavens!”

“But they’ve heard talk.”

“Oh yes, they’ve heard talk, including mine, that’s why I say …”

“What do you say, Father?”

“That an evil man walked among us, that it is possible he cast no shadow while he was here. That he is gone and in a short time he will not even be remembered.”

“Do you think that’s any answer?”

“To them, yes. To you, no. Gil Basta. Where does he come from, Sammy? A talent like his doesn’t grow in a vacuum. Somewhere he had to write. Somewhere he had to learn to put sentences together so they would make a story. You can’t even write a bad story without practice.”

Sammy rubbed the back of his neck. “Name’s a fake. Gil Basta, Gil ‘Enough’ if you make literal translation. You told us that. As far as we know, he came into being two years ago when he arrived in Royal Heights and paid Miguel Cervantes twenty-five dollars a month for the extra room in his house. Cervantes was lucky at that. He’s about the only one who isn’t mocked in the book.”

“Even a broken clock,” said Father Shanley, “is right twice a day. There’s no record, then, of any other writing?”

“Not according to either his publisher or his agent. According to Mercer, that’s the agent, Manana Town arrived in his office out of a clear blue sky. It has a twenty-five-dollar money order wrapped up with the package to cover the reading fee. Unlike most first submissions, it did not have a lone, self-exclamatory, that’s Mercer’s virtues of the author and the book.

“More for that reason than any other, Mercer, himself, glanced down the first page, then the second, and then the third. By noon, he realized he had a bombshell on his hands, and by two o’clock, he was trying to reach Basta by phone. In so much as Basta had none, Mercer settled for a long wire.

“The next morning, he delivered the manuscript to Fredon & Sons. They got pretty excited, too. Still no word from Basta. About the time Mercer was ready to fly to the coast, he got a letter from Gil Basta. It said in effect, ‘You take care of the book. Need the advance as soon as possible. Not interested in coming to New York’. When Fredon & Sons sent out their preliminary biographical sheets for Basta to fill in, they came back with ‘No thanks’ scrawled across the first page.”

“Then, no one knows anything?” Father frowned thoughtfully.

“No one who’s doing any talking.”

The two men stared at each other in silence. Finally, Sammy said, “So all we have is the book and a thirty-two caliber slug removed from Basta’s skull by the police surgeon some twenty to thirty hours after his death.”

“Funny thing,” Joseph Shanley said, “even after he got his money, he stayed at Miguel’s, kept up his same routine. I heard, of course, that he had sold his book. Not from him, from some of his drinking cronies at the Chino Poblano. No signs of sudden affluence. No celebration. Funny.”

“Was he liked, Father?”

“Enough. As much as any newcomer. At least, he did mind his own business. At least, we thought so.”

“How was his Spanish?”

“Just about right. A little more Sonoran than Californian. Not enough to make any difference. Not Schoolbook.”

“His English?”

“Excellent when speaking to me. I don’t think he used it much otherwise. If he had, he never would have learned what he did in the year and a half he was writing the book.”

“Girl friends?”

“You’ve read the book,” Father said sadly. “Even the grossest exaggeration would appear to have some grains of truth. He didn’t make any trouble There were no distraught mothers, angry fathers. None who came to me. He did have one fight in the Chino Poblano over a girl who shouldn’t have been there. He took her home where she belonged. Even I heard about that.”

Sammy grinned mirthlessly. “The second time the broken clock was right.”

“Not quite. Not after what he did with her in the book.”

“Which one was that?”

“Sorry, Sammy.” The thoughtfulness vanished suddenly from Shanley’s glance to be replaced with a dark anger. “You can’t know what it was like for me to read Manana Town. My people are good people, they are also human beings. I know their troubles, the errors of their ways, their sins. Reading that book was like having the sanctity of my confessional sold as a bawdy, commercial thing. All goodness was spelled in small letters, or else wiped out entirely. BAD was the big word, and FILTH, and SHAME. It took a genius, Sammy, an evil genius to discover what he did, to twist it and distort it, and then to have not the luck, but the talent and the skill to write well and with conviction, to produce the willing suspension of disbelief under the guise of it must be so. God forgive them, for the last month, we’ve had sightseers down here to view Manana Town. I even understand that the Chino Poblano has become quite the spot for a beatnik-bohemian element, that as far as we’re concerned we may be spear-heading a move from coffee-expresso to tequila and mescal.” He paused and shook off his bitterness as though it were a tangible, physical thing like a sudden shower of rain.

It was after midnight when Sammy left the neat white parish house at St. Anne’s. As he walked down the path between the roses and under the arbor at the front gate, he could never remember leaving Father Shanley with both of them in such a dark and helpless mood. A young man had written a bad book, had hurt many people, most of them innocent, and had died by an act of violence. He was a young man who had lived for the record a little more than two years. He had lived and he had died. This had been demonstrated, Q.E.D. Nor had coffee, nor the discreet spot of brandy, nor an abortive game of chess, helped to lift the veil.

On Friday, the fourth day after the death of Gil Basta, Carmen Montoya was found by her ten-year-old brother, hanging from a rafter in the makeshift shed behind their home on South Osborne. The hanging had been accomplished by a double length of wire-centered plastic clothes line so awkwardly tied that it was a wonder it had stayed together long enough to do the job. A spindle legged kitchen chair, too tottering to remain in the house, lay on its side beneath her.

Father Shanley was at the scene in less than five minutes. The anguish of Maria Montoya was loud and violent. She was an enormous woman and not given to containing her emotions. Afterwards, the priest called the Barrington Chemical Company and talked to Chucho Montoya’s foreman. He arranged for the father to be driven home. Sisters, brothers, cousins, aunts and uncles arrived by some miracle of communication and transport which seemed to be almost simultaneous.

They melted together and shared the grief. They helped one another by their very numbers. They did not interfere with the police. They watched their padre, waited, and needed him while the dreadful, open hell of the thing which had been done by the girl to herself grew around all of them as coiling as the pit.

One of the policemen, a young officer new to the district, took the priest aside. “Where’s her husband, Father?”

“Carmen wasn’t married.”

“Well,” the officer said, “she should have been.”

There is no end to this evil … Father Shanley thought.

Much later, in the quiet of his own room on the second floor of the parish house, he wept. I was blind when I should have seen, deaf when I should have heard, dumb when I should have spoken.

Kneeling beside the sturdy oak chair where he so often read his Office for the day, Father Shanley prayed. The polished wood of the chair arm became moist beneath the grasp of his palms and along the line where he pressed his forehead against it. When he raised his head at last, the brilliant red of the climbing Talisman cascading blooms outside his dormer window did little to refresh the tiredness of his spirit.

Downstairs, he strode into the kitchen and opened the cupboard where he maintained a small but adequate supply of liquor. Mrs. Mulvaney watched him, formed her mouth to say one thing, and then changed the shape of it to say quite another.

“With the dreadful day you’ve had, Father, I can’t say as I blame you. Not that I approve in principle, mind you, but what with the shock to your system, and her such a young thing, so young and sweet and innocent to all appearances as you might say, and her poor mother going all to pieces, though who can blame the poor thing, and all them relations … Now, you just fix yourself a small nip while I turn my head so to speak, and I’ll …”

“Confessions!” shouted Father Shanley, not at his housekeeper in particular, but slamming the cupboard door, nevertheless.

“Good for you,” said Mrs. Mulvaney, her head bobbing.

“Good for me,” Joseph Shanley agreed. He walked into the study, closing the door from the kitchen after him, still needing the drink but remembering, too, those long passed days from his boyhood with Father Franklin’s hoarse voice and the warm, dreary reek of whiskey filling the confession box along with his penance for stolen apricots in the summer, “borrowed” apples in the fall, snowballs in the winter, and spitballs in the spring. How long ago they seemed this late afternoon.

So late, too late. He sat at his desk and lifted the phone from its cradle.

“Golden,” said the voice only a moment after he had dialed.

“Sammy.”

“Father!” The surprise was apparent in the detective’s voice.

“I have my crystal ball before me,” Father Shanley said, smiling. “Just as I phoned, you opened a quart of beer. You were going to carry it, a stein, some pretzels, and your cigarettes back to sit before your big window and look at your splendid ocean.”

“Wrong,” Sammy said. “I had had that in mind, but a couple of our friends beat me to it. Marilyn and Gay are here. They brought gin, vermouth and onions. They brought a casserole and the makings of a salad. They brought an armload of records.”

“Sorry, Sammy, I shouldn’t have interrupted.”

“Come on, Father, give. Something’s on your mind.”

“It’s your night off. I didn’t know.”

“Come on.”

The priest’s mind ran swiftly. I shouldn’t, it said, and then, before the rest of this afternoon and the evening are over, I might not be able to—to what? He said, “Last night I wouldn’t tell you about the girl who Basta took home from the Chino Poblano. Her name was Carmen Montoya. This morning she died, two strands of clothesline about her neck, hanging from a rafter. I thought if you were going to work tonight, you could read the reports, could let me know if there were anything, anything at all …”

It was a dirty trick, a rotten thing to pull on his friend’s night off. “I’m sorry,” he said to the silent phone.

“No,” Sammy said, “I was thinking. Dan will be on duty in another hour. I’ll give him a ring. Then I’ll call you.”

“No,” Joseph Shanley said. “Let me call you. It may be rather late,” he explained. “Confessions run long since we’ve all become part of Manana Town.” He listened to Golden’s voice for a moment and then cradled the phone. He sat staring across the silent study. He had asked for help and would get it. Get the truth as the police saw it whether it was any help or not. For a brief instant, he envied Sammy Golden, the handsome good looks of the young couple with him, their essential, indefatigable good spirits. Something Sammy could share full up with the cup going around. Something he couldn’t, never in quite the same fashion. God forgive me, he thought. He left the study and went upstairs to change. The soft folds of the robe, the comfort of sandals would make the confessional more bearable for the long hours ahead, would restore his mind to the orderliness of the old and sacred way.

“… as in mercy Thou hast not judged me.”

Between four and six, some part of his faith returned. For these were the small sins of good children. Because the soft, dark wings of that late, last angel has swept across them all this morning, they in their own fashion cleansed their souls, pulling at the errors of their ways, the inevitable sins of being human, the little things at which even God may smile. “… For these and all the other sins I may have committed, I ask forgiveness, Father …”

So, he doled out the penances and gave the sign for absolution.

After a light supper of fillet of sole, where Mrs. Mulvaney had done little to improve the fish’s pale disposition, and a cucumber salad which gave him a touch of indigestion, Joseph Shanley returned to the box.

“Father, I took a dollar from my husband’s pocket. I lied when he ask me because I do not want to be beat …” I am on a train, he thought. We make a hundred whistle stops. “… I gossip about my neighbor. I am envious of her new dress …” The illusion of the train persisted. He spoke with them from the shadow of his compartment. They shuffled on and off the train. “I slap my woman with anger, Father …” If this motion doesn’t stop, he thought, I shall be sick! “I have committed adultery, Father, three times this week …” chugga-lug, chugga-lug, chugga-lug. He held his head between his hands and spoke the necessary words. I am sick! he thought. The parade went on. He could feel the perspiration running under his arms and down his back He forced his mind to attend its mission. He rubbed the sides of his neck, the back of his head. He held on tight. “I broke my word, Father. Yesterday, when there was no work …” This was Paco, Father knew. He needed help or he’d be back on the bottle hard. “Come and see me tomorrow,” he told the voice. He rubbed his forehead, pressing at the corners of his eyes with his thumbs. “But,” Paco said, “it is possible there will be work.” “After the early Mass,” Father said sternly, “Si padre.” The man shuffled out. The train was beginning to rock. How many more? Joseph Shanley wondered desperately. How many more? “… I have killed a woman …” An alarm bell sounded. The train halted; it stopped rocking. He clasped his hands to his arms, holding on tightly. “What did you say?” “I killed a bad woman, Father.” The train started again. It started with a jolt. It picked up speed, rocking dangerously. It threw him against the side of the compartment. He reached out to brace himself against the door. The cloth tore. He was falling, falling …

There was a confusion of alarms and excursions. They were there in a slow roll of lights and shadows. He was with them and he went away and was there and went away. He was violently ill. He was too weak to move. He was flaming hot and trembling cold. He could feel his hands moving, hear his teeth chattering and was apart from them and could do nothing about them.

When the world swam into focus again, he was surprised to find himself in his own room in his own bed and a little annoyed to discover Mrs. Mulvaney in tears. There was also a tall, spare young man with dark direct eyes like a falcon’s.

“Dr. Ruiz,” Joseph Shanley murmured. “I’m afraid I’ve been an awful nuisance.”

Emilo Ruiz smiled. “A nuisance, yes, but nothing like you are going to be to yourself for the next day or two. It is a most busy virus with which you are infected. Fortunately, it does not last long. There is little we can do. I will leave some paragoric. You may try some liquids when you feel up to them. I doubt that they will stay with you. After tomorrow, you will eat like a horse!”

The priest closed his eyes. He went back. He remembered. He was certain he remembered. When he opened his eyes, he asked, “About this virus, Emilo, does it cause illusions?”

“Illusions?” Ruiz arched an eloquent jet brow.

“For one thing,” Joseph Shanley said, “I was on a train. It moved. My friends got on and off. Yet even when I was talking to them, we were moving. I began to be ill. My stomach. Perspiring. A throbbing head.”

“The nausea and the headache,” Ruiz nodded, “they are symptoms. In your cramped, warm quarters I suppose they could combine to suggest movement. Unsteady, beginning to run a temperature, I do not believe you should worry about this ‘illusion’.”

“Also,” Father Shanley said softly, “there was a voice.”

“Of course, Father. You were taking confessions, a great many, I understand.”

“Yes,” the priest said. “Of course,” he repeated. “No,” he said, “I—I don’t know.”

“Father, may I ask, something on your mind, it concerns you most gravely?”

Joseph Shanley nodded.

“That girl, taking her own life,” Mrs. Mulvaney said in a teary voice, “the black sin of it! Of course, the poor father is near out …”

“Please!” Father Shanley said.

“And that young man murdered,” his housekeeper continued. “A just punishment for that dirty book.”

“Mrs. Mulvaney!”

Dr. Ruiz took the woman’s arm. “Will you come with me, Mrs. Mulvaney. I would like to talk to you in the hall, please. A confidential matter.” He winked at Father Shanley as he led her out of the room. He shut the door after them.

When he returned, he smiled. “I’ve given her instructions for you. In so much as there is nothing which may be done …” He shrugged. “Also, I have given her a sedative for herself.” Dr. Ruiz moved the big oak chair, turning it so he would face the priest at the head of the bed.

“Your own doctor, Father. I think he should see you.”

“I have no doctor,” Father Shanley said. “I haven’t been ill in ten years.”

“Good,” Emilo Ruiz’s charming smile came again. “Then I am elected. Monday morning you will be in my office. As you know, it is most convenient.”

“For what?” Joseph Shanley demanded.

“A general physical to begin with. If I can’t go far enough, we’ll send you someplace that can.”

“What for?”

“Shall we wait and see?” The doctor stood and replaced the chair in its original position. “I do not mean to alarm you. Perhaps it is only that I can assist Mr. Gonzales in the sale of vitamins at his pharmacy. Tonight and tomorrow, as I have said, you will be most ill, most completely and absolutely ill, but I do not think it is that. When it is over, I want to view the remains.” He picked up his black bag and the grey felt hat, smiled, bowed, and departed.

Father Shanley lay and stared at the ceiling. Emilo Ruiz had said he was sick, and he was. He could feel it in every bone. There was an alarming degree of movement in the area of his stomach. Where nothing was left to go, something was determined to go one way or the other. With a tremendous effort of will, he tried to clear his mind, to remember that one last voice, the voice that had stopped the train and then sent it forward on greased rails. “I have killed a woman … I killed a bad woman …” I know every voice, Father thought. I do not know that voice. Had it been changed by fright, by contrition on the edge of terror? Had it mocked? Why, mock? Had it been a voice with a body to it, or a voice which as he had suggested to Dr. Ruiz had been a part of the final dreadful illusion? Why invent the voice? To provide salvation for Carmen Montoya! But if that had been it, had been the ragged edges of a distraught mind seeking an answer aside from reason, why had it said, a bad woman? Would the subconscious pass this moral judgment? Joseph Shanley sighed. One constructive thought crept in. Those who had seen his fall, they would talk about it. I was here, in this place, you understand … And I, there, only two steps behind Maria Inez (or Jose Ibarra, or Juana Cruz, or whoever) … And Paco Jimenez had just departed … And ‘X’ was in the confessional … X, X, X, who? IF ANY!

Then there was Emilo. Emilo thought there was something wrong with him. Something beyond this infernal virus. WHAT? More vitamin business for Gonzales’ Pharmacy. BOSH!

He became violently ill. When he crawled back into bed afterwards, his lids slid forward over hollow eyes and he slipped into a deep and dreamless sleep.

“His Excellency,” said the young priest, “instructed me to tell you not to worry. I am to take care of St. Anne’s until you are quite recovered.”

“And who,” Father Shanley demanded, “told His Excellency that the parish needed taking care of?”

Father Edwards grinned. “A certain Bridget Mulvaney,” he said as though they were sharing a joke between them.

Joseph Shanley groaned. He knew his housekeeper was a legend in the diocese.

“His Excellency also has talked with Dr. Ruiz. It should do your heart good, Joseph, to know how personally Bishop Croissant is concerned with your well being.”

“Thank you, Malcolm,” Joseph Shanley replied drily. He did not like this young man with his pale complexion and his long thin hands, a bookish priest, the last thing Royal Heights needed. He knew he was being unfair in his judgment, that he should be grateful. So, he was unfair and he wasn’t sufficiently grateful, and when he got Mrs. Mulvaney alone, he would give her what for. Like most men unused to being ill, he lay back and almost enjoyed the abuse his own illness was bestowing upon him. Then, his center of gravity changed and he scarcely made the brief trip from bed to basin. Father Malcolm helped him back into bed. He was too weak to resist.

“His Excellency,” said Father Edwards as if this were the only suitable way he knew of beginning a conversation, “sent you a little token. Let me step across the hall and get it. I put my things in there,” he explained. “Mrs. Mulvaney suggested it.”

Father Shanley watched him go. While the young man was gone, the phone rang. It was answered down the stairs. Father Edwards returned. He held out the thin volume, smiling brighty. “A ‘new’ ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS,” he said. “A charming translation.”

Taking the book, Joseph Shanley asked, “Will you find out who called?”

“Now, now, you’re not to bother yourself,” Father Edwards said.

“Will you find out who called.”

The young priest stared at his patient, decided not to argue the point (No guts, either, Father Shanley decided) and disappeared.

“That Sergeant Golden,” Father Edwards quoted when he returned.

“Fine. Now, you listen to me, Malcolm. You go down in the study and you call that Sergeant Golden back and you ask him what he found out. You’ll find his phone in the little leather desk directory. It’s the beach number, Frontier prefix.”

Malcolm Edwards was surprised. He glanced about the Spartan room with its plain bed, table, chair, tall, slim chest of drawers.

“Why, you don’t have an extension up here, do you?”

“No, I don’t have an extension up here, do I.”

Father Edwards flushed, held his tongue, and turned to go.

“One thing more.”

“Yes?”

“If Sammy wants to know what’s wrong with me, tell him I’m drunk.”

The young man fled.

The crack in his ceiling, Father decided, had certain similarities to the Mississippi, if you took the curve of it around the horn of Illinois and thought of the secondary crack at the Missouri.

Father Edwards returned. “He said that he was sorry but there was nothing in it for you.”

“Thanks.”

“He did want to know what was wrong with you.”

“Malcolm, will you go away from here for awhile. If Mrs. Mulvaney hasn’t gone home, she should be sent.”

Father Shanley returned to staring at the ceiling. He did not see the Mississippi, or the Missouri, or even the crack. He saw only that as far as the police were concerned, Carmen Montoya had committed suicide. A desperate youngster, a weak one, a child with child, the big sin, the biggest of all multiplied by the life she has taken with her own. He turned his face from the ceiling to the wall. And it was on the wall as though it had been lettered in blood … I have killed a woman … I killed a bad woman, Father … Unbidden, a verse of Juan Delicado’s leaped into his mind.


“Que no quiero verla!

Que no quiero verla!



And so it went, I don’t want to see it, I don’t want to see it.


“Que no quiero verla!

El fuego en mia herida….”



I don’t want to see it! The fire in my wound….

He wept.

And finally, after a long emptiness, fell asleep.

In the early grey of the next morning, Joseph Shanley awakened slowly. From the color of the light he knew it was time to rise if he were to make early Mass. He prodded himself into a sitting position and then lay back with a groan. Every miserable bone in his body ached. There was a total weakness ebbing through his house of flesh. But his forehead and cheeks were cool.

Across the hall, a thin whistle arose, a drab whistle thinner than a mocking bird’s out in the rain and about as cheerful as a mourning dove.

“Saints preserve me,” muttered Father, borrowing from the sure, safe store of expletives employed by Bridget Mulvaney. He pushed his feet slowly over the edge of the bed and worked his way into a sitting position. His grey robe hung on a bed post. He got it on and stumbled across the floor to the door. He held to the frame weaving uncertainly. Across the hall, Father Edwards was tidying his room.

“Good morning,” Father Shanley growled.

“Oh, good morning, Joseph,” the young priest glanced up, smiling. Then honest concern replaced his smile. “But really, you shouldn’t,” he began.

“I am well aware of that. This morning at Mass there should be a little greying man named Paco Jimenez. He’s a drunk. From the way he sounded last evening, he’ll probably look like the hair of the dog. I instructed him to see me this morning. Would you please be so kind as to make certain that he does.”

“But Joseph, I …”

“You take care of the details, Malcolm; you run the parish, you and Mrs. Mulvaney. But you send Paco up to see me, and you make sure Mrs. Mulvaney will let him in the house and upstairs.”

He grinned weakly. “Tell her it’s to humor me.” Then he turned and staggered toward the bath.

Watching him, Father Edwards raised a furrow between his fair brows. It simply was past understanding that this man could have such a reputation in the diocese. Gentle strength, toughness and humility, a one man army. Why, look at him, a simple virus and he was reduced to shreds, absolutely to shreds. And his rudeness … You must be charitable, Father Malcolm admonished himself. He finished off his bed with the spread as taut as a GI operation of the sort you could bounce a silver dollar on.

Mrs. Mulvaney was the next of Joseph Shanley’s problems. She made him sit in the straight chair while she “freshened” his bed. She fluttered about the room like a wren beginning a new nest. It was, Father Shanley reflected grimly, turning into a birdy morning.

“Nothing like clean sheets,” she said, “dried in the sun. All them driers, you can have ‘em, Father. Takes the life out of sheets, the freshness, the smell, the good, clean, God-given feel of sunshine. Now you just hop in here and I’ll fix you a bite of breakfast.”

Father Shanley maneuvered the short distance from chair to bed. It was no small victory. Mrs. Mulvaney fluffed the pillow ineffectively. “Goose feathers,” she said, “that’s what you need. I’ve half a mind to put a bug in the ear of the Altar Society. It’s all well enough to take care of the church, but if you was to ask me …”

“Goose feathers,” the priest agreed.

“Now about that breakfast …”

“Please!”

“A cup of hot tea with just a smidgen of sugar to remove the bitterness as it were, and a piece of dry toast.”

“I hate dry toast!”

“Of course you do, poor lamb.” Bridget Mulvaney brightened with a new thought. “If there’s one thing a man in your condition needs, it’s a little real nourishment. Something gentle on the stomach, gentle as a feather.”

“A goose feather?”

“Now, aren’t you the one. It was milk toast I had in my mind.”

Joseph Shanley blanched. He put two hands firmly on his middle to keep things in place. “Please, Mrs. Mulvaney, you heard Dr. Ruiz. It may be another day, at least, before I can expect to keep anything down.”

“Them foreign doctors!” Mrs. Mulvaney sniffed.

“If you’re talking about Emilo Ruiz,” Father said soberly, “his family have been in California for about one hundred and ninety years. If there wasn’t a Ruiz in Father Serra’s train, I can assure you that one arrived on the next boat.”

“Well, I never. Now, about that tea?”

He surrendered with poor grace “… only one stomach,” he grumbled, “to give for my Mulvaney.”

“You and your sense of humor,” Bridget Mulvaney said.

It tasted better than he would have believed. It took the dry fuzz from his tongue and the roof of his mouth. His stomach quarreled for an instant and then relaxed.

Paco Jimenez stood in the doorway. He clutched a soiled straw hat with both hands. His old yellow eyes were stains in his parchment face. He looked like Joseph Shanley felt.

Father Shanley smiled. “Good morning, Paco. Thank you for your attendance to me. Come, come.” He spoke gently and in Spanish. It would have astonished Father Malcolm.

Paco shuffled into the room. “Your infirmity. What a pity.”

“And yours,” the priest said gravely.

It took a moment for the message to penetrate. Then Paco’s worn eyes brightened and he held up a hand. “But, my father, last night, when I see you so sick, so very sick. Paco, I say, for the poor father, no vino, not even a copita. Before Mary, mother of the angels, is true!”

“Good.” Father’s smile was quick and genuine. “You are a strong man.” He held on to his excitement.

“No, Father, not strong, but I will try.”

“And the work?”

“It is possible I will find it. This morning before the church, Nacho Sanchez tells me where he works on the new freeway, they need a flag man. With your permission …” He began to back from the room.

“In a red coat,” Father Shanley said, “you will be very strong.”

“Gracias, Padre”

“Un momento, por favor, Paco, diga me. …” Joseph Shanley was leaning forward from his pillow. He slowed the tumble of his words. “Tell me,” he repeated, “besides yourself who was by the confessional when I fell?”

“But I was not beside the confessional. I was outside the church. I was standing on the steps when Dona Teresa cried out most loudly.”

“Then Dona Teresa was there?”

“No, Father, she was coming from before the altar where also were the Senora Mendez and the Senora Arruza and Juan Esparta. I was the last to see you. I waited because I was ashamed, because I had been sick, also with the wine.”

“I see it,” Father said slowly. He leaned back against the pillow. “Gracias, Paco. Vaya con Dios.” He could remember the sickening scent which had pervaded the box with Paco, of wanting to get rid of him, of his going, of the odor remaining even when the voice began. What voice? Teresa Valdez had seen him fall.

Crawling from the bed, he made it to the door of the room. From downstairs, he heard the front door close behind Paco.

“Mrs. Mulvaney!”

“Coming, Father, coming.” He heard her running.

“Slow down. I’m all right.”

The grey topknot appeared over the stair rail at the landing.

“I am sorry. It is only that I wish a favor.”

“Sure, Father, though you did give me a start.”

“I want to see Teresa Valdez. Could you go get her, please. I’d send Father Malcolm only she doesn’t know him.

“Sure, Father.”

“Mrs. Mulvaney.”

“Yes, Father.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been so rude.”

Bridget Mulvaney shrugged. “It’s the way of a man when he’s sick. It was always my poor Patrick’s way.”

“Go along with you. I won’t keep Teresa Valdez long.” Joseph Shanley made his way back to bed, reflecting wryly that Mrs. Mulvaney had had quite a change of heart in regard to the long-late Patrick Mulvaney since the last time his name had arisen. Poor Patrick, indeed.

It was perhaps ten minutes before Teresa arrived. Still, there had been time to just wriggle into the flowered print she was wearing, to slip bare, dusky feet into thin-heeled black pumps as pointed as a destroyer’s bow and to apply a dash of definitely plum colored lipstick in route.

“Poor Father,” she said softly, “what a pity.” It did not sound at all as it had on the lips of Paco Jimenez. Briefly Father Joseph wondered what Father Malcolm would think.

“Thank you for coming, Teresa.”

“De nada, Father.” She moistened a fingertip with her tongue and set a curl forward of her ear.

“You saw me fall last night?”

“Si, Father.”

He asked the question carefully. “Was there anyone else about, Teresa?”

“Si, Father.” Her list matched Paco’s.

“No one else? Think, Teresa. Very carefully.”

“What do you mean?” The question was sudden. The half-hidden amusement of seeing Father’s room, Father in his pajamas, fled from her eyes and they were darker, veiled.

“No one, nearer the confessional?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. No. That is …”

“Nada.” Her hands were behind her back together. The fingers were interlocked. Above her left elbow, Father suddenly became aware of the small bruises. He swung his approach. “Your arm, it’s been hurt.”

“It is nothing, a bump. Excuse me, Father.”

“Teresa!”

“Please, Father, I must go.”

“You have nothing to tell me?”

“Nothing.”

“Think it over Teresa.”

“There is nothing to think.”

“Thank you, Teresa.”

“Por nada, Padre.”

“We are full of nothings this morning. Be careful, Teresa.”

He closed his eyes and heard her go down the stairs, her thin heels clicking. When, he wondered, had so many nothings suggested something. Well, they each had a secret now, and hers, if he had guessed right, could be dangerous. Worse, he could not share his part of the secret, nor even the inference of such a secret—not even with the widow Valdez.

Or could he? Now that he knew, knew enough, Carmen Montoya could have a Rosary, she could rest finally where her grandparents lay, and beside her brother Alberto who had died three years ago, rest with these in the holiness of sacred ground. It would relieve the burden of pain from the hearts of her family. A ghost of a smile touched the corners of Father’s lips. And it would make police sergeant Samuel Elijah Golden as mad as hops!

Father Shanley was sleeping when Father Malcolm stuck his head in the bedroom door. The young priest had seen the distraught young woman enter, and moments later flee the house, a gaudy, yes, even provocative woman. He shook his head, perplexed. There were things in the parish of St. Anne’s past all understanding.
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