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|PROLOGUE|

On a mid-March afternoon as the sun drifted down over Piestewa Peak, seventy-year-old Rachel Higgins wrapped her sweater more tightly around her body and took another sip of her vodka tonic. Snowbirds might be running around dressed in Bermuda shorts, Hawaiian shirts, flip-flops, and sandals, but for Rachel—a Phoenix native and true desert dweller—mid-March still counted as winter.

Even so, she wasn’t ready to go inside, not just yet. For one thing there was nothing to go in for other than another evening of mindlessly viewing whatever empty-headed crap happened to be on TV. No, she was better off staying outside, savoring the luscious perfume of orange blossoms from the trees in the yard next door and appreciating the fact that her neighbors’ dim-bulb Chihuahua wasn’t outside barking his head off.

Rachel had long since become immune to the rumble of rush-hour traffic on State Route 51 and Highway 101 in the near distance. Back in the eighties, at the time Rachel and her husband, Rich, had bought the place on Menadota Drive, the nearby mountain, formerly known as Squaw Peak, had not yet been renamed Piestewa Peak in honor of Lori Piestewa, a young Hopi woman who during the Gulf War had become the first Native American woman ever to die while serving in the U.S. military.

When Rachel and Rich first moved to the neighborhood, both the 101 and the 51 had barely been a gleam in the eye of some crazed highway engineer. Now the name Squaw Peak was no more, and what had once been a serenely quiet desert landscape was perpetually overwhelmed by the unrelenting roar of 24/7 traffic.

This had been their dream home back then—one of the first houses to be built in a newly created subdivision. The house was a far cry from the modest bungalow off Seventh Avenue and Indian School that had been their first home. No, this one was spacious inside and out. Rich had told her at the time that a lot at the end of the cul-de-sac would be plenty big enough to accommodate a pool, and five years later they had one. At the time it had seemed as though their family life was coming to order at last. Rich had just earned an amazing promotion as an engineer at the Salt River Project, one that had made their purchase of the new place financially feasible. As for Rachel? At age thirty-six, after years of trying, a miracle had happened and she managed to get pregnant. On the day they moved into their new house, her precious son, David, was a babe in arms.

Rachel had been ecstatic with the way things were turning out. Although she’d taught school to pay the bills while Rich finished his degree, she’d never wanted to be anything but a housewife and mother. That’s why she’d majored in home ec in college. Was that major even an option these days? she wondered. Rachel didn’t know, but that’s exactly what Rich had wanted back then, too—a stay-at-home mother and housewife—and Rachel had settled into her chosen profession with enthusiasm.

Rachel’s father, Max, had been an accountant as well as a mousy little man with a propensity for letting people walk all over him. Her mother had been glad to spend his CPA earnings, all the while calling him a milquetoast behind his back. Naturally Rachel had gone looking for a different family dynamic, and Rich Higgins had turned out to be her father’s polar opposite. Even though he was five years younger than she, Rich had taken charge of their marriage, calling the shots in a “my way or the highway” fashion. That had worked fine in the beginning, but what happens when the guy calling the shots loses his bearings? What are you supposed to do then?

Once Rich got his degree in civil engineering, he became the sole breadwinner. He handled all the finances, most of the time without consulting Rachel. Since he’d been making good money, his running the financial show hadn’t been an issue—until it was. At age sixty, when given a choice between retiring early or being fired, he had opted for the former and hadn’t said a word to Rachel about it until after it was a done deal. It was several years before Rachel figured out that his having started his pension so young meant their retirement income amounted to far less than expected.

When things began getting tight, Rachel had offered to try going back to work, but Rich nixed the idea. No wife of his was going to work outside the home. They would survive on the money he brought home come hell or high water. It was what they’d agreed on to begin with, and that was the way it would be.

And what had Rachel done about that? Absolutely nothing. In her sixties she had somehow morphed into a female version of her father. She’d let Rich have his way and gone along with the program. Besides, when it came to entering the workforce after an almost forty-year absence, what could she do? Go back to teaching school? Hardly. Schools were a mess these days. Office work? Not likely. She could manage her laptop well enough to find information and send the occasional e-mail. But she was far from computer-literate, and her typing skills were limited to the hunt-and-peck variety. She could have looked for a job as a salesclerk, she supposed, but she couldn’t imagine standing behind a cash register for eight hours a day scanning other people’s groceries at Safeway or AJ’s Fine Foods.

In the end it had been easier for her to be complicit and go with the flow. She and Rich had made their bed together, and they were lying in it together as well. Except that wasn’t entirely true. They slept in separate bedrooms now. Rachel had the master, and Rich slept down the hall in the room that had once been David’s. They woke at different times and went to sleep at different times. The meals they ate together were generally consumed in silence. They were more like roommates than husband and wife. Was Rich as unhappy as Rachel was? Maybe, but it wasn’t something they discussed, because they mostly didn’t talk.

At this point Rachel was bored. She’d had a few flirtations here and there, but her outside relationships had never gone beyond that. Dealing with one man was quite enough, thank you very much! Had she thought about getting a divorce? Not really. For one thing they couldn’t afford it. For another, despite the fact that neither she nor Rich had attended Mass in years, she still regarded herself as a Catholic, meaning that divorce was out of the question. She would do the same thing her mother had done and stick it out to the bitter end.

Once Rich’s Social Security checks started coming in, those, too, were lower than they would have been had he started collecting benefits later. While Rich was still working, they’d spent (Rich said squandered) big chunks of their retirement savings sending David off to one useless rehab outfit after another. Now, though, all that missing money loomed large. As the reality of their financial situation came into focus and they were forced to cut one corner after another, Rachel didn’t dare complain, because she’d been the one who had insisted on investing so much cash in David’s drug issue. Instead she stuck to her part of what was now an increasingly bad bargain. She looked after the house, read the books she dragged home from the library each week, perused her online newspapers, watched TV, and otherwise lived the life of a hermit—or at least the life of a hermit’s wife.

The shabby cars they drove—her aging Mercedes and his Cadillac Escalade—were ten and fifteen years old respectively—but at least they still worked. Years of being parked in direct sunlight in the driveway meant that their exterior paint jobs had faded to powder, and the interiors were ragged with drooping headliners and sun-damaged upholstery. However, at this point the idea of buying a new car was totally out of the question.

As their mandatory belt-tightening continued, the social life Rachel had always taken for granted simply disappeared—restaurant meals, golf outings, casual gatherings with friends, going to movies, standing appointments at her favorite nail salon. It came as a real blow when Rachel had been forced to let her longtime cleaning lady go. They still had a yard man and a pool guy, but only because the homeowners’ association would have come after them if they’d let those slide, and Rich adamantly refused to do the work himself. He was too busy—making birdhouses!

With mourning doves cooing in the background, Rachel thought about how things had been when they’d first moved here as opposed to how things were now. The lot their house was on had been one of the first to be carved out of open desert. Shortly after moving in, Rachel had discovered that the lot’s original inhabitants were none too happy about ceding their long-held territory to a bunch of annoying interlopers.

As a toddler, David had never been allowed to play outside alone without his eagle-eyed mother watching over him. On more than one occasion, Rachel had wielded a hoe to dispatch rattlesnakes that had somehow slithered into the yard. In addition to snakes, there’d been a plethora of centipedes and scorpions, but Rachel had signed on to protect her child from all comers, and that’s exactly what she did.

When it came time for David to go to school, she had cheerfully donned her chauffeur’s hat and driven him back and forth to a small, newly established parochial school at St. Bartholomew’s Church on Shea Boulevard several miles to the south. She’d been responsible for taking him everywhere he needed to go—Boy Scout meetings, Little League games, and swim lessons—because that’s what she’d signed up for, to raise her son, to take care of him and see that he thrived. But then… She shook her head. How on earth could it all have gone so terribly wrong?

The slider was open, so when the doorbell rang inside, she could hear it out in the yard. Later Rachel would think of that sound as something her high school drama coach, Miss Reavis, would have called a “knocking within” when, at a critical juncture in a play, an offstage character announces his arrival with some kind of racket and brings with him an important piece of compelling information that will propel the story to its final conclusion. Over the next several months, Rachel finally came to realize that’s exactly what the ringing doorbell had been that day—the crucial tipping point that had turned everything in her life upside down. At the time, however, it was nothing more than an unwelcome infringement on her solitary afternoon cocktail.

There was no question about Rich emerging from his workshop long enough to answer the door. Even if he’d heard the bell, he wouldn’t have bothered bestirring himself from behind his workbench. And that was Rachel’s initial reaction, too—that she would simply ignore the ringing bell until whoever this unwelcome visitor was would finally give up and go away. After all, how important could it be?

In the old days, a caller this late in the afternoon might have been a paperboy out collecting from customers on his route, but Rich had stopped subscribing to paper-and-ink newspapers long ago. Since this was March, it might be one of the Brownies from up the street out peddling Girl Scout cookies. Or it might even be some political hack out canvassing the neighborhood, looking for votes in an upcoming municipal election.

The doorbell rang again, but still Rachel didn’t move. After a minute or so, it rang a third time. Obviously whoever was at the door wasn’t giving up or going away. They probably assumed that, with two cars parked out front, someone had to be home. Only then did Rachel finally get up to go to the door. In the front entry, she paused long enough to peer through the peephole. What she saw on the front porch was a heavily tattooed young woman wearing jeans and a T-shirt and holding a banker’s box. She was a twenty-something from the looks of it, so she was most definitely not out hawking Girl Scout cookies.

Once Rachel unlatched the dead bolt and security chain, she swung the door open. “Yes?”

“Are you Mrs. Higgins?”

“I am,” Rachel responded.

“David Higgins’s mother?”

“Yes,” Rachel replied. “I’m David’s mother. Who are you, and what do you want?”

“My name’s Tonya Bounds,” the young woman said. “My dad was Jake Bounds, and I came to give you this.”

She held out the box, but Rachel made no move to accept it.

“Who’s Jake Bounds?” she asked.

“After my folks divorced, my father took in boarders for a while,” Tonya answered. “I’m guessing your son must have rented a room from him at one time or another. My father died a couple of months ago. My boyfriend and I have been helping Mom get the house ready to sell. The place was a mess. We found this box in a corner of the garage with your son’s name on it. Inside was a copy of his obituary. I found your address, but when I tried calling, the phone had been disconnected.”

“Yes,” Rachel said, “we gave up having a landline years ago.”

“I didn’t know if you still lived at the same address, but since it’s on my way home, I decided to take a chance and try dropping by.”

“What’s in the box?” Rachel asked.

Tonya shrugged. “Not much, just a few things David left behind. I’m not sure why my dad bothered saving it. There’s a comb and brush, some clothing, and a pair of shoes, along with some other odds and ends—a class ring, a picture from Disneyland, and a school yearbook. Just random stuff, I guess.”

Relenting, Rachel reached out and took the box. When she did so, she found it to be far lighter than she’d expected.

“Thank you for going to the trouble of tracking us down to deliver it.”

“You’re welcome,” Tonya said with a smile. “Like I said. Your address is on my way. I live just south of the Scottsdale city limits in Tempe.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, what did your father die of?”

Tonya’s smile faded and she shrugged. “An overdose,” she answered bleakly. “What else? That’s what caused Mom and Dad to split up in the first place. Dad was in and out of rehab time and again. He lasted longer than anyone thought he would, but still…” She paused for a moment before adding, “But then I’m guessing you know that drill.”

Rachel nodded. “I guess I do,” she agreed, “and it’s no fun. So sorry for your loss.”

Tonya turned to go. Rachel remained on the front porch long enough to watch the young woman drive off before going back inside, closing and latching the door behind her. Initially she started toward the kitchen with the box before changing her mind and heading for her bedroom instead.

David’s untimely death was what had plunged Rich into his pit of despair in the first place. To this day even the mention of their son’s name was enough to provoke a quarrel. Rather than leaving the box out in the open, Rachel tucked it into the back corner of her closet and shut the door. When she returned to the kitchen, she was surprised to find Rich there, making himself a bologna sandwich.

The way things were these days, Rachel no longer bothered with cooking nutritious meals. Chances were, Rich wouldn’t be interested in eating them in any case. Instead they subsisted on a steady diet of cold cereal and sandwiches. Rachel’s natural metabolism still served her in good stead. Rich’s didn’t. In the past seven years, he’d gained at least fifty pounds, probably more. She hadn’t said anything about it, though. If he didn’t care, why should she?

“Who was that at the door?” he asked.

She wanted to say, Why didn’t you answer the damned door yourself?—but she didn’t. “Magazine salesman,” she replied, lying to him without the slightest hesitation. “I told him we didn’t want any.”

“Good,” he said. “We don’t.”

With that, Rich collected his sandwich along with a bottle of Bud Light and returned to the garage without bothering to clean up his mess. Rachel did so because that’s what she always did—clean up after him. Then, rather than making herself a sandwich, she poured another vodka tonic. Before she would be able to face the contents of David’s box, she’d need some of what her mother had always referred to as “Dutch courage.”

It wasn’t until much later that night, after Rich had retreated to his room without a word to Rachel and after his TV set was blaring behind his closed door, that Rachel, more than slightly drunk, finally meandered down the hall to her own room, where she closed the door, pulled the banker’s box out of the closet, and moved it to her bed.

When she lifted the lid, the first thing she saw, of course, was the obituary and the printed program from the funeral home—the one that had been handed out to people attending the service. That meant Tonya’s father had been enough of a friend that he’d actually gone to the funeral, but Rachel had been in so much pain at the time that she had no real recollection of that day—not of the service itself or of the small number of people who’d bothered showing up. Jake Bounds might have lived and died a druggie, but he’d been kind enough to preserve David’s paltry collection of belongings, and Rachel was grateful for that.

Just under the yellowed newspaper clipping and funeral program was David’s moth-eaten letterman’s jacket from Scottsdale’s St. Francis High School. David had been an outstanding athlete. He’d lettered in basketball and swimming all four years. He’d played point guard on both the JV and varsity basketball teams and had been captain of the swim team his senior year when St. Francis had walked away with the state championship. He’d been smart, too. He should have gone on to college, but he hadn’t. Rachel had never understood why David had simply turned his back on the idea of continuing his education, although Rich claimed it was because he was too much of a “mama’s boy.” The night David had told them once and for all that he was done with school, father and son had gotten into a terrible row.

“Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” a livid Rich had demanded. “Don’t you care anything about your future?”

“No,” David had replied. “I don’t.”

He packed up his things that very night and moved out of the house. As far as Rachel knew, he’d never again stepped inside a classroom. He’d held a series of menial jobs, but mostly he’d hung out and done drugs, drifting deeper and deeper into that world until there was no coming back. A heartbroken Rachel had tried reaching out to him from time to time, insisting that they help with rehab. Rich had stayed clear. Once David was dead, Rachel had the advantage of having already processed some of her grief. Rich, on the other hand, had been utterly broken. Paralyzed with guilt and unable to cope at work or at home, he’d fallen into an endless downward spiral and had been stuck there ever since.

Rachel unfolded the jacket and held it up to her face, hoping that some trace of David’s scent might linger in the fabric. It did not. All she smelled was dust with just a hint of motor oil in the background. Laying the jacket aside, she returned to the box. Next up were a few shirts, two worn pairs of Levi’s, and a broken-down pair of Nikes. At the bottom of the box, she found the odds and ends Tonya had mentioned.

The first of those was the photo from Disneyland. Rachel picked it up and studied it for a long while. David had been seven at the time—the perfect age to go to Disneyland—and the trip really had been one of their best ever. The photo featured David and Rachel standing together, posed in front of the iconic entrance to the Magic Kingdom. All these years later, Rachel was struck by the fact that his happy grin was marred by his missing front teeth.

Her eyes filling with tears, Rachel returned to the box. All that remained were the class ring and a copy of the 2001 St. Francis High School yearbook, The Clarion.

Two thousand one had been David’s senior year, and the swim team had been the center of his existence. Since St. Francis had won the state swimming competition title that year, it was hardly surprising that when Rachel held the book in her hand, it opened almost of its own accord to a page featuring the swim team in the sports section near the back of the book. The shock of what she saw there took Rachel’s breath away. There was a full-page photo of the ten members of the team along with their coach, Father Paul Needham. The boys, grinning for the camera, all wore their swim trunks. As for the priest? He was fully dressed, but above his white dog collar every feature of his face had been blacked out with a Sharpie.

In that instant and despite all the vodka Rachel had consumed, she found herself stone-cold sober, because for the first time in so many years she finally had some inkling of the reality of what had happened to her beloved son. And that’s when the tears came.

She and Rich had always wanted only the best for their David. That was why he had attended parochial schools. That’s why they had coughed up the tuition to let him attend St. Francis High, and yet all their good intentions had backfired on them. In wanting to give David everything, they’d given him worse than nothing. Rich and Rachel had failed their son, and the Catholic Church had failed the whole family. In 2010, nine years after graduating from high school, a drug-addicted David Higgins was declared dead at age twenty-six. Ever since, Rachel had agonized over wondering why.

Years after David’s death, there’d been a huge scandal when Needham was arrested as a pedophile. She had recognized Father Needham’s name, of course, and remembered that he’d been David’s swim-team coach, but not once had it ever occurred to her that David might have been one of Needham’s victims. If he had been, wouldn’t he have mentioned it to his own mother?

She’d been mystified when, during his last two years in high school, her once happy-go-lucky son had pulled away from her and turned into a difficult, brooding teenager who hid out in his room in much the same way his father currently hung out in his garage. David had shut her out, and now she knew why.

The storm of fury that followed rocked Rachel to her core. At last, spent with weeping, she dried her tears, repacked the banker’s box with David’s things, and then steeled herself for the grim task ahead. One way or another, she would have her revenge. Someone needed to be held responsible for David’s death, and if God wouldn’t smite them, she would.






|CHAPTER 1|

On a bright Monday morning in late June, Ali Reynolds and her husband, B. Simpson, sat drinking coffee on the patio outside the master bedroom of their Sedona home.

“Okay,” he said. “The party’s over, so time’s up. Are you coming to London with me or not?”

The party in question had been a garden-party homecoming event for current and past recipients of Amelia Dougherty Askins scholarships, aimed specifically at students attending Verde Valley schools. When Ali had been a senior at Cottonwood High, she was among the first students to be awarded one of those, thus enabling her to attend college, something that would otherwise have been beyond her reach. She’d gotten a degree in journalism that had allowed her to pursue an award-winning career as a television newscaster. When that had fallen apart, she returned home to Sedona, Arizona, to regroup. Sometime later she found herself in charge of the scholarship program from which she herself had once benefited.

Yesterday’s afternoon tea had been in the works long before Alexandra Munsey, one of Ali’s good friends from her L.A. news-anchor days, had been brutally murdered in her home outside San Bernardino. In the aftermath of Alex’s death, Ali, along with several members of B.’s cybersecurity firm, High Noon Enterprises, had been sucked into the vortex of a homicide investigation.

Alex and Ali had both led complicated past lives. Maybe that’s part of what had created such a strong bond between them. Their lives had crashed and burned at about the same time, and they’d both reinvented themselves afterward. At the time of her death, Alex had been on the cusp of a blossoming literary career. The novel that had been published within days of her death was a huge success and had made the New York Times list several weeks in a row. Maybe that was one of the reasons Alex’s homicide had hit Ali so hard. Death had forever denied Alex the critical and literary accolades she so richly deserved.

As for Alex’s killers? Hannah Gilchrist, one of the people responsible, was dead of natural causes. The other conspirators were either already incarcerated on other charges or in jail awaiting trial, but Ali knew that it would take years of court proceedings before justice was finally served—if ever. Even so, there would be no eye for an eye here. No matter what the final outcome was in some California courtroom, nothing would ever bring Alex Munsey back. She would never live to see her precious grandson grow up, graduate from high school, go off to college, marry, or have a child of his own. She would never have the opportunity to write and publish another book. No, her untimely death had destroyed all those potential outcomes, and the unbearable finality of that was wearing Ali down.

Weeks earlier she had risen to the challenge, traveled to L.A., and stood up to speak at Alex’s funeral, but back home it had been all she could do to go through with the party. The food had been catered by one of the scholarship fund’s food-science graduates, and B. and Ali’s new majordomo, Alonzo Rivera, had sorted out most of the physical details. Still, it had taken real effort on Ali’s part to simply dress up, put on a happy face, and go forth to welcome her guests. Once the party had ended, late in the afternoon, she’d been on the verge of collapse.

B. was due to attend an international cybersecurity conference in London at the end of the week. Days earlier he’d invited Ali to come along, with the added incentive that they’d be able to see a play or two in the West End and maybe spend a couple of days hiking in the Cotswolds once the conference ended.

“Come on,” he’d said. “It’ll be good for what ails you. We’ve got a full team on board to look after things in your absence.”

If B. had expected an enthusiastic affirmative, it wasn’t forthcoming. “Maybe,” she’d told him back then. “Let me get through the garden party first.”

“I just checked with BA,” he added. “There are still a couple of first-class seats on my flight. Shall I book one for you?”

Ali had stalled him on the subject earlier, but now, with the party in the rearview mirror, it was time for her to give him a final answer.

“All right,” she agreed reluctantly. “I’ll come along, but I’m not sure I’ll be very good company. When do we leave?”

“Wednesday,” he replied. “Wednesday afternoon.”

“Sorry,” she said after a thoughtful pause. “I guess I’m acting like an ungrateful, spoiled brat.”

“You are,” B. agreed with a smile while reaching across the table to take her hand. “But at least you’re my spoiled brat, and you’ve been through one hell of an ordeal.”

“Thank you,” Ali replied. “Maybe a change of scenery is just what the doctor ordered.”






|CHAPTER 2|

On a Monday morning in late June, Francis Gillespie, archbishop of the Phoenix Archdiocese, fled the air-conditioned chill of his study for the welcome warmth of his shaded outdoor patio. An eight-foot-tall stuccoed wall surrounded the residence itself, while a chain-link fence augmented by an impenetrable hedge of twenty-foot-tall oleanders lined the perimeter of the entire property. Looking over the back hedge, the archbishop could see the craggy red expanse of Camelback Mountain looming large against a hazy blue sky. To the front, the wall and hedges combined to shield the property from the rush of city traffic speeding past on East Lincoln Drive. Inside that green barrier, however, the manicured grounds of the archbishop’s residence constituted a whole other world.

The archbishop loved sitting here on his quiet patio, surveying his lush domain. Because the residence had its own private well, water was not an issue. There was grass, plenty of hardy, thick-bladed St. Augustine. There were raised beds scattered here and there, all of them alive with riots of vivid color from blooming petunias and snapdragons. Most of the palm trees on neighboring properties had been stripped bare of their skirts, but that wasn’t the case here. Every year the gardener came to the archbishop begging to be allowed to whack off the palm trees’ masses of hanging dead limbs, and each year he was overruled. Those dead palm fronds provided habitats for any number of flying creatures—a flicker or two, a woodpecker, and whole squadrons of bats. Several rock doves resided there, along with a pair of house finches who migrated back and forth between the trees and the bubbling fountain at the foot of the patio.

The archbishop had moved his old bones out of the air-conditioned residence to warm them in the welcome heat of the outdoors, but he’d brought his work with him. His Holiness at the Vatican might have taken exceedingly strong positions on things like climate change and reducing carbon footprints, but Archbishop Gillespie had seen no reduction in the amount of tree-based paperwork that flowed like a gigantic river in and out of the Holy See. After being sidelined by ill health for the better part of two months, the archbishop regarded the incoming missives as more of a flood than a river.

In late March something the archbishop had tried to pass off as a minor cold had soon morphed into a full-blown case of bronchial pneumonia. He had spent close to three weeks in the ICU at the Mayo Clinic Hospital south of the 101 Loop and another four weeks confined to their rehab facility. The exceedingly young doctors had warned him that at his age—eighty-six, going on eighty-seven—he was lucky to still be “on the right side of the grass” and that his recovery would be a “long, slow process.”

That was certainly proving to be true. To his dismay, Francis still had to rely on a walker to get around, and the previous night, while trying to push his way through another stack of paperwork, he’d fallen asleep at his desk and had awakened a full three hours later. He was making better progress in the paperwork department now, but with a noontime appointment looming he wasn’t going to come close to reaching the bottom of the pile.

At that moment the patio slider opened and Father Daniel McCray, Archbishop Gillespie’s private secretary, stepped outside.

“Excuse me, Your Excellency, but one of your luncheon guests has arrived early and would like a word.”

Father Daniel and Archbishop Gillespie had worked together on a daily basis for a decade and a half. Although the archbishop might have welcomed a bit of informality between them on occasion, Father Daniel always maintained the proper amount of distance and decorum.

Archbishop Gillespie removed his reading glasses and set his paperwork aside. Back when he’d been a parish priest, his flock had been his parishioners. Once he was appointed archbishop of the Phoenix Archdiocese, his flock had become the priests and nuns who do the hands-on work of spreading the Gospel. Some archbishops tended to isolate themselves and stay far above the fray. That was not Archbishop Gillespie’s modus operandi.

He understood the essential loneliness of living the godly life. A shepherd is there to guide and protect his sheep, not to befriend them. As a result priests were always set apart from their parishioners. While serving as both bishop and archbishop, Francis Gillespie had loved the camaraderie of meeting with others of his own ilk—men who knew the joys and burdens of doing God’s holy work. While still a young priest, he had formed long-lasting friendships with several of the men he’d met at those early church gatherings, one of whom was now a cardinal.

Francis wasn’t a political animal. At the time of his appointment, there’d been two warring factions inside the Phoenix Archdiocese. Considered to be a natural outsider, he had been promoted from within for that exact reason—because he wasn’t a member of either clique. He had risen through the priesthood by dint of being both smart and direct. If he saw a problem, he didn’t care to sit around endlessly jawing about it; he wanted to fix it. As a consequence, early in his tenure as archbishop, he’d made himself available to his flock by hosting monthly luncheons for the priests in his charge. The gatherings, held in his residence, were certainly not mandatory, but they were always widely attended, as much for the delicious food provided by Father Andrew, the archbishop’s cook, as for the fellowship engendered by simply being together.

The archbishop’s luncheons were customarily held on the last Monday of the month—Mondays being the one day of the week when priests might reasonably take a day off. The luncheons allowed his far-flung clerics to socialize and come to know one another. For Francis Gillespie the gatherings allowed him to keep his finger on the pulse of his flock. Since the previous two luncheons had been scrapped due to his illness, the expectation was that this one would be especially well attended, and Father Andrew had been cooking up a storm for days.

“Which priest?” Archbishop Gillespie asked.

“Father Winston from Prescott,” Father Daniel replied.

Father Jonathan Winston was one of the newer priests in Archbishop Gillespie’s fold. He was a Gulf War veteran who had gone to seminary and joined the priesthood after three separate deployments to the Middle East. In addition to serving as the priest at St. Mary’s in Prescott, Father Winston did a good deal of chaplaincy work at his local VA hospital. He and the archbishop had carried on many long conversations about how best to serve veterans dealing with cases of PTSD.

“Have Father Winston come out here, then,” Francis told Father Daniel. “Once I’ve had a chance to hear what’s on his mind, the two of us will go in to the luncheon together.”

“Very well,” Father Daniel replied, nodding his assent. He disappeared through the slider and returned a few moments later with Father Winston in tow. Once he had delivered the guest into Archbishop Gillespie’s presence, Father Daniel disappeared inside.

With the exception of his white collar, Father Winston was dressed all in black, and it occurred to the archbishop that perhaps the younger man wouldn’t find the outside heat nearly as comfortable as Francis did.

“Your Excellency,” Father Winston said, holding out his hand. “It’s good to see that you’re on the mend.”

“Mending, but not altogether one hundred percent,” the archbishop replied, waving in the general direction of his much-despised walker. “I’m still having to use that confounded thing.”

“We’ve missed you,” Father Winston said.

“Thank you,” the archbishop said. “I’ve missed you, too. Have a seat,” he added, “and tell me what’s on your mind.”

Seating himself at the round patio table, Father Winston withdrew something from his pocket and handed it over. Looking down, Father Gillespie saw a standard offertory envelope. There were designated spaces where parishioners could write in their name, address, and phone number along with the amount of their offering. All those lines had been left blank.

“What’s this?” Archbishop Gillespie asked.

“It showed up in the collection plate yesterday when the deacon in charge was sorting the banking deposit. Take a look inside.”

Archbishop Gillespie opened the envelope and pulled out a folded three-by-five card. On it, handwritten in ink, was the following message:


HEY, HEY, HO, HO.

ARCHBISHOP GILLESPIE HAS TO GO!



Looking up from the message, the archbishop smiled. “I’m sure this reflects the feelings of any number of folks around here who are of the opinion that I’m well past my pull-by date.”

Father Winston didn’t smile in return. “It sounds like a threat to me,” he said. “And the fact that it was anonymous…”

“I doubt it’s as serious as all that,” Archbishop Gillespie advised. “What is it they call people like that—the ones who post all kinds of awful things on the Internet under the mask of anonymity?”

“You mean trolls?” Father Winston asked.

“That’s it exactly—trolls. Trolls used to hide out under bridges and cause trouble for passersby. Now they hide out behind computer screens or—as in this case—inside an unlabeled offertory envelope, where they can be totally anonymous and feel perfectly free to say any number of appalling things. Hidden behind a curtain like that, they can spit out all kinds of nonsense that they’d never have gumption enough to say directly to someone’s face. If I were you, Father Winston, I wouldn’t give this message another moment’s thought.”

With that the archbishop returned the card to the envelope and slipped it into his pocket. Then he gathered his papers and rose to his feet. “It’s getting hot out here. What say we go inside and see what Father Andrew has been up to? He told me at breakfast that he’s outdone himself today.”

For the remainder of the day, Archbishop Gillespie followed his own advice and didn’t give the handwritten missive another thought. In fact, it wasn’t until much later that evening, as he was emptying his pockets in preparation for going to bed, that he came across the envelope again. He studied it for a moment before slipping it, unopened, into the top drawer of his dresser.

Father Winston was a priest who’d had firsthand experience with war. He’d been in combat. He’d done tough things and seen worse. No wonder he was suspicious and maybe even a bit paranoid. But that wasn’t Francis Gillespie’s worldview.

“It’s nothing,” he said aloud, closing the dresser drawer with a thump. “It’s nothing at all.”

Unfortunately, he was wrong about that. The message that had been dropped into the collection plate at St. Mary’s in Prescott was anything but. It might have been the first threat Archbishop Gillespie received, but it was certainly not the last. Although the wording was somewhat different, each of the subsequent notes would be similar in nature and dropped off in collection plates in churches scattered all over the archdiocese. And each time Francis Gillespie added a new one to the growing collection first in his dresser drawer and later in his Bible, he was forced to come to one simple conclusion. Someone was after him, and whoever it was wouldn’t quit until he was gone.






|CHAPTER 3|

That Monday morning, a few miles almost due north of the archbishop’s residence, Rachel Higgins, like everyone else, had taken to the outdoors. She was sitting there in the shade of the back patio, drinking a glass of iced tea and feeling enormously pleased with herself. Yesterday, finally, after months of research and internal debate, she had done what needed to be done—she had made her formal declaration of war.

In the months since Tonya had handed Rachel the banker’s box containing David’s belongings, that treasured collection had become her deepest, darkest secret. She’d ditched the container itself early on out of fear that if Rich stumbled across it, he might ask too many questions.

Long ago Rachel had routinely worn hats to church, and in the process she had amassed a variety of hatboxes. When hats fell out of fashion at church, she’d held on to some of the boxes for storing her selection of sun hats—some straw, some cloth. With her golfing days apparently over, she had divested herself of most of the remaining hats and all but one of the hatboxes—an especially pretty one—that she kept on the top shelf of her walk-in closet.

That first night after seeing the blacked-out pictures in the yearbook, she had dragged the hatbox down from the shelf and exchanged her two remaining hats for David’s sad collection of personal effects. The hatbox was returned to her closet shelf while the banker’s box containing the hats went straight to Goodwill the next day. Ever since, the hatbox now containing David’s paltry possessions had been hidden in plain sight on the top shelf of her closet. And all the while the hurt that Rachel had felt that first night had continued to fester like an infected wound, morphing first into anger that had, over time, expanded exponentially into single-minded fury.

Had the people at David’s school been totally unaware of what was going on under their very noses, or, worse, had they known and simply turned a blind eye? She remembered the head of the school, Father Dorian, speaking at David’s commencement, talking about how he expected that year’s graduates to go out into the world and raise their families using the values and principles they had learned during their time at St. Francis. Had Father Dorian believed a single word that came out of his mouth that night, or was he like so many politicians these days, talking a good “family values” game while violating the laws of God and screwing everything in skirts? Or even not in skirts, for that matter.

And who was ultimately responsible for all this? The pope, of course, the head of the Catholic Church, because, if you believed what you saw on the news, there were problems with pedophile priests everywhere. Even if the pope was responsible for what had happened to David, he was also out of reach. What about finding someone else, someone closer to hand? What about the pope’s duly appointed representative, the archbishop of the Phoenix Archdiocese? What if Rachel focused all her energy and anger on him?

An Internet search of the Phoenix Archdiocese eventually brought Rachel to the Facebook page for Archbishop Francis Gillespie. His face was there, smiling broadly into the camera, and his blog post for that week was all about shepherds guarding their flocks and being responsible for the well-being of each and every sheep.

“What about the well-being of my son?” she’d demanded aloud of the smiling face on the screen of her laptop. “What about my poor David?”

Without even thinking, she fired off a blog comment: “How dare you call yourself a shepherd?” Wanting to remain anonymous, she had posted the comment under her grandmother’s name, Susannah, but she’d had to use the real e-mail address she shared with Rich, randr@gmail.com. From that point on, however, that was the only direct electronic communication she had allowed herself. Once Rachel had set her sights on a definite course of action and a real target, those kinds of Internet exchanges seemed too risky, because they could be so easily traced.

Within days of knowing at least part of the truth about David, Rachel set herself on the trail of Father Paul M. Needham. Unfortunately, it was a very short trail, one she found by simply running his name through local newspaper archives. In 2005 Father Needham had been arrested and charged with seven counts of sexual misconduct with minors under the age of eighteen. When Needham was found guilty on all charges, the judge had stacked his assortment of felony convictions, resulting in a twenty-six-years-to-life sentence at the Arizona State Prison in Florence, where, in 2008, he died of what the media reported to be “natural causes.”

Once Rachel discovered that Needham was dead, it had taken some sleuthing on her part to track down the exact nature of those “natural causes.” Eventually she managed to turn up a copy of his death certificate. Surprise, surprise. Paul Needham had died of AIDS. At the time of David’s death, Rachel was the only one who had insisted upon looking at the autopsy report. Rich had been offended by the very idea of having an autopsy performed and refused to have any part of it. Rachel had studied the document in detail and knew from that moment on that David had been HIV-positive at the time of his death.

She was grateful that Rich hadn’t seen the telling detail. At the time she had attributed the presence of the virus in David’s system to dirty needles and to his intravenous drug use rather than to any kind of homosexual encounter. But Rich? He would have seen the term “HIV” and simply freaked. As far as he was concerned, AIDS was God’s divine way of punishing those who engaged in the mortal sin of homosexuality. It was bad enough having a son who was “too damned lazy to go to school,” but Rachel had no doubt that Rich would rather have a dead son than a gay one. She had kept the HIV issue a secret over the years while the disconnect between Rachel and her husband grew from a crack to a chasm. Now she kept the Father Needham issue a secret as well.

For Rachel, seeing Father Needham’s blacked-out photos in the yearbook was proof enough of the priest’s victimization of her son and of the shame that might well have been what led David into the world of drugs in the first place. But now, with the AIDS issue front and center in Rachel’s mind, the whole situation crystallized as never before. Now she could see that not only was David’s former swim coach the source of her son’s HIV, he was also ultimately responsible for his suicide, because in her heart the two went hand in hand.

Rachel knew that over the years there had been huge improvements in the treatments for patients suffering from both HIV and AIDS, but in the dark world of drug addiction had David seen any glimmer of hope? Probably not. It was more likely that he had peered into his future and was able to glimpse only the grim prospect of dying of AIDS. How hopeless he must have felt, how lost, alone, and isolated! David’s death might have been ruled accidental by the powers-that-be, but for Rachel it hadn’t been an accident. Forced to choose between what he must have anticipated as a slow, painful end or a swift one, David had opted for the latter. Rachel no longer blamed him for that. It had been his choice to make, and he had done so.

As March sped by, Rachel continued to delve into every detail of what had happened between David’s demise and now. In 2013, fourteen of his victims had filed a class-action suit against the Phoenix Archdiocese, a lawsuit that was settled in 2015 for “unspecified damages” without ever going to trial.

Rachel couldn’t help but ask herself: If David had been alive at the time, would he have joined the class-action suit? Would he even have known about it? Once he graduated, Rachel couldn’t recall him ever chumming around with any of his old pals from St. Francis High. She had always wondered about that, chalking it up to the increasing moodiness and isolation she’d witnessed at home, but she had also attributed it to the fact that almost all the others had gone on to college while David had not.

As for Rachel herself? Denial is powerful. At the time she’d remained totally oblivious, refusing to even consider the possibility that what had happened to those other boys might have happened to her son as well. She had recognized some of the names mentioned in the news. She had known some of the parents involved, but she hadn’t reached out to them to offer her support, and neither had Rich. Interactions with those other families would have forced him to admit in public that, rather than going on to live a successful life, his son had turned into a drug-addicted bum who’d died of an overdose next to a downtown dumpster. Copping to his son’s failed life would have forced Rich to acknowledge that his sole attempt at fatherhood had failed as well.

So although Rachel had avoided following all the details of either the criminal or the civil proceedings at the time they were occurring, now she devoured every word, up until the story vanished from the media.

While Rich remained closeted in his garage-based workshop, Rachel had tied herself to her computer keyboard, doing countless Internet searches on any number of related topics. Whenever she took the hatbox down from the shelf, she opened the tattered yearbook to the swim-team page so she could study the faces she found there—her son’s face as well as those of the other boys.

How many of them had been victimized right along with David? At the time had any of them come forward and revealed what was going on to a trusted adult or even to one another? Wasn’t that what kids in those situations were advised to do—to tell someone, to confide in and seek help from a trusted adult? But what if the predator—the faceless priest in the team photo in this case—happened to be your coach? What were you supposed to do then? If he couldn’t be trusted, who could?

Time and again Rachel paged through the yearbook from beginning to end, searching for an image of Father Needham’s face. In each instance, however, she found that his likeness had been carefully obliterated by pen and ink. From the captions she learned that in addition to coaching the swim team he’d also been the debate team sponsor—another position, Rachel realized, that might well have called for team travel events that would have allowed the man unfettered access to even more kids and even more victims.

It was one of Rachel’s relentless Internet searches that finally delivered her first clear view of the monster’s face. It was in a mug shot taken on the day of his arrest. By now Rachel’s hatbox had become the repository of printouts of all her search results. A copy of the mug shot went straight into the hatbox. A few days later, she stumbled across newspaper coverage of the state swim competition from 1996. One of those featured the winning team—the swimmers along with their coach. When she finally saw a contemporaneous photo of Father Needham, she was shocked. He was younger than she’d expected—probably only fifteen years or so older than the boys in the photo, but already a monster.

The final photo to be added to Rachel’s growing collection had been taken as Needham was being led from the courtroom after his conviction. The caption under that photo referred to him as Paul M. Needham, as opposed to Father Needham. Had the church officially divested him of the title “Father,” Rachel wondered, or had he abandoned it on his own?

After she found that particular photo, she had sat for a long time, studying it. At this point Needham was dead and beyond the reach of the law. So who was responsible for the crime? Who was there to be held accountable for the immeasurable damage done to Rachel’s son?

It was the article under the photo that gave her the final answer. It came in the form of a quote from Francis Gillespie, the archbishop of the Phoenix Archdiocese: “The jury has spoken. It is with profound regret that I acknowledge that someone we in the church once thought of as a trusted colleague could have inflicted such irreparable harm on the innocent young lives entrusted to our care.”

As far as Rachel was concerned, with those few words Francis Gillespie had sealed his fate. Back in her snake-killing days, Rachel had learned that the best way to dispatch a snake was to whack off its head with a hoe. The Phoenix Archdiocese had accepted responsibility for what had happened to the other boys, and to her son as well. Since Francis Gillespie was the head of the archdiocese, he was the snake upon whom she would wreak her revenge. And now, weeks after that crystallizing realization, she put her plan in motion.

The day before, she told Rich that she was driving to Prescott with a friend so she could visit her friend’s dad at the VA hospital up there. Of course there was no friend, and no friend’s father either. Rachel had driven back and forth to Prescott entirely on her own, but Rich hadn’t questioned the trip. He’d barely looked up when she told him she was going.

Between March and now, Rachel had watched several episodes of How to Get Away with Murder, looking for ideas, but what she saw there wasn’t at all helpful. A crash study of shows on Investigation Discovery had convinced her that if she was going to send a personal message to Francis Gillespie, she couldn’t risk leaving behind DNA or latent fingerprints.

After thinking long and hard about how to avoid mistakes in those areas, she had gone to Walgreens and bought two necessary items—a package of latex gloves and a packet of three-by-five cards still in a cellophane wrapper. She had used the gloves to remove one of the cards from the packaging and also to pen the note she wrote on it. Creating an appropriate message took several tries. When she finally settled on what she wanted to say, she wrote it out in her very best penmanship with no effort to disguise her handwriting. Why should she? No one was ever going to trace the note back to her.

Once the note was written, she dropped it into a plastic sandwich bag for safekeeping. On Sunday morning she had arrived for Mass at St. Mary’s early enough that she was able to choose between a number of empty pews near the back. She had entered the church wearing a pair of gloves. After finding a seat, she collected several offertory envelopes from the pew in front of her and stowed all but one of those inside one of the unending supply of sandwich bags she now carried inside her purse. Before anyone joined her in the pew, she slipped the prewritten note card into the remaining offertory envelope before dropping that back into the original sandwich bag.

Had anyone objected to her not removing the gloves, Rachel would have told them that she was dealing with a suppressed immune system, but no one raised so much as an eyebrow. Later in the service, when the collection plate came around, she was able to deposit her envelope with all the others, confident that she had left behind no smidgen of trace evidence that might come back to haunt her.

When Mass ended and it was time to leave, the young priest bidding good-bye to his departing parishioners in the narthex reminded her so much of Father Paul Needham that Rachel had to summon her last reserve of self-possession in order to accept and return his proffered handshake. What she wanted to do instead was slap the priest’s welcoming smile right off his smug face.

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before,” he said pleasantly.

“No,” she replied. “This was my first time.”

“I hope you’ll be joining us again.”

“I doubt it,” she said. “I’m just here visiting my cousin.”

Rachel walked back to her car with her knees knocking and her breath coming in short, quick gasps. Afraid she might pass out, she dropped into the SEL’s driver’s seat and turned on the ignition. Once the car cooled off, she sat there for several minutes longer, letting the blowing air from the A/C revive her.

“Buck up, girl,” Rachel told herself aloud when she finally put the car in gear and drove out of the church parking lot. “As for you, Archbishop Gillespie? This is only the beginning.”






|CHAPTER 4|

When the first of October came around that year, the last thing on Ali Reynolds’s mind—the very last thing—was the idea of having a Halloween costume party. She wasn’t in a partying mood and hadn’t been for some time. Even B.’s treating her with a trip to the UK earlier in the summer hadn’t been enough to pull her out of the doldrums left behind by Alex Munsey’s death. Ali hadn’t been over it then, and she still wasn’t.

Back home in Sedona, Ali had spent the remainder of the summer coping as well as she could. Every morning she’d put on her best imitation of a happy face and gone to work, but rather than functioning as the easygoing calmer of troubled waters, she’d tended to be impatient and short tempered. She snapped at people, and not just at work either.

One Saturday in early September, just after school started, her grandkids, the twins, Colin and Colleen, had been spending the day with B. and Ali. When Colin bumped a glass of milk and splattered it across the kitchen floor, Ali jumped all over him, leaving the poor kid in tears.

“Why are you so mad, Gran?” Colleen had asked. “It’s just milk, and Bella is cleaning it up.”

That was indeed the case. Bella, their miniature long-haired dachshund, had most of the mess cleaned up before Ali managed to grab a paper towel.

“I don’t think she’s mad,” B. had observed from behind his copy of the Wall Street Journal at the far end of the kitchen table. “I think she’s just having a bad day. Why don’t we all go outside for a while and give her some space?”

Ali didn’t think she needed “space,” and his remark didn’t exactly improve her frame of mind. Left alone, she found herself still fuming. Is it asking too much to expect a kid to pay attention to what he’s doing once in a while?

Word of the incident eventually got back to Ali’s folks, Bob and Edie Larson. A few days later, when Ali and her mother went out for lunch, Edie had tackled the issue head-on.

“Have you ever considered looking into grief counseling?” Edie had asked. “It seems to me that Alex’s death has really knocked the pins out from under you.”

“Why would you say that?” Ali demanded.

“Because of the way you’ve been acting,” Edie replied. “You’re not yourself at all.”

“Not myself? What do you mean?”

“Think about the way you climbed all over Colin’s frame the other day when he spilled his milk.”

“Come on, Mom,” Ali objected. “He was being careless and not paying attention. Besides, it wasn’t that big a deal.”

“Maybe it wasn’t a big deal for you, but it was for Colin,” Edie replied. “He just wants his gran back, and I don’t blame him a bit. I want my daughter back, too.”

Ali’s thought at the time was that her mother was being entirely unreasonable, but the truth is, Edie’s direct, wake-up-call approach had succeeded in getting Ali’s attention. Through the course of the next several days, as she mulled the conversation in her head, it occurred to her that maybe her mother wasn’t that far off base, but needing grief counseling due to the loss of a friend seemed a bit much. Still, ever since Alex’s funeral it seemed as though a dark cloud had settled over Ali’s life. As she thought about it, she could see the similarities between this emotional black hole and ones she’d endured before. After all, Ali had lost spouses—twice, in fact.

The first time had been in her twenties when her first husband, Dean, had succumbed after a brief but terrible battle with glioblastoma. Left as a very young widow with a newborn son, Ali wouldn’t have made it through had it not been for her mother’s patient help and wise counsel.

The second time she’d fallen into an emotional tar pit had been the result of two devastating blows that had landed almost simultaneously—the abrupt ending of her career as a newscaster combined with the equally abrupt ending of her second marriage to TV executive Paul Grayson. It had been the initial shock of their separation that had brought Ali back home to Sedona, arriving there as an emotional wreck. Later, when Paul turned up murdered, she’d been forced to confront the full extent of his philandering betrayals, and that had fixed her grief problem on the spot, because she’d been too pissed off to be depressed. Maybe that’s what was missing here. She needed to be mad as hell at someone, and not at poor Colin for spilling his milk.

Now that Ali’s mother had shone a light on the problem, however, that didn’t mean Ali was going to march right out and go looking for the nearest grief-counseling clinic either. Instead she simply vowed that she’d do better.

A couple of weeks later, when Camille Lee, Cami for short, had come into Ali’s office and broached the subject of having a company Halloween party, Ali should have seen her mother’s fingerprints all over that game plan, but she didn’t. With the idea of self-improvement in mind, and even though she hadn’t really wanted to, Ali had gone along with the idea, saying yes when her every instinct was to say a definitive “No way!”

“Why not?” she’d replied, making an effort to appear more agreeable than she felt. “It sounds like fun.”

Much to Ali’s surprise, however, as she got caught up in the planning process, she discovered she really was having fun. The party quickly expanded from being a company-only event to being an inclusive, come-one-come-all bash. The initial idea had been to schedule the party for Halloween night itself, but once family members were included on the guest list, Colin and Colleen’s plans to go trick-or-treating had to be taken into consideration. Ultimately things got moved up to Sunday afternoon, two days before Halloween itself.

Cami had insisted that this would be an honest-to-goodness Halloween party, complete with costumes, bobbing for apples, and a pumpkin-carving contest. Her intention to have a potluck went sideways when Ali’s mother got involved and organized food assignments to make sure no one would go away hungry.

At the last minute, B. and Ali made a quick trip to a costume-supply shop in Phoenix. When Ali emerged from a dressing room decked out head to toe in a Wonder Woman costume that included a short red skirt, a knockout pair of red leather boots, and a flowing black wig, B. had whistled admiringly.

“Nice legs,” he said. “If you’ve got ’em, flaunt ’em, but with you dressed like that, what the hell am I supposed to wear?”

In the end B. had opted for a vintage World War II army officer’s uniform so he could masquerade as Wonder Woman’s longtime beau, Steve Trevor. And that was how B. and Ali were dressed late Sunday afternoon as they welcomed people into their home. Their super-hero duds elicited plenty of oohs and aahs from their elaborately costumed guests, and the reverse was also true.

Betsy Peterson, the twins’ maternal great-grandmother, had shown up as a daunting 1930s Miss Marple, accompanied by Colin and Colleen. Since the twins’ father was a longtime Star Wars fan, it was hardly surprising that Colleen came dressed as a lovely Princess Leia in contrast to Colin’s scary Darth Vader. Betsy had somehow managed to use a cheap wig to craft a reasonable facsimile of Princess Leia’s distinctive double buns.
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