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ALL OUT
       FOR HOMICIDE

The agonizing death of a dope-ridden derelict before the confessional in the neighborhood church sent rugged, genial Father Shanley and broad-shouldered young Police Detective Sammy Golden, old allies in situations murderous, to the very heart of the seamy world of burlesque.

All leads in the perplexing case seemed to end in the gaudiest burlesque house in town, more specifically in the enticing person of the celebrated Naked Angel, who nightly rode a white cloud, composed at least one part of heroin.

When the precinct captain told Sammy to make better friends with the panic-stricken strippers, Sammy did just that—and found himself headlined in the tabloids and in serious trouble with the Homicide Bureau and the lovely Naked Angel herself.

So, for a while, Father Shanley had to carry on alone in search of the elusive and deadly mastermind whose criminal tentacles reached out over the entire country.

This is a pulse-quickening, suspenseful thriller which whisks you through the little–known world of small-time show business where colorful beauties become lissome targets for a desperate killer—and for mystery fiction’s most original super-sleuths.
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“A halo swung around her brow (Weep for my lady)

Before she fell; look at her now (Sleep not, my lady) …”



THE CHURCH OF St. Anne was of white stucco, humble and simple. But the dark green cypresses that grew before it were trim and tall like sentinels, guarding the bells in their shadowy tower and flanking the cross as somber as a sword blade against the gray of predawn.

Inside, except for the eternal lamp before the Blessed Sacrament and the pale, variegated light sifting through the high-stained windows, the church was dark.

Within the row of pews, beneath the First Station of the Cross, grotesque in shape with his hands clinging desperately to the back of the pew before him, a man was praying. His words were unclear and peculiarly spaced because of the way in which he was breathing and the taste of blood which was in his mouth.

“… to confess my sins, to do penance, and to amend my life. Amen.” The perfect words, the words he had learned long ago, were hallowing the ugly end of his life as much as any words might in those last moments before he died with three smashed slugs of .45 caliber in the trunk of his body to hasten the Act of Perfect Contrition.

• • •

An hour passed, and halfway across town from where the Church of St. Anne held its grim burden, two sergeant-of-detectives headed up the short flight of steps to the right of the reception desk at Central Station on their way to Homicide to report to Lieutenant Cantrell. Both walked as though they were a little drunk. In truth, they were dead tired.

The shorter of the two, a stocky, well-knit young man in his early thirties, shot a dark, brooding glance at his companion and announced savagely, “If I’d chewed those damned cigarettes my mouth couldn’t taste any rawer.”

His redheaded partner managed a grin. “Sammy,” he said, “you should watch television. Your city police force is supposed to smoke the long cigarette. It filters the smoke to hell and gone, leaves every cop with the sweetest mouth in town.”

Sammy Golden grunted, swung open the glass-windowed door gilt with the legend of HOMICIDE DIVISION and let Dan Adams precede him into the room.

Lieutenant Cantrell glanced up, waved a cigar and went on listening to the phone. The two detectives found chairs beside a cigarette-scarred table and dropped into them. Adams pushed his hat back off an astonishing shock of red hair, then used the same hand to rub the back of his neck.

Cantrell said to the mouthpiece of the phone. “He’s just come in. I’ll have him out there in twenty minutes.” He cradled the instrument and regarded his two subordinates. “So you’ve been on a joy ride.”

“Sure,” Sammy agreed, “an all-night picnic, half-a-dozen bars, three gas stations, an all-night restaurant, spread over two counties and about as many hundred miles.”

“Yeah,” Adams added, “and the fog was so nice we just didn’t want to come out of it.”

“And your friend, Mr. Dempsy, why did he make this trip?” The lieutenant’s voice was as sleepy as his red-rimmed eyes.

“Nerves,” Sammy said. “Maybe because he killed his wife, maybe because he misses the girl. Maybe he drove down the coast because he likes to ride in the fog, and maybe because he was breaking for the border and then lost his nerve. You pay your nickel and you take your choice.”

“Meet anybody, talk to anybody?”

Adams shook his head. “Not in town, he didn’t. Twenty miles out of town, we didn’t dare show. Sammy and I have the kind of faces he might remember. What about Johnny Reyes?”

Cantrell removed his cigar and regarded its soggy end with bloodshot eyes. “Johnny Reyes stayed in the Royal Heights area all night. Picked up a girl in the Chino Poblano on Ney and Fifteenth, stopped in Hernandez’s liquor store to buy three bottles of Tokay, then took the girl home. According to Monaghan and Haggerty, he’s still with her.”

“That’s not money talking,” Sammy decided.

Cantrell agreed. “If Reyes did the job, he’s acting cagey or not been paid for it.”

Red Adams said, “It’s a slim thread at that, Lieutenant. Reyes’s past record. Being picked up in a public restroom in the city park across the street from where one Hilda Engel Dempsy dies three stories high in an apartment. Doesn’t exactly put the gun in his hand.”

“It’s all we’ve got,” the lieutenant said dryly. “I like Reyes better than the husband.” And then, turning his attention to Sammy, “Look, Golden, I’m damned sorry to do this to you. But you’re due out in Royal Heights.” He tore a sheet from the scratch-pad on his desk and handed it to his sergeant. “I know your tail’s dragging, but this priest asked for you. Said you made a lot of friends out there on the Mendez case …”

“Father Shanley!” Sammy exclaimed.

The lieutenant nodded and continued, “Anyhow, you’d better get out and have a look at the church before you turn in.”

“The church?” Sammy was interested now with the name of  the priest working like anodyne in his fatigue-ridden system.

“That’s right, the church,” Cantrell repeated. “Seems there’s a corpse out there loaded with lead. From the amount of blood on the floor, seems the poor bastard must’ve died in church.”

Sammy pushed himself to his feet.

“One thing more, Sergeant …”

“Sir?” Sammy caught the fresh note of authority.

“For the love of heaven,” Cantrell continued piously, “if you and your priest friend have to kick up any crazy shenanigans, try and keep them in line with the department!”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Sammy,” Dan Adams’s lips were twitching upward.

“Yeah, Red?”

“Don’t let them make a Christian out of you.”

“You go to hell,” said Detective-sergeant Samuel Elijah Golden.

• • •

Three city cars were parked before the Church of St. Anne. Billingsly of the crime lab was across the street, dusting the window frame of a shabby coupe. Sammy waved and started up the steps.

“Watch your feet, Sergeant,” the uniformed policeman before the door called.

Sammy glanced down and saw the line of dark splotches on the concrete. “Thanks, Clancy. Who’s inside?”

“Rest of the lab bunch.”

“Nobody from Homicide?”

“Not in the church, Sergeant. Shannon and Holmes are casing the neighborhood.”

A sign, mounted on an easel and hand printed in both Spanish and English, announced that no mass would be offered that morning. Pulling open the door, Sammy was happy with the news that Homicide was on the scene. Obviously, he was here because Father Shanley had asked for him. Not to handle the initial investigation. Bed was closer than he had dared to hope.

Father Joseph Shanley came toward him with outstretched hand. Momentarily, Sammy’s confidence in an early bed deserted him. That hand could draw him into this case up to his neck with no place to duck. It had once before. Still, his own hand shot out to meet the warm grasp.

“I’m glad to see you, Sergeant.”

Sammy grinned. “The last time you pulled that routine on me, Father, we climbed on a tiger.”

The priest smiled for an instant, the fine lines at the corners of his lips and eyes arching upward briefly, then he remembered  and was grave. “I’ve something to show you.” He turned and led the way down the aisle. The detective spoke to Jansen, Songer and Allen of the crime lab. With a wry touch of humor, he noted it was the first time he’d seen that whole outfit inside with their hats off.

On the floor between the last pew and the next, lay a crumpled body. The young priest said quietly, “It’s not a pleasant sight, the mortal remains of Paco Sanches.”

“One of your parishioners, Father?”

The priest nodded, and added curiously, “In my grief, I called for you. Forgive me my weakness, Sergeant, as God may forgive me for failing Him so utterly.”

Golden put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, and said with a gentleness surprising in his hard cop’s voice. “I don’t understand you, Father.”

The priest turned, pivoting under the firm grip on his shoulder, so that he faced the detective. His eyes and his voice were level. “What I’m trying to tell you, Sergeant Golden, is that I am as responsible for this man’s death as the individual who pulled the trigger. More than that, in his last terrible moments, I was not even here to serve him.”

“Hold it,” Sammy began, and then more quietly, “If you’d known he needed you, you’d have broken your neck to get here. Forgive me, Father, but murder isn’t usually arranged with a priest convenient.”

“But he came to the door of the parish house,” the priest went on. “There’s blood on my door step. Then to the church …”

Sammy felt the pain in Joseph Shanley’s voice, deep and personal, and as tightly drawn as a steel spring, felt it so it cried out inside him, and his own voice was rasp-rough when he spoke, forgetting the holiness of the place in which he stood and the curious stares of the hard-boiled crew around him. “And just where in the devil were you when this Paco Sanches needed you, shooting craps with the archangels?”

Father Shanley flinched, then realized what the detective was up to, and half smiled, remembering. “I was at the hospital with Barbara Mendez.”

“Barbara,” Sammy exclaimed, “hurt!”

“Hurt?” The half-smile grew full. “As hurt as having a seven-pound boy can hurt.”

“Holy smoke!” Sammy exploded. Then, apologetically, “Excuse me, Father, but that’s wonderful!”

“As wonderful as this is tragic,” Father Shanley answered. Kneeling beside the still figure on the floor, he raised his head and asked, “Is it all right to touch the body?”

Sammy glanced at Jansen. “What do you say, Lieutenant?”

“Sure,” said the crime lab chief, “we’re just waiting for the basket.”

“Look here, Sammy, will you?”

As he knelt beside the priest, the detective realized it was the first time he had been addressed by his given name. They were back now, he decided, on the old basis.

Father Shanley gently lifted the left arm of the dead man and pulled back the sleeve of soiled blue denim shirt. From wrist to elbow on the lighter inside of the arm were a series of marks, mostly tiny scars, some ugly where they had healed after festering, some punctures fresh and raw.

“Hypodermic needle marks, Sammy?” Father Shanley asked.

“That’s right.”

“Amateurishly applied. Probably with the instrument not sterilized. Probably by Paco, himself?”

“Right again, Father.”

The priest stood and said simply, “He was a fisherman, Sammy. Peter was a fisherman. My Lord took care of His fisherman. I didn’t.

“And Paco’s been in trouble. He tried to tell me about it. Only he was always too frightened. Perhaps of me. Perhaps of God. There were signs of his trouble, I suppose. I should have guessed.”

It was Lieutenant Jansen who answered him. “It’s not an easy thing to tell, Father. Not unless you suspect. Not unless you know what you’re looking for.”

“I’ll know now,” Father Shanley said quietly. “I’ll know about narcotics the rest of my life.”

There was nothing for the others to say. They were professionals. They knew about junkies and hopheads and smokes. They could show them to you in a multitude of places—as close as the city jail or as far away as the most exclusive sanitarium. They could show them to you on street corners and in pool halls; in some fancy clubs where they would never be suspected, and in certain high-school “frats” where high living was the thing. But they had never met a drug addict in church. Not dead in church with three bullets in him as well as the junk.

After a moment, the priest asked, “Will you come back to the parish house with me, Sammy?”

“Sure, Father.” Over his shoulder, the detective said to Jansen, “If Shannon and Holmes get back before you leave, will you tell them I’ll see them as soon as Father Shanley and I have had our little talk?”

The study of the parish house was spotlessly clean, tidy, and close enough to being threadbare that the least of the good father’s parishioners would feel at home. The sag in the leather chair beside the reading table gave evidence that a more corpulent priest than Father Shanley had called it his own. Gratefully, Sammy accepted the offer of this prize seat and sank into  it, stretching his weary legs full length before him. With a glint of amusement bordering on affection, Sammy noted that between the bronze book ends on the table, Father Brown, Detective, stood shoulder to shoulder with Augustine, Saint.

Father Shanley filled his charred brier from a canister, and stood staring down at the detective as he performed the familiar ritual. “You’re tired, Sammy.”

Sammy said, “We’ve both had a night of it, Father. I helped no new life into this world to give me a lift.”

The priest pulled up a straight chair and sat with his elbows perched upon the stiff arms. His pipe forgotten, he came to the point. “I don’t know much about police procedure, but can you be assigned to the case of Paco Sanches?”

Sammy considered his finger tips. After driving all night, his nails needed a file. He said, “Before I answer that question, I want to tell you something else. I was going to sleep on it and see you this afternoon. But this Paco Sanches business has put me on the spot.

“I don’t know whether you read about it in the paper or not. Anyhow, Sunday night a woman named Hilda Engel Dempsy died in the Park Apartments. The mortal wound was caused by a single shot from a .38-caliber revolver fired at close range. The gun was found on the floor beside the body. The wound could have been self-inflicted. We don’t think so.

“The department wants to hang it on a boy named Johnny Reyes. He’s out here in your neighborhood now with a couple of our men keeping an eye on him. To get back to Sunday night, however, Johnny was picked up in a public restroom opposite the Park about a half an hour after the shooting. We held him over night and then let him go. The reason we let him go is pretty obvious. We hope we’ve given him enough rope to hang himself. He’d be easier to convict than Gerald Dempsy, the woman’s husband, who apparently has no motive.

“As for Johnny’s motive, that’s easy. A five-thousand-dollar diamond solitaire is missing off Hilda Dempsy’s left hand. The ring was insured and the line around her finger beside her wedding band indicates she wore the stone habitually. Her husband can’t explain its absence. So, if we can even manufacture a connection between the Dempsy apartment and Johnny Reyes, we’ve got a five-grand motive to add to Johnny’s past record and a pretty good chance to buy him a one-way ticket to ‘Q.’ I don’t like the smell of it …”

“Nor I!” exclaimed Father Shanley.

“So, I want to stay on the case,” Sammy continued, “until the folder’s sent down to Records. Dan Adams is with me and you know as well as I that Red’s not going to railroad anybody. Besides, we had a lot of ideas last night, tailing Gerald Dempsy.”

Father Shanley found a match and got his pipe alight. Through a cloud of smoke, he considered both the tired, hard  face of Sammy Golden and the subject that was uppermost in his mind. Finally, he broke the silence.

“I don’t want to seem uncharitable, but I’m most anxious that your Sergeant Shannon be pulled off this case, be taken out of this neighborhood before he does irreparable harm. When he came into church this morning, he referred to Paco Sanches as ‘another damned greaser.’ If he thinks of my friends so, he’ll treat them in kind. You know that.”

With his finger tips, the detective probed the tiredness pushing out from his eyes into his temples. Then, deciding, he said, “Look, Father, I’m going to tell you a tale out of school and be uncharitable as the devil. Mike Shannon has a tramp for a wife. She has some fancy friends and she’s playing hell with his homework. Mike’s a good cop. At least, he used to be. Now, he’d bite the ear off a police dog.”

• • •

Diagonally across the street from the Church of St. Anne, two houses from where Paco Sanches had ridden his battered coupe into the curb on his last, awful ride, stood the bungalow of the family of Lalo Sepulveda. Papa Lalo, as was his custom, had breakfasted and left the house at four o’clock that morning to drive a trash truck on the Kashka franchise.

So it was Mama Rubia, a frail ninety pounds of woman, who answered the door to Sergeant Mike Shannon’s knock.

“Buenas dias,” she began timidly. A question was in her enormous, liquid brown eyes.

Nodding curtly, Shannon shouldered past her into the shabby living room.

“Se habla ingles?” Sergeant Holmes asked on Shannon’s heels.

“Yes … I speak English.”

“They all do,” Mike growled, “when they want to.”

Ignoring his companion, Al Holmes removed his hat and asked, “Do you know a man called Paco Sanches?”

“Si,” admitted Rubia Sepulveda, “I know Paco.” In the back of the house, a child was wailing.

“How well do you know him?” Shannon threw the words roughly, his light blue eyes as fixed as marbles.

“He is a friend of my son, Miguel,” Mrs. Sepulveda answered simply.

“O.K., and where is this Miguel?” Mike Shannon thrust his jaw as well as his words in the direction of the small woman.

“Who wishes to know?” Rubia inquired.

“We are police officers,” Al Holmes answered quickly. He  found his badge and showed it. The woman’s dark eyes widened with alarm she strove to conceal.

A dark, slender girl came into the room, stopping abruptly on the threshold, as poised and lovely as a frightened doe. “Mamacita, quienes?”

“La policia!”

“Yeah, the policia,” Shannon mimicked. “Where’s your brother?”

“Why?” Suspicion like frightened wingbeats marked the rise and fall of her breasts beneath a gay cotton wrapper.

“Never mind why. Where is Miguel?” Shannon’s voice crackled.

“Here, mister.” A boy in his early twenties moved his sister gently aside and quietly stepped past her into the room.

In a slim, dark, Indian fashion the young man was extremely handsome. The well-knit body, erect carriage, and black, hawk-bright eyes, however, were lost on Sergeant Shannon. For the policeman saw cordovan red shoes polished until you could see your face in them, chartreuse nylon socks of the sort that shine in the dark, blue jeans folded to large cuffs above the ankles, a big belt buckle with a skull-and-cross-bones upon it, an army surplus shirt with officer’s epaulettes on the shoulders, jet-black hair, long and greased and combed straight back from the temples until it met in a curious part at the back of the head.

“Com’ere,” Shannon ordered.

The young man advanced until he stood before him.

“Pull up your left shirt sleeve.”

“Why?” Miguel asked.

“Because I say so.”

“Easy, Mike,” Holmes said quickly.

“You handled the last two houses,” Shannon snapped. “We didn’t learn a damned thing. This one’s on me.”

Miguel had his cuff unbuttoned. Shannon’s right hand shot forward, grabbed his wrist, and twisted it outward. With his left hand he pushed up the shirt sleeve. The arm was clean.

Holmes said, “Look at his eyes, Mike, the kid’s not on the stuff.”

“Maybe he’s handling it.” Shannon dropped Miguel’s arm and demanded, “Where’s your room, kid?”

“You got a warrant?”

“Yeah,” said Shannon, “I got five warrants. Want to see ‘em?” He doubled his fingers into a fist, cocked his right elbow, and cracked out at the boy’s face. As unexpected as the blow was, Miguel Sepulveda was faster. Rolling his head sideways, he let the fist slide over a shoulder slanted downward and moved in close to clinch. He made no effort to hit the detective.

Shannon brought a knee up hard between the kid’s legs. Miguel let go of him, doubling forward with pain. The detective  caught a handful of the long black hair, jerked his head up and went to work on it with his open hand.

The girl darted forward to grab at Shannon’s swinging arm. Al Holmes caught her with both arms and pulled her back. Bare brown legs flashed as she kicked out at Shannon’s calves with the toes of her slippers. Holmes dragged her out of range.

“For the love of Christ, Mike,” he shouted at his partner.

Mama Rubia stifled a scream and fled to the rear of the house. The child back there was wailing in earnest.

Miguel flayed wildly with both arms. Neither of his fists could reach the detective. Shannon laughed at him, strong and cocksure. He was slapping now methodically, the blows moving back and forth, flat of hand, back of hand. The kid’s nose was beginning to bleed.

The girl in Al’s arms ceased struggling. Tears flowed down her cheeks. “You dirty bastards,” she cried helplessly. “You dirty, lousy bastards!”

Feeling Miguel begin to go limp in his grasp, feeling the whole weight of him under a handful of hair, Shannon let go. The kid fell to the floor, stayed there, swaying on hands and knees.

“O.K., chum,” Mike Shannon said, “let’s have a look at your room.”

Miguel shook his head slowly. “Love your mother,” he told the detective in Spanish.

Shannon kicked him below the arch of ribs. The breath went out of him then, and he rolled on the floor, his arms caught double around his stomach. Beads of cold sweat stood out on a sick face as he gasped for breath.

The girl in Al Holmes’s arms began to moan, dreadfully and quietly.

“Now,” said Shannon, “I think we’ll have a look at the house.”

Holmes let go of the girl. “Get a wet towel,” he instructed her tonelessly. “Wet with cold water and a dishpan or something in case he gets sick.”

“A real nice guy,” Shannon said ominously. “A real nice guy I got me for a sidekick.”

Holmes ignored the remark. “So, we’ll look at the house,” he said. “We’re here and we’ll look at the house because you showed your warrant.” He followed his partner out of the living room and down a dark hall.

“What are you kicking about?” Shannon demanded over his shoulder.

“That rough stuff can make trouble,” Holmes answered. “The kid wasn’t trying to make trouble, Mike. None of these people was.”

Shannon shrugged. “There won’t be any trouble. Not from a Mexican. Not in this town.”

In the kitchen, the baby had stopped crying. He was asleep in his highchair with chubby hands sprawled on the tray, his dark curly head nestled between a shoulder and the back of the chair. A rim of sticky mush framed a pink mouth and the cheeks were flushed and still moist from tears.

“Cute kid,” Mike Shannon announced.

Holmes dogged his worry a little further. “Maybe these people won’t make trouble, but what about that priest?”

Shannon opened a cupboard door and swept the shelves with an experienced glance. “Priests don’t make trouble. They just spread oil on troubled waters so it’s easier to walk on.” He moved to the next pair of cupboard doors, grinning at his own good humor.

Holmes was opening a stack of drawers beneath the kitchen sink. “I take it you don’t remember this Father Shanley, Mike?”

Shannon stopped his inspection and swung around with his hands on his hips and his feet apart. “What the hell’s eating you, Al?”

“When I went over to the parish house with him to phone the station, he had me ask for Sammy Golden.”

“I’ll be damned!” Shannon exploded.

“You might at that,” Al Holmes agreed.





WHEN THE BELL RANG into their conversation, Father Shanley excused himself to go to the front of the house. And though the priest had closed the study door behind him, Sammy could hear the accents of the language he did not understand, meaningless as words but fraught with the high brittle breaking point of hysteria.

These women, he thought, these damned, emotional, dark-skinned women. Perhaps it was the food they ate: sprinkle on the red hot chili; set out the bowl of yellow peppers pickled in fire; shake on the red pepper! No wonder they were like a cauldron when they blew up. Food must have something to do with it, he decided. Absolutely, it must be something like heat in the stomach that made a woman flip her lid on Father Shanley’s front porch. Not in time to cover a tremendous yawn, he got a hand halfway to his mouth. Good lord, he was sleepy. What had the woman been involved in, what had happened to her to draw holy joe out into the early morning? He remembered his tour in the patrol cars, the calls that had come out of the dashboard the nights he had driven this district: wife beating, drunk and disorderly, assault, attempted rape, rape, disturbing the peace, vag, vag-lewd … Or, he could do it by the numbers, all the misdemeanors, all the felonies, all by the numbers so it was only some of the smart boys on the papers who knew what the police calls meant, whether it was worth the trip to “Proceed to two-one-eight Argo Street, a two-oh-one… . Poor Padre Shanley, he didn’t have a discreet number to warn him what was ahead. He only had a hysterical woman on the front porch. What a flock to shepherd … what a lovely flock to shepherd … ah well, and what the hell … Sammy’s head sagged forward, his hands fell loosely over the edge of the limp leather arms of the chair, and he sank into his first sleep in twenty-six hours without ever dreaming how far afield his speculation had gone from the fine swift thoughtful consideration that had sent Father Joseph Shanley down the front steps alone with Rubia Sepulveda to charge two detectives from Homicide with unmitigated brutality.

• • •

The priest sat on the shabby sofa in the Sepulveda living room and faced Shannon and Holmes. His arm was around the slim, hard shoulders of Miguel. Mama Rubia and her daughter, Maria, were seated in stiff-backed chairs with their ankles crossed and their hands folded, motionless and infinitely patient as is the way where ancient blood runs clean through the soul.

The two detectives were standing because Father Shanley had willed that they should. This was not their home and they had no place in it. That was important.

Ignoring the tense, thoroughly ashamed presence of Al Holmes, Joseph Shanley addressed his remarks to the larger, more brutal man. His words were soft and clearly defined, but there was a sureness and toughness in the way they came forth that left little doubt as to the fighter’s heart from which they came.

“I’m going to call you a great many things, Michael Shannon, and coward is the least of them …”

“Easy, Father, easy with them names.” Mike Shannon’s big, barrel chest moved with his words, with his heavy, angry breathing.

Father Shanley held up his hand. “You’ll hear me out, Sergeant, because if you don’t your superior officer will. But before I go on, let’s make one thing clear. As a badge is presumed to shield a policeman with honor, so it may be said that my ‘collar-on-backward’ is supposed to evidence a spirit both gentle and meek. Someday, God willing, those virtues may be mine entirely. But now, Shannon, I’m as Irish as you, and it’s that temper in me talking to you this minute. And if fists are the only language you understand, God forgive me, we’ll remove the badges of our professions and speak in that language.”

Miguel raised his head and slanted his glance sideways. What a padrecito, what a little father, Father Joseph was! Much of the bitterness had gone from his eyes.

Mike Shannon began to smile; the twist of his lips was ugly. “You’re kidding, Father.”

“Mike, listen …” Holmes’s voice was shocked.

“Shut up, Al. Father’s got a big mouth. It’s doing a lot of talking. He’s sounding off because he knows what would happen to my job on the force if I struck a priest …”

Father Shanley stood. His eyes were blazing. “I knew you had a fat Irish head and a rotten Irish tongue the moment you walked in my church this morning. I also have come to the conclusion that you respect no man, no words of reason, you can smash your way through with physical violence. So, it’s my intention to make you first respect me as a man, then as a priest.” He glanced at his watch, and continued, “The dining  room of the annex has been cleared for a children’s party this afternoon. The custodian isn’t due for another hour. So what do you say to walking across the street with me?”

Incredulously, Mike Shannon stared at the priest. “Damned if I don’t think you mean it!”

“I do.”

“For the love of Pete, you two!” exclaimed Holmes, and then, changing his tack desperately, “Look, Father, maybe we were a little rough on the kid here. We’re sorry. We’ll get out, both of us. We’ll forget all about it.”

The priest shook his head. “Quite to the contrary, Sergeant Holmes, you’re investigating a murder. I’m certain that regardless of your reprehensible tactics, you had some reason to come into the Sepulveda home. Some reason concerned with the death of Paco Sanches. Therefore, while Sergeant Shannon and I step across the street for our ‘private little conference,’ I suggest that you continue your investigation alone. I can assure you that the Sepulvedas are fine, law-abiding citizens. I know they’ll be most happy to co-operate with you in every way.” He turned to Shannon whose mouth hung open, slack on a jaw usually so pugnacious. “Shall we take that walk?”

As they crossed the street together, Father Shanley pulled a key ring from his pocket, selected a key and proffered it to the policeman. “This’ll take care of the door to the annex. You’ll find it down that walk between the church and the parish house. I’m going to step into the house to speak to a friend and pick up a couple of pairs of gloves.”

“Boxing gloves, you keep boxing gloves in the parish house?” Shannon’s hard blue eyes were popping.

“Certainly,” Father Shanley replied, and then forgetful for a moment of the unpleasant task he had in mind, “I’ve trained several of my boys for Golden Gloves. And though you may not have known, it was a priest who began boxing as we know it, a thing of rounds and of rules with emphasis—the first recorded in history—on defensive fist fighting. Just for the records, Sergeant, in case you care to look it up, his name was Bernadinus, and he taught boxing in Sienna about seven and a half centuries ago. He’s a saint now, by the way. Though I doubt that a good right or left was what got him into heaven.”

They parted company before the parish house, the priest going up the front steps and Sergeant Shannon continuing along the picket fence with its border of roses to the walk between the church and the parish house.

With the door of the study opening under the pressure of his hand, Father Shanley paused. There was no mistaking the sound emerging from the depth of the great leather chair, Sammy Golden was snoring. Smiling, the priest reversed his movement and closed the door gently.

In his bedroom, Father Shanley obtained the gloves from a  closet shelf. Then, crossing the room, he dropped down beside the straight oak chair where it was his custom to pray. He stayed there on his knees with his head bowed for two long moments. He did not ask for victory or that the Lord should guide his really quite extraordinary left hand, but only that he be forgiven for the act in which he was about to indulge, for the anger that had been in his heart at the blind injustice of Sergeant Shannon’s actions in the Sepulveda home, and most of all, that this coming encounter should not close Michael Shannon’s eyes, but open them and cause him to gaze inward at himself.

Mike Shannon was waiting in the long bare room of the annex. He had not turned on the lights and he stood in the middle of the floor in the dull gray light, uncertain and a little lost, like a boy who plays tough, faced with a short cut through the cemetery.

Brusquely, Father Shanley tossed him a pair of gloves. “Eight ounces, Sergeant. This time we’ll fight a little more in keeping with Queensberry than you did with Miguel.”

Slowly, Shannon began to shrug from his coat. He was at work on his shoulder holster when he suddenly blurted, “Look, Father, when I was a kid, I had a try at the ring. Didn’t make a go of it. But—well, damn it, I got twenty pounds on you.”

Father Shanley folded his coat carefully and laid it over the back of a chair along the wall. He said without looking at the detective, “That would give you fifty pounds on Miguel. More than a third of his weight.”

Shannon dropped his holster and pulled the knot of his tie away from his thick neck.

Stripped to trousers and T-shirt, Father Shanley tugged on his left glove and secured it deftly with his right hand.

The detective was beginning to worry. The small pigeon hole in his solid head where his notes on priests were filed had nothing to explain the corner into which he had been maneuvered, all the angles he couldn’t figure. He pulled on his gloves.

Finally, the two men faced each other. Father Shanley said, “We’ll fight to a knockdown, then talk. All right with you?”

“Just talk is O.K. with me.”

The priest shook his head soberly. “You should have thought of that with Miguel. You’re a little ashamed, now. That’s not enough. What’s important is for you to know that when you take the punishment of my people into your own hands, you have me to deal with as a man as well as a priest.” Surprisingly, Father Shanley grinned, caught the vagrant thought and put it into words. “Now, lest you think it’s the jawbone of this ass that’ll slay you, I’ll stop talking and we’ll have at it.”

He ceased speaking, rocked to balance on the balls of his feet, and with his left covering, flicked his right fist forward to crack sharply against the point of Mike Shannon’s big nose.

Shannon blinked with surprise, settled his chin along the angle of his right shoulder and shuffled forward.

Though two bricks in his hip pocket would have moved Father Shanley into the light-heavyweight class, it was clear he had been trained to box in one of the lighter, faster categories.

Shannon parried a slashing blow at his midriff, brought his guard up fast and took a left, smacking hard against his right glove.

Then, Father Shanley rode backward off the drive of a strong right. They had taken measure of each other in this first, brief, light exchange, and each knew that his opponent was no stranger to the waltz of the square-circle.

Father Shanley danced in from the left, circling Shannon’s cocked right. He jabbed fast, one, two, three times, all with his left, all against a stone wall. Shannon’s right smashed along his ribs, a glancing blow, spinning him half around. Shannon’s left flicked forward, caught the priest’s chin and snapped his head back. Father Shanley went flat on his heels and slid away from the withering artillery of the attack. Shannon began to grin, began to enjoy the fight.

The priest did a little waltz. He did it all by himself, wide around the slower-moving, pivoting detective. He needed time to clear his head. Relentlessly, Shannon shuffled forward, a walk-in fighter, solid on his feet, sure of his strength.

There was a drum throbbing between Father Shanley’s temples, but his eyes were in focus once more; and as persistent as the stalking of Shannon, the drumbeat in his head, was the pressure of time. He and Shannon had other jobs to do, jobs more important than this absurd session he had brought upon them. He couldn’t waltz like this forever, keeping away from the big man, wearing him down with a ballroom technique. Father Shanley danced forward, shifting, weaving.

Then, they were met, and Father Shanley was beautiful to watch: right uppercut, left cross, right smash, breaking through the big man’s guard by the very fury and precision of his attack. Shannon stopped walking forward. Stood still. Gave ground. Swung a wild one over the priest’s right shoulder. Closed into a clinch.

Automatically, Father Shanley broke from the clinch, snapping up with his forearms and bouncing back. Just for an instant, his body was open, open wide to the piledriver right that plowed into his stomach, popping his eyes half from his head as he crumpled to the floor with the pain in his belly opening petals of shock through his whole body.

Consciousness came slow and hard. Somehow, his folded coat had come beneath his head, and two strong hands were around his waist, lifting and letting down, lifting and letting down, forcing air back into his lungs while Shannon’s familiar,  rough voice demanded, “For the love of Mike, Father, come out of it!”

So Father Shanley did. Though the love of Mike Shannon had little to do with his recovery.

• • •

It was close to eight o’clock in the morning when a pale and still shaken Father Shanley returned to his study and awakened Sammy Golden. “Come along into the kitchen,” he told the yawning detective, “and I’ll fix us some coffee.”

Sammy washed the sleep from his eyes in the kitchen sink. When he raised his head from the towel, it was to see Father Shanley pouring a thimble-size glass full of brandy the color of clear amber. He held it out to the detective.

“This will help until the coffee is ready. It’s made by the friars at Los Gatos.”

Accepting it gratefully, Sammy observed, “You look beat, Father.”

“I am,” the priest admitted. Curiously, he smiled without pursuing the subject further.

Over the coffee, Sammy returned to the question of Paco Sanches. “You said he was a fisherman, Father?”

“So he was.”

“Then, what’s he doing living up here in your parish?”

“Oh, he just comes up here to be with his family during the off season for lobsters.”

Sammy shook his head. “I know how dangerous it is to make a generalization where narcotics are concerned, but somehow I can’t add the drug habit and the spike marks in Paco’s arm, into the hard, healthy life he led. Sure, it’s conceivable he might have smoked a pot now and then for the sake of company or feeling good. But not the refined stuff. Not the hypodermic technique. Where did he do his fishing?”

Father Shanley found his pipe and pouch and went to work filling the charred brier. “Now, we’re getting down to why I sent for you, Sammy. Sure, I didn’t like Mike Shannon for the way he spoke of my people, but that’s been taken care of, and the real reason I called for you was the death of Paco. It’s touchy, Sammy. Beyond the tragedy of his death, there was more than I cared to tell without a friend in court.” The priest raised his eyes from his pipe and regarded Golden.

The detective reached the coffeepot from the stove and refilled the two cups. “Go ahead, Father. Spill it.”

“Before I do, there’s something more I must say. You know how I feel about my parish and my people.”

Sammy nodded.

Father Shanley continued, “I’ve worked hard and the work has been good. I came here upon my release from the navy. And, God forgive me, I was a pretty good chaplain. I was young enough and tough enough to get through to some pretty tough characters out in the Pacific. Boys who hadn’t given much of a thought for their God until they got pinned down with mortar shells drifting over them feather slow, or machine-gun bullets setting fire to their packs.

“Well, that was one thing, a ‘natural’ for a young fellow who sometimes had paid more attention to his work in the college gym than to his apologetics. Then, I was out of the service, away from my wonderful bunch, and assigned to the Church of St. Anne.

“The priest who preceded me here was a fine man. Did you ever meet him when you were patrolling this district in uniform?”

“Yeah. I remember him. Bald on top and no bigger than a house.”

“Father Santana,” Father Shanley continued. “Get the name, Sammy. Fitted the Mexican-American congregation like a glove. They loved him. Know why he was pulled out of here and shipped to Taos?”

Sammy shook his head simply to fill the expectant pause.

“Spots in his lungs got active again. He tried to ignore them. Fought as much as he could fight to stay here. His duty was to his people. The breakdown of his health, and his very life were unimportant beside his duty to his children. It was into his shoes I had to step.”

The detective interrupted, “Look, Father, you didn’t call me to tell me your life story of Father Santana’s. I’m tired and you are, too. What do you say we get to the meat of this sandwich. What’s bothering you about Paco Sanches?”

Tapping with his fingertips on the white cloth before him, Father Shanley studied his companion for a moment, and then said quietly, “All right, Sammy. All my talk was leading up to one thing. To do God’s work among these people, I had to gain their confidence. Sometimes, the confidence brought knowledge of illegal activities. In God’s name, I’ve dealt with petty thieves, adulterers, bootleggers and with Paco.

“What I’m trying to tell you is that while I am not betraying the sanctity of the confessional, I do feel that I am slighting the confidence I have worked so hard to build here in Royal Heights when I tell you an open secret of the neighborhood. Paco Sanches was in the country illegally. He came from Baja California, slipped through the fence, so I’m told, at the end of every lobster season. Stayed with cousins until the season opened again.”

“That means the feds,” Sammy said. “So what?”

“So, don’t you see?” Father Shanley asked urgently. “It must tie in with this drug business, with this poison that’s come into my parish.”

Pushing back his chair, the stocky young man came to his feet and looked down at his friend. “I’m going home and go to bed. I should be grateful for the information you’ve handed out, but I can’t say that I am. And I doubt if you know fully what your information means. A few hours ago, a man was found shot to death in your church. Technically, that was a case for Homicide and the crime lab. When you pulled up the sleeve of his shirt and showed us the spike marks, that pulled in our narcotics squad and the Treasury Department. The yarn you’ve just spilled about Paco being a Mexican national brings in another federal agency, the local Mexican consul, and eventually, the Mexican police. So, if you don’t mind, I’ll say thanks for the drink and the coffee, go home to bed like I’ve said, and get up happy with the fact I’m at present assigned to the investigation of the death of one Hilda Dempsy and have nothing more to do when I wake up this afternoon than to discover whether there’s a good reason to believe she did not kill herself, and if she didn’t, who did and why. And if that sounds rough, well, it’s peaches and cream compared to the red tape that’s going to be tied in knots around the death of your boy, Paco Sanches.”
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