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For my Big Brother, J.R. Jones II,
who has often kept me from drowning.
and
Dla moich dobrych przyjaciół Ani i Michała—wasze zdrowie!


 

Once upon a time,
long, long ago
the City of Detroit had more churches
per square mile
than any other city
in America . . .
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“I am royalty, you bastard!”

It was forty-two degrees with a cold, gray drizzle rolling northeast over everything in its path. Apparently, the slowly dying Gulf Stream refused to do its job today of warming things up a bit in Oslo.

This, I thought peering out of a broken glass window at the monochromatic day, is what comes from saying “yes” to your girlfriend when you definitely meant “hell no.”

“Did you hear what I said, you wretched, filthy immigrant?”

The blue-blooded sovereign with the acne-scarred face and chest had inherited, through an arcane and vaunted royal system, more than several lifetimes of common folks’ dreams; money had no meaning to him. There was nothing to strive for, nothing to achieve since all struggles had been settled and accomplishments codified generations earlier. Sleepwalking through his privileged life had led him to seek out the dark, jagged edges and emulsified shadowed corners of the human experience. Places where he could finally—finally!—feel his heart race, his breath quicken. Places where he could achieve the only intimacy he sought: The intimacy of watching, feeling and smelling the essence of young girls dissipate into the air around him as he sodomized and strangled them to death.

I regretted not having a gun. Of all the unrepentantly evil people I’ve put down in my life as marine, cop and private citizen, the man behind me—tied to a rusting, wobbly metal chair—was tenth-level twisted, probably deserving of a bullet shortly after his birth. If I had acted upon my initial instincts, this monster’s scrawny neck would have been snapped forty minutes ago. But there were people counting on me to hold the line for the laws of this land.

A jar of Vicks Mentholated VapoRub would have come in handy, too; I desperately needed the stinging grease in my nostrils to mask the stench of the place.

“Hey, Black man!” the pasty prince shouted. “I’m talking to you!”

I really wished I had my Glock.

One shot, justifiable homicide and I’d still be a goddamn Scandinavian hero.

Probably put a statue of me in Christiania Torv square.

“My blood reigned from the time of King Harald Fairhair, when you people were eating bananas in trees!” His Majestic Mess railed. “How dare you treat me like a—a—I could squash you like a bug!”

He’d become increasingly agitated over the past fifteen minutes and frankly I was bored with him. Here I was in an abandoned warehouse on the grimy industrial outskirts of Oslo, Norway, babysitting an inbred, clearly psychopathic bastard son of obscure Norwegian royalty. A viscount or viceroy or some antiquated crap no one in the actual Norwegian royal family gave a thimble of blue-blood piss about. It was a bone-dampening spring morning and all I wanted was a hot shower, a hot cup of coffee in my hot shower and what passed for donuts from Brooklyn Bakverk on Storgata in Oslo’s Old Town.

“Are you listening to me, savage?!”

“No,” I said. I gave my watch another impatient glance. Six minutes and counting . . .

I’d used arts-and-crafts waxed Irish twine to tie him to the chair. Stronger than zip ties will ever be. Plus, the “White Riot” on January 6, 2021, in DC ruined the use of zip ties for guys like me around the world; any cop stops you with a pocketful of zip ties these days and it’s off to the pokey. Same cop stops you with a spool of waxed Irish twine? Must have picked it up for a kid’s bead bracelet project.

After knocking His Highness out with a quick right cross, securing him to the chair had been easy. The hardest part was being that close to him: he was pale and stank of sweat and decay, all barely masked by an exorbitantly expensive cologne. A scent the Oslo cops had discounted as speculation, not hard evidence.

Sometimes, speculation is all there is to go on.

Ask any seasoned police detective, theoretical physicist or priest.

I was trying very hard not to look at the sickness strapped to the chair; such a glance might lead me to either vomiting or cutting off his diseased balls.

Possibly both.

As expected, his threats soon morphed into bargaining: “I’m very wealthy and you’re—you’re Black! I’m an opportunity for you!” He offered money. Loads of it. His house in the South of France near Ile Sainte-Marguerite. A variety of dehumanizing sexual perversions at his physical expense.

Enough was enough.

I grabbed two liters of gas in a red metal can and unscrewed the cap. He had intended to use the gas to destroy his grotesque collection of evidence.

“What—what are you doing?” he asked as I splashed gasoline on his bare feet.

“A friend of mine,” I said, “—guy I knew in Afghanistan, Army Special Forces—”

“Stop it! What—why are you doing this?” He squirmed in the chair, trying to break free of the ties.

“Shh,” I said, holding up a gloved forefinger near his lips. He audibly gulped, his pronounced Adam’s apple bobbing. “Anyway, this guy—his Humvee hits an IED. Lit him up like Johnny Storm. You know. Fantastic Four? The Human Torch? Couple weeks later, I visit him in the hospital. Wrapped up like chicken shawarma.”

“Why—why are you telling me this?”

I shooshed him once again.

“I’ll get to the point ’cause I know you’re just dying to get to the Ninth Circle of Hell.” Another splash of gas on his feet. “Yeah, so anyway, this guy? Second- and third-degree burns. Everywhere except his feet. Had those Michelangelo marble Roman-god feet. The rest of him? Beef jerky with bloodshot eyes. You know what he says to me? He says, ‘What happened? Everybody says I got burned.’ His doctor tells me somebody engulfed in flames goes from zero-to-insane in, like, a tenth of a second. Transcendental insanity. Like floating in space and watching a kid on earth zap ants with a magnifying glass.” I put the gas can down, reached into my pocket and pulled out a pack of matches I’d cribbed from a Chinese restaurant because of the nice logo. “On the other hand, when bits and pieces of the human body—like, say, feet—are set alight, the mind can’t make that leap to insanity. It doesn’t have that distance. No escaping the immediacy—the localized sensory proximity—of the pain.”

I lit a match and stood back.

“No! Please! God, no! Please!” He was weeping. Slobbering. Trying to shake the gasoline from his boney white feet. “Okay! Okay, I’m quiet! See? No talking!”

“You’re still talking.”

“Okay! Okay!”

He clamped his bloodless lips tightly together.

I blew out the match.

Walking back to the shattered remains of the window, I continued my impatient wait for the Oslo Police Rapid Response Team.

After a minute, a contingency of five white-and-lime-green Volkswagen Passats burst through the sheets of gray sleet, sliding to a halt in front of the abandoned warehouse. Tight on the rear of the last patrol car was a black Mercedes-Benz van, presumably carrying a Rapid Response Team armed to the teeth.

“I’ll never survive a trial! Or prison! Please! Kill me! Kill me now! I’ll pay you! I have money!”

“I already have money, you pus-bucket bastard. I’d still like to kill you, as a service to humanity. That might seem satisfying.”

A solidly-built dark-skinned Black man, middle-aged and dressed in a tailored police captain’s uniform, stood resolutely in front of one of the patrol cars. Through a bullhorn in Norwegian, he said the equivalent of, “Come out with your hands up!”

I did, instantly feeling the cold sleet glaze my face and hands.

“Jesus,” I said in English as I walked toward Captain Edus “Eddie” Gofu. “Eight minutes? Is that what you guys call ‘rapid response’?”

Captain Eddie lowered his bullhorn and gave the “go” for his Rapid Response team to breach the building.

“He is, of course, secured,” Captain Eddie said.

“Like a vulture in a barbed-wire cage.”

“Then that’s it,” he said quietly, his eyes hard and unblinking on the decrepit factory’s main entrance.

“That’s it for him,” I said. “It’s just beginning for the families and you guys.”

I’d come to know the Oslo Police Department captain through several years of back-and-forth from Mexicantown in southwest Detroit to Oslo to bask in the glow of the lady who held the key to my heart, Tatina Stadtmueller. Since her family’s immigration to Norway after her German doctor father’s untimely death, her mother had become well known in the upper echelons of Oslo society, hosting charitable events serving Oslo’s Somali, Nigerian and Syrian immigrant communities and sitting on a variety of corporate and nonprofit boards. Momma Stadtmueller, needless to say, was a force of nature.

I had been dragged to several of these black-tie charitable events by Tatina, including one honoring her late father’s service to Doctors Without Borders. She’d introduced me to Captain Eddie. He was an imposing man, wary of Americans and unshakably loyal to his adoptive Norway. That I was an ex-cop not by choice further fed his suspicion of me. But out of the immense respect he held for the Stadtmueller family he tolerated me.

I, on the other hand, couldn’t help but like the guy. Duty, service and sacrifice appeared to be inextricably woven into his DNA.

“Did you pull this kind of renegade nonsense in Detroit, Mr. Snow?” Captain Eddie said, turning his practiced stoic gaze to me. His chiseled face rarely hinted at much, but over the course of a month, I’d become attuned to variances in his highly disciplined demeanor. His micro-gestures. His voice and the set of his shoulders told me he was relieved. Not glad. Not happy. Relieved. “If, in fact, you did pull this kind of cowboy nonsense in Detroit, I can well understand why you are no longer on your city’s constabulary. Unless everybody there is a cowboy.”

“Just me ridin’ the high range, partner, doin’ what I can on the ponderosa.”

“I have absolutely no idea or interest in what that means,” he said.

I copped a seat on the hood of his Volkswagen cruiser.

A flex of his gloved left-hand fingers was a stern command for me to get my dimpled Blaxican ass off the hood of his car. He extracted a starched white handkerchief and repolished that area of the hood my bum briefly occupied.

One of his cops in black tactical gear approached Captain Eddie. The cop took off his helmet and balaclava and gave me serious side-eye. Captain Eddie nodded that the man could speak in front of me.

The two cops spoke in Norwegian. I assumed a situation report.

Then the cop slipped his balaclava and helmet back on and walked away.

“Wha’d he say?”

“In short,” Captain Eddie replied, “Sergeant Torgelson said it’s a goddam mess in there.”

In silence, we watched his Rapid Response Team and evidence techs enter and exit the building. I imagine being a Nigerian immigrant who had risen to the rank of police captain in a Scandinavian country couldn’t have been easy for Captain Eddie; no time for slacking, joking, the usual high-jinks camaraderie of “brothers in blue.” He might have been tightly wound, but I could empathize.

One of his patrolmen emerged from the warehouse, wobbled a few feet, then vomited.

“Three bodies,” I said. “Female, probably between fourteen and seventeen. Most likely African—Somali and Nigerian immigrants—or Syrian refugees. Differing states of decomp, with, uh—let’s just say a fresh DNA contribution from the suspect on the least decomposed victim.”

“You—actually saw him—”

“Corpus interruptus.”

“Jesus Kristus, den allmektige,” Captain Eddie said under his breath.

The black-masked R2 Team brought out Prince Wacko, handcuffed, leg-manacled and smelling of gas: he was wearing a full-length Jacquard bee-and-grapevine-print silk robe and silk leopard-print boxer shorts. He was weeping, barely able to walk through the mud under his own power.

“I’d like it officially noted that I didn’t kick the silly shit out of the guy,” I said. “Even though he deserved to have the silly shit kicked out of him.”

“Such restraint,” Captain Eddie said as he watched his men dragging the demented blue blood to the Mercedes van.

“Civility, compassion, equanimity and fraternity only go so far with psychopaths,” I said. Then, drawing in a deep breath of cold, damp air, I said, “God help me if I’d had my Glock.”

“Strangely enough, Mr. Snow, most Norwegians feel fairly complete without a weapon,” Captain Eddie said with a definitive air of smugness. “I suppose you think we—I—owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“You owe me nothing,” I said. “You owe the families of the dead girls. You owe their communities.”

Captain Eddie turned to me. “There are conditions to your visa, Mr. Snow. Such as not providing illegal work services. Or obstructing official police business.”

Facing him and matching his steely mano a mano stare, I said, “I let you guys know my every move, and nobody seemed to mind much. As to the other, getting paid for my obviously superior detection skills, go ahead. Toss me out of Norway for taking payment in good homemade zilabiyah and akara.” I pressed my wrists together, offering them for handcuffs. “Go ahead. I can’t wait to read that headline.”

We stared at each other for a long time.

I liked Captain Eddie.

Thought he was a good man. A good cop.

But I was years done with taking anybody’s shit.

“You are a very strange man, Mr. Snow,” Captain Eddie finally said. “Then again, you are—”

“Yeah, I know. American.”

“My office, tomorrow morning,” he said. “Nine o’clock sharp. You will, of course, not speak of this matter to anyone. Even to your Ms. Stadtmueller and her mother, both of whom I hold in the highest regard. You do, and you won’t have to book a flight back to Detroit. I will launch you there with my left foot. I was a professional dedicated football striker in my youth. I believe my accuracy is still quite good.”

“Nine o’clock sharp, no press. Got it,” I said. “Closing this out is gonna make you a national hero. A Scandinavian hero.”

“Ugly way to become a hero,” he said.

“Hella ugly.”

Save for the medical examiner tech team and four uniforms, everybody went their separate way.

I squeezed into my college professor girlfriend’s MINI Cooper and left the scene.

I didn’t vomit until I got back to my apartment.

“It’s settled?”

“Mostly.”

I was on the phone with Tatina. She was in between teaching two graduate classes in cultural anthropology at the University of Oslo. I’d taken a long, hot shower (with a travel mug of East Indian Badnekhan coffee, black, from Kaffebrenneriet) in my fifth-floor Tjuvholmen Island apartment facing the water of the Inner Oslofjord. I was wearing a pair of brand-spanking-new gray U of O sweats, and a zippered hoodie bearing the bright red Universitas Osloensis logo. Tatina gifted me with the sweats, presumably at a discount since she was now a full professor at the school. I’m sure she wanted me to feel as at-home in Oslo as she felt in Mexicantown, Detroit. I also suspect she’d grown tired of seeing me in my threadbare, grass-stained Wayne State University Warriors sweats.

“Bad?” she said.

“Not at all good,” I said. “But we got the bastard.”

“You mean you got him,” she said. I could hear students in the background talking and laughing. “At least now the families and their communities can mourn properly.”

“Cold comfort,” I said. The smell of the young women’s corpses still ghosted my nostrils. “We bunking tonight?”

“Yeah, boy, howdy,” she said in her best cowpoke impression, instantly making me laugh. It was as bad as my best Humphrey Bogart. “I just need to check on Momma, the twins and Uncle Benni. Forty minutes, tops.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yes,” Tatina said brightly. “Momma would like for you to come to dinner Thursday. Six o’clock.”

“Jesus,” I said. “Am I in trouble?”

Tatina laughed. “When are you not, min kjærlighet?”
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For Thursday evening’s dinner, I made my mother’s crab ceviche appetizer and my father’s nicely seasoned red beans and rice. My contribution to dinner at Momma Stadtmueller’s house. She was very picky about food. Even pickier about who her eldest daughter, Tatina, chose to be romantically involved with. Over the course of several years, I’d managed to dazzle Momma Stadtmueller with the depth and breadth of my cooking skills. And, of course, my radiant smile.

“This one seems to know his way around a kitchen, I see!” she’d once announced at a family dinner maybe two years ago.

“‘This one’?” I’d whispered to Tatina. We sat next to each other, a comfortable distance from Momma Stadtmueller at the long formal dining table where fates and futures had been decided.

“You will be ‘this one’ until proven of honorable intentions,” Tatina had whispered back. “Momma has very high standards.”

“I don’t scare easily, but—”

“Something is scaring you?” Momma Stadtmueller said from the opposite end of the table. The old gal had exceptional hearing. “What might you be scared of, Mr. Snow?”

Tatina’s younger twin brother and sister and her uncle Benni had lowered their heads as they stifled laughs.

“Do I scare you?” Momma Stadtmueller had said innocently.

“In all honesty, ma’am—yes, you do,” I’d said. “It’s easy to see you are quite protective of your family and friends. I’m an outsider, and as such I am suspect.”

“Let’s not forget American, too,” she’d said with what hinted at being a smile.

“I left my cowboy boots, ten-gallon hat and six-shooters back in the States, ma’am,” I said. “But yes—I’m American. Most days I’m proud of that. But just so you know, ma’am, as a former marine and ex-officer of the law, I’m well-trained and quite well-practiced at facing my fears head-on.” I gave her one of my million-dollar smiles. “Now, then. May I have another slice of Doolshe Buuro? It’s delicious!”

The twins had been the first to break the dam of laughter, followed by their uncle Benni.

Tatina’s mom, on the other hand, her eyes laser-locked on me, had remained expressionless for a moment before she lifted the plate of the traditional Somali cake to pass my way. “It is good, isn’t it?” she said.

Over the years, Momma Stadtmueller, through measured incremental steps, had moved on from referring to me as “this one” and “Mr. Snow” to “August.”

Thursday evening and I was dressed in all black except for my blue Valentino suit jacket. I carried my dinner’s contribution in a compartmentalized insulated bag.

The only problem Momma Stadtmueller might have with me tonight was my shoes. Athletic shoes outside of athletic endeavors made a person look, in her esteemed opinion, “unfinished” or “rather slovenly.”

Of course, telling her I saved 30 percent at Steen & Strøm might mitigate any disapproving looks. Who better knows the value of a dollar than immigrants who came without one?

“Well, this certainly is a surprise,” I said upon entering the home of the Stadtmueller brood with my insulated bag of culinary goodies. Apparently, I hadn’t prepared enough seafood ceviche and beans-and-rice: seated at the head of the long, glass-topped dining table and looking as strikingly imperious as ever, was Momma Stadtmueller. Standing by their seats on the left were Oslo Police Captain Endus “Eddie” Gofu; his boss, Detective Major Andres Dahl (a wiry, gray-skinned man with dead blue eyes and a thin-lipped ghost of a smile); and an attractive olive-skinned woman, middle-aged with thick black shoulder-length hair and wire-rimmed glasses framing large, probing chocolate eyes. On the right side of the table was Tatina, looking perhaps even more dazzling than the first day I laid eyes on her. “You know,” I said pointing to Captain Eddie and his boss, “I was thinking I might have to call you guys tonight just in case Momma Stadtmueller gave me a thrashing.”

“Which is always a distinct possibility,” Momma Stadtmueller said from her throne.

Momma Stadtmueller introduced everyone, including Amina Rohani-Gronlund, president and CEO of the Immigrant Project, a federally funded charitable group whose mission was to legally protect immigrants while assisting with their integration into Norwegian society.

“And of course, you know my daughter,” Momma Stadtmueller said.

I heroically fought back the temptation to reply, “Biblically—hot-cha-cha!”

“Pleasure, ma’am,” I said and gave Tatina a discreet wink.

“And, of course, my beloved brother.” Momma Stadtmueller gestured, flip but elegant, to her older brother.

“August,” Uncle Benni said, grinning and embracing me. “As-salamu alaykum.”

“Wa-alaikum As-salaam, Benni,” I said, returning his strong hug.

Momma Stadtmueller ordered everyone to sit with a simple flutter of her hand, as if conducting the flute section of a symphony orchestra. “Tonight,” she said with an air of gravitas, “is about the bonds of sadness, gratitude and rejoicing that bring us all together. When my Tatina asked August to talk to the Somali and Syrian immigrant families about their missing loved ones, he did it, even though he didn’t have to. He took on the burden of their grief. Their pain and anguish. He—along with the brave men and women of our Oslo Police Force—became their champion in their time of greatest need and brought to an end the horror of these past two months.” Then she looked at the others seated around the table. “My beloved husband, Dr. Helmut Stadtmueller, rushed into the dangerous dark of a civil war to put his thoracic surgery skills to work on an ever-changing front line to save lives in Somalia. As my beloved Helly did in Somalia, this one”—she pointed a long, expertly manicured finger at me—“has saved lives here by bringing a killer—a murderer—to justice. This one—is family to us all.”

Ms. Rohani-Gronlund, of the Immigrant Project, said, “While most immigrants to Norway are Polish, Lithuanian and Swedish, we are the ones who are ‘seen’—the Iraqis, Somalians, Syrians. The ones often thought to be on the ‘fringe’ of polite and civilized European society. Both a threat and expendable. I offer my gratitude to the Oslo Police Department for once again proving all lives are protected under the law. And to you, Mr. Snow, for braving the darkness in cooperation with our noble police to bring justice to those poor girls and their families.”

There was polite applause.

And my stunned silence.

I glanced stupefied at the people present. Save for Captain Eddie, they were all smiling at me. Waiting for a gracious, humble word from a “hero,” perhaps a few unaware of the hero’s burden of blood and memory.

I thanked Momma Stadtmueller and Ms. Rohani-Gronlund for their kind words. And I thanked Captain Eddie and his commander for their support. Beyond that I might have mumbled something about Tatina.

I’m fairly sure I didn’t mention anything about her incredible legs or spectacular eyes.

Then we ate.

Champagne toasts to me and the Oslo police.

Citations from the Oslo police and the Immigrant Project.

I snuck out for a breath of chilled spring air and to sort through the confusion of emotions I had: the feeling of being awarded a modicum of appreciation for my detecting abilities in a foreign land—appreciation I’d barely received in Detroit while on the force.

“Don’t get used to this,” Captain Eddie said, joining me in the backyard. He lit up a Cuban cigar. “I still think you are a cowboy, Mr. Snow.”

“Yippee-ki-yay, mutha—”

“Yes,” he quickly said, unamused. “I’ve seen the movie, too. Not particularly my taste in cinema.”

I could hear the Congolese rumba rhythms of Benin “Afropop” queen Angélique Kidjo coming from the inside. People talking, laughing. The collective emotional release of forty-three days spent in the paralyzing grip of a serial killer. The horror of gruesome crimes committed in a land otherwise known for beautiful natural vistas and camaraderie.

Captain Eddie offered me a cigar, which I politely declined. “I think you’re warming up to me.”

Much to my surprise, he laughed. “Not a chance in hell.”

After a while, Captain Eddie carefully extinguished his cigar and went back inside to the party, leaving me to meditate on the cold mist of an Oslo evening.

My phone rang and I answered it.

A flood of breathless and desperate words filled my ear before I even had the chance to say hello.

After a few minutes, I disconnected, sucked in a deep, ragged breath and slowly released it into the cool night air. Home was calling, and in the space between heartbeats, I knew what I had to do.

“You’re leaving?” Tatina said. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“Lucy just called,” I said. “My elderly next-door neighbors—”

“Yes,” Tatina said. “Carmela and Sylvia.”

“Sylvia just had a heart attack,” I said. “She’s in the ICU at Henry Ford Hospital right now.”

“Do you want me to—”

“No,” I said. “Stay here. This is really your night, kiddo. If not for your insufferable nagging, I never would have gotten involved with this insanity.”

She laughed. Embraced me. Then said, “You and I are the very definition of quantum entanglement.”

“Without the spooky action. Unless you count that one time I—”

“Go.”

I kissed her.

Then I was gone.
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In her call, Lucy had sounded fragile. Anxious. Confused. On the verge of inconsolably weeping. All the things Lucy Three Rivers, master hacker and proven smartass, was not known for.

Lucy was a digital warrior; not unlike the legendary warrior Hanging Cloud, Lucy was a Ojibwe woman born beneath northern skies—in Lucy’s case, Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Restless, cynical, and rootless after her mother’s death, Lucy had wandered with backpack and laptop, spoofing slot machines and ATMs in Vegas and St. Petersburg, poking the binary bears of corporate websites and police databases. All while searching for a reasonable approximation of home and purpose. Both of which she eventually found in the folks of my Mexicantown neighborhood.

She had become the beloved surrogate daughter to my two elderly neighbors, Carmela and Sylvia. Retirees and best friends who preferred day-trips to the Detroit Institute of Arts, weed-infused brownies, jug rosé wine and playing old Joni Mitchell and Doobie Brothers records at top volume to knitting and babysitting grandchildren.

“I don’t know what to do for her,” she’d said as I stood in drizzle beneath a cold black sky six thousand miles away from Mexicantown, Detroit. “I thought it was maybe just low blood sugar. But it’s her heart. She’s in and out of it, Sherlock. I’m trying to be strong for Carmela, but—I mean—she . . .” Lucy had sucked in a breath and paused. Then she said, “I’m sorry, Sherlock. I know you and Tats are probably—it’s just that—”

“You never have to apologize to me, Lucy,” I said. “Never. I’m leaving right now and with any luck, I’ll be back in twelve hours. Fourteen max, okay? Even if I have to get out and push the plane.”

“I—I don’t know if she’ll—”

“Sylvia’s strong,” I said. “She’s Polish, for God’s sake. She’s used to a good fight. I’ll text you my flight details. I’m coming home, kid.”

“Thanks, Sherlock.” Lucy sniffled. Then, before disconnecting, she said, “Miss you. Asshole.”

That was the first time Lucy Three Rivers had ever said something approximating “love” to me.

It was not, however, the first time she’d called me an asshole.

Over the years, my flights from Detroit Metro to Norway and vice versa have become mundane. A pedestrian means to an end. Bus rides at thirty-two-thousand feet. I didn’t necessarily like them, but I didn’t much mind them. I’d either sleep, read or go full-on blank-stare Zen at the creamy whisked tops of clouds bathed in chiaroscuro daylight or moonlight. The flight crews are generally nice and attentive, and I’ve even gotten to know two or three flight attendants who make the first leg of the Oslo-to-New-York-to-Detroit flights their regular run.

“I’m betting you work for the government,” a steward named Chaz once said to me.

“Which one?”

“Uncle Sammy,” Chaz said.

“Do I look that boring?”

“Oh, on the contrary,” he’d said with a quick laugh. “In fact, you’ve got that whole man-of-mystery-and-action vibe going for you.”

This flight, however, had the rhythmic unfurling weight of a funeral dirge. Any distraction from the sadness, the fear of losing my wonderful Mexicantown neighbor Sylvia Zychek, would have been welcomed, but dishonest. A forced avoidance of my truest feelings; Sylvia had become an integral part of my extended family on Markham Street. An eight-hour flight in the wee hours of the morning is a helluva time to wonder if your prayers have any juice. But not to pray would be an admission that they don’t. For the first time in nearly a decade, I pulled from my carry-on the rosewood-and-gold rosary that my mother had given me on the occasion of my first marine deployment to Afghanistan. I then forced myself to remember the prayers of each bead, each chain-linked space.

For Sylvia.

I emerged from the sprawling expanse of Detroit Metro Airport at eight-twenty Friday morning and searched the congestion of cars, trucks and vans dropping off and picking up passengers. Only one vehicle caught my eye: a baby-blue 1951 Ford F-150 truck.

Tomás.

My godfather. A cross between the tragic romanticism of Don Quixote and an M1A2 Abrams army tank loaded for bear. Windmills had no chance.

This was the man my late father chose to be, in his absence, my advisor, protector, disciplinarian and teacher of all things “street.” In recent years Tomás had also proven to be a fearless second-gun in certain tight situations I might have fumbled into.

He honked his horn: “La Cucaracha.”

I threw my carry-on in the bed of the truck and got in the cab.

“Really?” I said to the big, tattooed, scraggly-haired Mexican-American behind the wheel. “‘La Cucaracha’? Seriously?”

Tomás laughed broadly and said, “Hey, cabrón! Sometimes you gotta embrace your inner spic!”

“I thought Lucy was gonna pick me up.”

“The kid’s had it rough, Octavio,” Tomás said, navigating his way out of the gridlocked traffic. In the brief time Lucy had known Tomás, they had formed a close bond. She was his preciosa and he, her tío. “She was going to pick you up, but between her job, being at Sylvia’s bedside, and keeping Carmela on an even keel, the kid’s just worn the hell out.” He told me Elena, his wife and my godmother, had been cooking dinners for Lucy and Carmela and providing a shoulder for Lucy to cry on. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Elena doesn’t have bursitis in that shoulder by now. Some of the other neighbors have been pitching in—cleaning, groceries, errands. Those kinds of things. Plus, the kid’s missed you, Octavio—God only knows why.” Tomás paused in his narrative to honk at a few cars, flip the finger to a few others and exchange words with an elderly white man behind the wheel of a beige Buick Enclave SUV. (“Why do you need that much car if you can’t drive it, you old fuck!”) “Yeah, so, anyway, I told the kid I’d pick you up so she could maybe grab another hour or two of sleep.”

Lucy, fresh with a degree in cybersecurity from U of D Jesuit, was now working at a local healthcare company.

Considering Lucy’s history as a dark web hacker and committed sociopolitical “hacktivist,” I was not entirely comfortable with her intentions at the for-profit, conservative healthcare company. Still, she was bringing home a nice paycheck and contributing handily to the Sylvia/Carmela household.

“You wanna drop by your place first?” Tomás asked as he navigated onto the freeway.

“Naw,” I said. “Let’s just get to the hospital.”

While I was away, Tomás and I would usually catch up with each other once or twice a week via FaceTime, Zoom or regular old phone call. Sometimes Elena would get on the call to ask if I was taking care of myself or to inquire as to how Tatina and her family were doing. Most of the time, however, it was just Tomás and me shooting the breeze. He kept me informed of what was going on in Detroit, Mexicantown and my house. Since Jimmy Radmon—a young Black man whose life I’d turned around by holding a gun to his head a few years back—was now a landowner leasing the new Henry Ford Hospital’s Mexicantown Community Health Center, he had little time to screw with my house. Same with Jimmy’s friend and business partner, Carlos Rodriguez, who managed and maintained the health center’s heating, cooling and air purification systems.

As he navigated the potholes, botched repairs and speed traps on I-94 East, Tomás casually reported neighborhood-specific and Detroit general news I might have missed while in Oslo: babies being born on his street and on West Markham, local racial justice protests, restaurants going downhill or closing because of the ever-evolving Covid pandemic, the Cristo Rey High School Lady Wolves basketball team beating the holy tar out of Sacred Heart, Café Consuela expanding and finally getting a liquor license (after twenty years of serving liquor), Elena’s firebrand rise in stature on the Detroit City Council. And apparently a suicide by hanging of a priest in Troy, six miles north of Detroit, was shaking lose a lot of subsonic chatter about the dead man’s shrouded past—even in Mexicantown.

“All the old abuelas are clucking their tongues at that one,” Tomás said as he pushed the classic Ford F-150 to eighty miles per hour. “Oh shit! I forgot one thing!”

“What thing?”

“Jimmy’s got a new roommate!” He roared with laughter. “You know, your mom’s and pop’s old buddy from St. Al’s? The priest with the bushy white beard and yellow teeth?” Tomás said. “Only he ain’t no priest no more?”

“Father Grabowski?” I’d known the Franciscan priest most of my life. One of his last acts before retirement from St. Aloysius Catholic Church on Washington Boulevard was performing an unsanctioned “commitment” ceremony for Tatina and me.

“Yeah!” Tomás said. “Him! Wow. Talk about somebody who ain’t lookin’ so good.”
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At the hospital, just as I got to Sylvia’s floor, a middle-aged priest with gray skin and angular features accentuated by silver wire-rim glasses emerged from her room. We closed the forty-foot distance between us with a quick look, a nod of acknowledgement, then he disappeared down an adjoining hallway.

A Catholic priest making his rounds visiting Catholic hospital patients and offering comfort, prayer, confession, conversion, last rites.

How many times had I seen these priestly vagabonds haunting hospital hallways with my mother during her last days?

Enough to feel the weight and confusion of memory-driven emotions.

Like seeing St. Peter tending to the needs of his earthly flock. Or the Angel of Death lazily collecting souls in a place where the odds of souls ascending or descending easily ran fifty-fifty.

Sylvia was sitting up in the elevated bed, an oxygen cannula snaking up her nose while clear liquids in clear tubes slowly dripped into her left arm. She looked pale.

Then again, she was an elderly white woman with a cloud of thick, shimmering white hair, so . . . On the wall behind her was a modest crucifix. One that I’d seen in her and Carmela’s living room, with a small gold-plate banner at the crucified Jesus’s feet that read, in Polish, Chrystusa Króla (Christ the King). It was a tableau I was all too familiar with. My mother’s exactly—only her crucifix had read Cristo el Rey.

Seated to Sylvia’s right, holding her hand and fast asleep with her head on her bed, was Carmela. On Sylvia’s left was Lucy, legs tucked under her, an open laptop perched on her thighs.

“Mind if I join the party?” I said from the doorway.

Carmela woke up.

Sylvia’s eyes widened and she grinned broadly.

Lucy closed her laptop and ran to me. We embraced, her body convulsing from crying.

“Mr. Snow!” Sylvia said brightly. “What are you doing here? We thought you were in Norway!”

“I was,” I said. “But then I heard one of my girlfriends was down with the sniffles and I had to see her.”

“It’s a little bit more than the sniffles, Mr. Snow,” Sylvia said. Then with an air of confidentiality, she whispered, “Bad ticker.”

Lucy looked up at me with bloodshot eyes and an unsteady smile. “That’s old-people talk for cardiac arrhythmia exacerbated by aortic valve disease.”

“She’s a good candidate for a faucet replacement, though,” Carmela said exuberantly.

“Valve replacement,” Lucy said. “Jesus, Carmela! How many times?”

I leaned over Sylvia’s bed and gave her a gentle hug and a kiss on her cheek. Then I gave Carmela a long hug and patted her on her back while I quietly reassured her Sylvia would receive the best care.

“You guys’ll be back to terrorizing Detroit in no time,” I said.

“I can’t lose her,” Carmela whispered into my chest. She swallowed hard. “She’s my bestie.”

I was gently warned by one of the nursing staff, a powerfully built no-nonsense woman wearing powder-blue scrubs and white hijab, that only two visitors were allowed. Considering Sylvia’s condition, more than two visitors at a time might make her excitable—the exact opposite of what she needed. Lucy and I complied with the nurse’s directive. We informed Sylvia and Carmela that we would be in the hospital’s café, where Tomás was drinking coffee, pretending to read newspapers while assessing the butts of nurses in scrubs.

In the elevator, Lucy punched me hard in the gut.

Then she hugged me.

I hugged her back.

“Sorry about the Oslo cock-block,” Lucy said as the elevator slid down to the main level. “Is Tats mad at me?”

“To begin with, I never want to hear the phrase ‘Oslo cock-block’ come out of your mouth again,” I said. “And Tatina thinks you’re the best and is still pushing me to bring you along next time. Which, by the way, I keep telling her could gravely endanger US/Scandinavian relations.”

“Jerk.” Lucy laughed, elbowing me in the ribs.

“Half the stuff I brought back this time, Tatina got for you,” I said. “Including two pairs of reindeer-skin Saamimade slippers and a reindeer horn and pewter bracelet.”

“Oh, my God!” Lucy said. “That is so cool! She’s so cool!”

We touched down on the main floor and followed the signs to the café.

Tomás stood and gave Lucy one of his much-sought-after bear hugs, lifting her off the ground.

“Jesus, kid,” he said, looking down at the much shorter Lucy. “You look like shit. No offense.”

“Yeah, I know, Uncle T,” Lucy said, having adopted Tomás as part of her family. “Ain’t been getting much sleep, what with Sylvia and work.”

I got coffee, sandwiches and a nice salad for Lucy.

Tomás put a little dressing on Lucy’s salad and mixed it up for her. This big, burly, tattooed beast of a man fussed over Lucy like I’d seen him care for Elena, their daughter, and their granddaughter. A woolly ogre who would sing silly songs while cutting his granddaughter’s dinner meat into manageable diced pieces, or bring home a bouquet of flowers to Elena for no other reason than his deep bond of love for her. Lucy asked for a little more dressing on her salad. From a pocket, Tomás took out a cheap, scratched-up pair of drugstore readers with one missing arm, perched them on the tip of his nose and read the ingredients of the dressing.

“One gram of sugar,” he grunted. With a declarative nod, he said, “Not bad.”

He drizzled a little more dressing on Lucy’s salad. Then he excoriated me for getting Lucy coffee. “Does it look like hermanita needs to be awake for another thirty-six hours, pendejo?” Tomás growled at me. “Get her some herbal tea. Or just water.” Then he hurled a litany of disparaging remarks my way in rapid-fire Spanish.

I got Lucy some lemongrass and ginger tea.

And water.

We let her eat and we let her talk.

Or not talk.

At one point she was eating and crying simultaneously.

“I just—they mean so much to me,” she said. “I was used to being alone. Preferred it. Me, water and sky, food, a good laptop and free Wi-Fi. Fuck people. All they do is pollute the land and each other.” With a couple paper napkins, she wiped the corners of her mouth, then dabbed her eyes dry. She punched me lightly in the shoulder and said, “Then you happened. And the girls. And Jimmy. And . . .” She leaned over and gave Tomás a lingering hug.

“Wait a minute,” I said, rubbing my arm where Lucy’s sharp knuckles made a landing. “So, how’s he rate a hug and I get punched?”

“Because I’m not a—” Tomás began. The Spanish-to-English translation would loosely be “a cabbage-headed douchebag who never listens to the hard-earned wisdom of his long-suffering godfather, that’s why you get punched, you wormy little dog turd.”

Once Lucy had eaten her salad, she appeared to be more settled. It was as if she was finally giving her body permission for silent running.

“You know I’m not much for white-man religion,” Lucy said after a sip of her tea, “but that priest who stopped by? He seemed cool. Not pretentious or arrogant. No lordylordy bullshit. Not all puffed out like the rest of his clan. He even guessed I was Lake Huron Ojibwa. Apologized for the Jesuits and their fucked-up sense of Eurocentric Christian superiority. Made Sylvia and Carmela feel really good he was there.”

“That’s good,” I said, giving Lucy’s shoulder a gentle pat. She was maybe twenty minutes from knocking off for at least twelve hours. “Listen, why don’t you let Uncle T drive you home, okay?”

“My car,” she said. “Who’s gonna—”

“I’ll drive your car home, kiddo,” I said. “Don’t worry about that.”

“Yeah,” she said, her voice soft and sloppy. “Real nice guy, that priest. Talked about Mexicantown and Ste. Anne’s Basilica—all them places you guys throw a dollar at the gates of heaven. He even knows you, Sherlock.”

I froze.

Finally, I said, “And what did you say his name was, Lucy?”

Too late. Lucy was nearly under.

Tomás gently scooped the five-foot-four, barely-one-hundred-pound Lucy up into his right arm and we left the hospital café. He gave me her car keys and we agreed I’d get Carmela home safe in Lucy’s used 4x4.

I did.

Then, for the first time in two months, I tumbled into my bed at the house.

I was exhausted, and my bed felt good, but it was a fitful sleep.

I dreamt about faceless priests with fiery pitchforks, shoulder-to-shoulder against a moonless night, all whispering my name.
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The next morning at around 7:30 A.M., I went over to my neighbors’, not sure if Carmela and Lucy would be awake. I would have brought breakfast, but I’d emptied and cleaned my fridge before my two-month Oslo stay with Tatina. I’d even thrown out a near-full box of Cheerios. Not that they would have gone bad, but because I finally admitted to myself that the cereal of my childhood tasted like bite-sized bits of drywall.

Sorry, Mom.

Two tours in Afghanistan hadn’t killed me, so I doubted the occasional box of Lucky Charms, Count Chocula or Cap’n Crunch would.

Instead, I made a quick run to LaBelle’s Soul Hole Donut & Patisserie on Michigan Avenue and picked up an assortment of donuts and croissants, shoving a warm Granny Smith apple cider donut in my mouth on the drive back to the hood.

Much to my surprise, Lucy was up, sitting cross-legged in the middle of the living room’s cranberry velvet Victorian sofa, already eyeballs deep into her laptop. She was wearing U of D Jesuit sweatpants (with the “Jesuit” crossed out with red duct tape), an oversized T-shirt bearing the likeness of Deb Haaland—the first native woman to hold the office of US Secretary of the Interior—and the handcrafted Saami moccasins Tatina had bought for her. Apparently, the world, in its fear of breathing potentially lethal mutant contagions, was finally following my lead by working at home in sweats. And, possibly, spiking their coffee with bourbon.

The girls’ house smelled good: the swirling, pirouetting aromas of bacon, huevos rancheros with avocado and white beans, fry bread, and fresh fruit mixed with chopped walnuts and Greek yogurt.

“Before you ask,” Lucy said without looking up from her laptop, “yes, I made everything.”

“Mind if I make myself a plate?” I said, dropping my box of donuts on the kitchen counter.

Lucy gave a quick nod to the kitchen and kept working.

She’d turned into a pretty good cook, which, of course, I credited to my tutelage. I wouldn’t take credit for the fry bread (a bitterly debated staple of Native cuisine) which was warm, sweet and delicious. She’d even made coffee, although it was a bit on the anemic side. Then again, I usually liked coffee that doubled as paving asphalt. I joined Lucy in the living room.

“Carmela?” I said after a mouthful of huevos rancheros.

Lucy jutted a thumb, indicating she was upstairs. “Sleeping the sleep of the grieved.”

“Any word on Sylvia?”

Lucy slowly shook her head.

“That could always be a good thing, right?” I said.

Lucy cut a brief, hard look my way, shooting down my attempt at putting an uplifting spin on a grim situation.

After dipping a piece of fry bread into the huevos rancheros, I said, “That priest last night making rounds at the hospital. The one that seems to know me—”

“What priest?” Lucy said as she worked. Save for a few YouTube videos I’d seen of my father’s favorite jazz pianists like Keith Jarrett, Herbie Hancock and Chick Corea, I’d never in my life seen anyone’s fingers fly as fast on a keyboard as Lucy’s.

“The one who came to Sylvia’s room yesterday,” I said. “You catch a name?”

“Petra—Dominioni Petra. It was on his name tag. Which, by the way, looked like real gold. Had two wings on it. Wait. No. Two crossed keys.” She issued a dramatic sigh, then abruptly lifted her hands from her laptop keyboard like a concert pianist finishing Prokofiev’s Piano Concerto No. 2. “Listen, Sherlock—I’ve got paid work to do. Like flipping a denial code-lock to ‘accept’ on some kid’s mommy’s experimental drug therapy that could cure her ovarian cancer.”

“Sounds harsh.”

“Yeah, well—Merry Christmas, kid,” she mumbled, before giving a declarative key strike with a forefinger. “Mommy’s in.”

“You didn’t just—”

“Just what?” Lucy gave me a hard, unblinking stare. “Possibly save some kid’s mom while simultaneously making the company look like forward-thinking healthcare insurance professionals by partnering with industry-leading ovarian cancer specialists? Oops! My bad!”

“That’s possibly jail time, kid.”

She spoke in Ojibwe, then translated for me: “That’s the way I roll, dude.”

“And, of course, you had nothing to do with some heart-valve specialist from the Cleveland Clinic flying in to assess Sylvia, right?”

“Maybe,” she said coyly. “Maybe not. Who’s asking?”

“Jesus, Lucy,” I said, exhausted with our little talks about her hacking. “You’ve got a legit job now. You can’t be doing this stuff.”

“You mean unless you ask me to?”

I silently chose to plead the Fifth while chewing a piece of bacon.

“Listen, Sherlock . . .” Lucy calmly closed her laptop. “One of my moms—’cause that’s what they feel like to me—is in the hospital. The girls are pensioners on Social Security with some bogus part D supplemental coverage that saves them a couple nickels on prescriptions and adult diapers. Sylvia would get basic care with a shitty deductible that’s probably gonna cost her an arm and a leg, never mind a heart valve. They might as well have some random Costco stock boy do her surgery. If I’ve got a particular technological skill set that assures Sylvia the best care, wouldn’t I be remiss in not employing said skill set?”

“Okay,” I said. “Who are you, and what have you done with Lucy?”

She grinned. “White people love it when I talk in nonsensical circles using business acronyms and non sequiturs like them—makes ’em feel like the ‘savage’ has been tamed. Besides. I’m the associate manager of cybersecurity for the company. My manager—some fat, hairy load that smells like boiled onions—usually off-loads his work on me ’cause he’s too busy playing D&D online with his buddies. So, the department director—if he’s smart, which he ain’t—will see my manager’s passcodes, keystrokes and logins, not mine. Bottom line is, just like you, Sherlock, I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure me and mine are livin’ large top-side of the turf.”

“Fucking hell,” I heard myself say under my breath. “I’ve created a monster.”

“Bwahaha!” Lucy laughed before opening her laptop up again. “Plus, I’m a ‘diversity hire,’ so they can’t—”

“Just a tip, kid,” I said after a last bite of fry bread. “When anybody at any company anywhere tells you you’re a ‘diversity hire,’ run as fast as your moccasins will carry you in the opposite direction, okay? ’Cause like the great Admiral Ackbar once said, ‘It’s a trap!’”

“Vamoose, dude!” she said, waving me to the door. “I got work to do before me and Carmela head over to the hospital.”

I wiped my plate with the last bit of fry bread, tossed it in my mouth, then sat the plate on the kitchen counter. “If this Father Petra shows up again, give me a call and keep him in Sylvia’s room,” I said. “And just, uh—just don’t get caught—with the—you know—that hacking . . . thing.” I pointed to her laptop. Just the sort of thing a not-so-great father would say to a not necessarily wicked child who has just done something possibly larcenous.

From Lucy’s, I walked north through the chilled gray soup of a Michigan spring past several neighbors’ until I reached Jimmy’s two-story colonial.

I rang the doorbell, feeling the day’s cold drizzle condense and form rivulets on my face.

After the third ring, I started to walk away but saw a curtain flutter out of the corner of my eye.

The door opened a sliver.

“August?”

“Father Grabowski?”

The old man was dressed in ill-fitting, tattered jeans and a Franciscan University of Steubenville sweatshirt that had seen better days. He looked drawn. Gaunt and bent. My heart ached looking at him. I knew he was old—he’d been an old man even when I was a kid. But it was as if he’d aged fifteen years in the two months I’d been gone.

“You can drop the ‘Father’ and, for that matter, ‘brother’ bit, August,” Grabowski said. He tossed me a kitchen towel so I could dry my face. “That ship has sailed into the churn of the Sargasso Sea.”

“You’ll always be Father Grabowski to me,” I said.

“Do you even know my first name, August?”

“You mean it ain’t ‘Father’?”

“It’s Mieczyk,” he said. “Polish for Michael.”

I extended my hand. He took it.

“Nice to meet you, Michael,” I said.

We shook hands and I made a deal with the old man: I’d put a dollar in a jar every time I called him “Father.” I fished a twenty out of my coat pocket and stuffed it into the jar. “That should spot me for a couple days.”

He made a couple cups of coffee through a fancy Keurig machine, then we headed to the second floor that he rented from Jimmy. Apparently, Jimmy was ecstatic about having a former man-of-the-cloth living with him; he finally had somebody he could quiz on biblical history and verse. He’d also come to know and respect the old man beyond the brown wool cassock and well-worn sandals as someone wise to the ways of men. Having known Grabowski for as long as I had, I also knew Jimmy appreciated the man’s sardonic wit and the booming sound of his laughter.

“You look like shit,” I said. “Everything all right, old man?”

We sat in separate Arts and Crafts–style oak chairs with tan leather seats and backs in his makeshift living room. He had a narrow twin bed, neatly made, a small bookcase crowded with volumes on Catholicism, Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, the Vietnam War, social justice, The Autobiography of Malcom X, a portable stereo and a small TV. Over his bed hung a small crucifix and a shadow box that held a Vietnam challenge coin, medal of valor, a veritable fruit salad of multicolored military ribbons and service bars, including a red and gold-bordered Meritorious Unit ribbon. There was one old photo beneath the medals and ribbons: Father Grabowski with shoulder-length dark hair and a droopy mustache. He was leading a crowd and carrying a sign that read I MURDERED FOR LBJ!

“Nothing to worry about,” he said. “Just the, uh . . . transition back to civilian life is all.”

I met Father Grabowski’s landlord, Jimmy, several years earlier as the two of us simultaneously experienced our road-to-Damascus moment: him trying to sell a meager number of drugs on a slowly dying Markham Street, me holding the barrel of my Glock 17 to his right temple in front of the creaking bones of my family’s house. Were it not for my new neighbors, Sylvia and Carmela, innocently inquiring if either of us could adjust their water heater, Jimmy would have vanished unnamed and unknown into the night and I would have returned with war-hardened silence to the cocoon of my inherited house.

Instead, Jimmy had fixed Sylvia and Carmela’s water heater, revealing himself to be a genius at everything that turned ruined houses into welcoming homes: electrical, mechanical, design and construction. Talents that would have been lost if he’d been abandoned, by choice or circumstance, to the carnivorous streets, as happened with so many young Black men and women. Talents I needed in my mission to revive the neighborhood I’d grown up in. Jimmy joined forces with Carlos Rodriguez, an undocumented squatter across from my house, and I became their paymaster as we revitalized and flipped houses to a new constituency rediscovering homelife in a rebirthed Detroit.

Jimmy and Carlos had come to be the owners of a city block along Vernor Highway. A city block they leased to Henry Ford Hospital as Mexicantown’s first twenty-four-hour community care center. The two men no longer needed me as their paymaster. We still needed one another as friends with the inextricable bond of brothers.

And now Jimmy, as the innocent Child of Christ he was, paid it forward to an old, retired Franciscan brother by taking him in.

Father Grabowski mentioned that he’d sat and prayed several times a day since Sylvia’s stay at the hospital. He was hopeful for her recovery. “I’d all but forgotten what it was like to have neighbors. Good neighbors. A little loud sometimes—but I like that. It sounds like life.”

“Just don’t eat their brownies,” I said. “By the way, you ever run into a priest named Dominioni Petra?”

Grabowski’s face went slack. He stared at me for a while before he said, “Who?”

“He was in visiting Sylvia. Kind of a tall guy. Slim. Maybe early, midforties.”

Grabowski was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Strange name, don’t you think?”

“I just found out your first name is Mieczyk, so . . .”

“Listen, August—you should probably go now. I’m an old man and—I’m tired. Sorry, but I—”

“No problem, Father,” I said, standing. “Get some rest. We’ll catch up later.”

From the street, I looked up at Father Grabowski’s second-floor window. He was holding a curtain back, looking down at me.

The old man wasn’t tired.

I’d spooked him.
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Early evening, and it was time to wake Zarita, my ’68 Oldsmobile 442, from her winter’s hibernation.

The youth of spring was caught in a fitful battle for control with the brittle remains of Michigan’s winter. Freezing rain, the occasional driving snow shower and the pop-up shock of tree-snapping forty-mph winds erratically duked it out with sixty-five-degree days and bright sunshine caught in the colorful cups of emerging tulips.

Spring would, of course, eventually win, but winter in Michigan never goes down without a helluva fight.

Before my biannual trip from Mexicantown to Oslo and Tatina, I’d secured my precious 442 in a northern suburb storage facility and gave my spare key to Tomás. Two weeks into my Norwegian trip, I’d gotten a 3 A.M. call from him (to this day, he has no concept of international time zones) informing me that the roofs of three storage units near mine had succumbed to the weight of heavy snowfalls; he didn’t trust the facility to act fast enough on snow removal from the remaining seventeen units’ roofs. Including mine.

“I know a great place,” Tomás had said. “You’re not gonna like it, though.”

He told me why I wouldn’t like the “great place” he was suggesting.

He was right.

I didn’t like it.

At all.

“Here’s the bottom line,” Tomás said. “It’s closer to the hood. It’s temperature-controlled, security-monitored twenty-four seven, epoxy floored and has double-blind digital code access. Like a bank safe-deposit box. Each unit’s under an A-frame roof and the whole facility faces southeast with the main office acting as a wind buffer. I’m tellin’ you, Octavio—it would take me a week of ten-hour days to break into that place, and I’m good! Plus, I know four of the guys who work there.”

“You trust ’em?”

“Three of ’em, yeah.”

“And the fourth?”

“Not as far as I could throw the Statue of Liberty, left-handed with the sun in my eyes.”

With my stomach in a Gordian knot, I gave Tomás permission to move Zarita to the new eastside Detroit storage facility. But not before telling him, “You break it, you bought it.” To which he’d blithely laughed, said, “Shut the hell up,” then disconnected.

Paris & Sons Premium Storage was everything Tomás had promised and more.

Before entering the main office, I took out my wallet, held my driver’s license high, hard-shouldered the main office door open and loudly announced this was a bust.

One of the five guys in the office muttered, “Aw, hell naw!” then cut and ran.

A tall, muscled-out young Black man with a braided chin beard, shaved head and a shiny diamond earring gave me a hard look and said, “Mothafucka, you ain’t no po-po no mo.” Then he turned to one of his associates. “Go get Jasper. Tell him this skinny-ass mothafucka ain’t no damned cop.” Turning back to me, he said, “See what you done did, Snow? You done scared the piss outta Jasper. That shit ain’t funny.”

“How’s it hangin’, Chance?” I said, extending my hand. He looked at my hand like I was cupping a fresh stool sample before reluctantly shaking it. By his grip I think he wanted to see if he could turn the bone, blood and cartilage into super-heated plasma.

“LaChance,” he said. “And it’s hangin’ longer than your forearm and thicker than your skull.” He turned to the remaining two guys in the office, all looking snappy in their starched bright-green Oxford button-down shirts with Paris & Sons Premium Storage embroidered in gold thread. “Gentlemen, this here’s former DPD Detective August Octavio Snow—dude who put me away for boostin’ cars ’bout a decade ago.”

LaChance was a hard case: good at boosting cars, very bad at being arrested. Nearly broke my jaw and cracked a couple ribs. Closest I ever came to the time-honored sport of bull-riding.

One of the office guys pulled a face and gave me the finger.

“Wow,” I said. “Such customer service!”

“Thirty-six months in the graybar a long-ass time to cogitate on one’s life,” LaChance said, bringing his face close to mine. His breath smelled like Altoids mints. “I should thank you, but I don’t think I will. Got out, got my GED, worked shit jobs, saved my money, got a degree in business management, bought this place and a house in Rosedale Park. Got my momma an apartment in West Bloomfield.” My eyes were beginning to water from the hot peppermint oil he exhaled. “Got me a God-fearing woman who cooks like she on TV and fucks like a Tennessee polecat. Got me a daughter and a son, both honor students. Onliest reason I don’t kick the last smelly ounce of shit out of yo ass is ’cause of the aforementioned momma, woman, children and house. Now, what’chu want, ex-detective Snow?”

“I, my good sir, wish to give this fine establishment a five-star Yelp review!” I said brightly. “But first I’d like to retrieve my car. I understand it’s a double-blind system?”

LaChance cut his eyes to one of his minions in the St. Patrick’s Day–bright green shirt and said, “Roll me up an open code for Snow, August O.”

The minion tapped a couple keys on his desktop computer, asked me if I was me—I assured him I was—then asked his boss if he wanted a printout of the code.

“How many goddamn times I gotta tell you, D’Wayne? No printouts of company open codes! Ever! You fuckin’ deaf or just plain dumb?”

“You ain’t got to be talkin’ to me like that,” Dumb D’Wayne said. “Momma says—”

“Yeah, well, Momma don’t work here.” LaChance looked at a temporary open code on Dumb D’Wayne’s computer screen, then said to me, “Come on.”

I followed him to unit 27B. We entered our private codes on separate keypads and the door slid quietly upward. The action of the door triggered the inside lights.

And there she was.

My girl.

Zarita.

“You want her freshened up?” LaChance said.

“Meaning?”

“Oil change, tire pressure check, electronics, transmission fluid and gas tank flush and fill?”

“You guys do that?”

“We ain’t about no coonin’-and-buffoonin’ ’round here, Snow,” LaChance said. “We fo real from the dime drop. Two-fitty extra.”

“I think I can handle that.”

“Coo.”

He retrieved his phone from a pocket and tapped some buttons. Suddenly Zarita began to rise on a hydraulic hoist. Lights set in the floor illuminated the undercarriage. Then LaChance put his phone on speaker. “Tell Jasper we got an A-1 Release on 27B”—he cut me a mean look—“if you can find Jasper.”

LaChance and I sat in his office for a stone-cold silent forty-minutes, drinking really good coffee, each of us wondering who would jump first. He had pictures of his wife and kids on his desk and on the walls along with thumb-tacked report cards from both kids that clearly showed they were Ivy League material. There was a framed photo of LaChance grinning and hugging his considerably shorter mom. There was also a framed page from Detroit Business magazine citing him as the “Start-Up of the Year.” Still, he looked at me as though he wanted nothing more than to punch me in the ass and pull out my tongue.

“You get many classic cars like my 442 here?” I said, trying to break the Antarctic silence.

“I got a ’33 Duesenberg Model SJ, a 1950 Ferrari 275 S, the prototype for Darth Vader’s Star Wars helmet, personal effects of John Laroche—a Black passenger on the Titanic what drown—”

“I did not see that in the movie.”

“And you never, ever will, mothafucka,” he said. “Got several prototypes of Dr. Robert Shurney’s tires he designed for NASA’s 1967 lunar rover and other shit what make Indiana Jones drop a load of stinky bricks from his flat cracka ass,” he said. “Yo little pussy-ass muscle car brought the status of my business down, ma niggah.”

“I’m guessing you don’t want my repeat business?” I said. “Like storing my Yukon?”

“It’s all about the Benjamins, baby.” He forced a grin. “Happy to provide you with the best in protective storage services anytime—sir.”

Jasper—the man I’d sent running earlier—appeared at LaChance’s office door, wiping his hands with a yellow rag, and said my car was good to go.

I thanked him.

He called me an asshole and walked away.

I paid the rather exorbitant bill and drove off into the night, heading home.

At least Zarita loves me, I thought, feeling her giddy vibrations, the leather-wrapped steering wheel warming in my hands, the plush interior, and listening to the throaty growl of her big block V8. (Not to mention, a Mossberg MMR Pro rifle and two clips secured under the rear seat just in case baby rolled into a hot zone.)

It felt almost as good as—

—well, you know.
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On a wind-driven, cold-rain Saturday morning in November 2017, sixty-five thousand people crowded into Ford Field football stadium. They’d all come to see Cardinal Angelo Amato, representative of the quarterback of the saints, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, a.k.a. Pope Francis, kick off the beatification ceremony for Detroit’s own MVP, Father Bernard Francis Casey, otherwise known as Blessed Solanus Casey. Born in 1870 in Oak Grove, Wisconsin, to an Irish farming family who had survived soul-crushing, flesh-robbing poverty brought about by the Colonial English genocidal cock-up known as “the famine.” As a wet-behind-the-ears, fresh-out-of-seminary priest, he didn’t know which of the three Catholic orders to choose from—Jesuit, Franciscan or Capuchins. The young Father Bernie had invited his mother and sister Ellen to join him to pray on the matter. That’s when he’d heard the Blessed Mother Mary tell him, “Go to Detroit!” to join the Capuchins.

Yes.

Detroit.

The Blessed Mother Mary may be known for many things, chief among them giving birth to the Christian Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. That being said, I doubt she’s ever been known as a wacky jokester who used Detroit as a stand-up open-mic punchline.

The good father, after stints in NYC, Yonkers and Harlem, came to Detroit as a Capuchin, a subset of Franciscans who also took vows of poverty and service. And if you’ve ever seen a Capuchin, the shapeless brown frock cinched with a rope belt and the sandals should tell you they take the vow of poverty very seriously.

It’s said Father Solanus performed a miracle or two in his time, hence his beatification in 2017.

I’m not much of a “miracles” guy.

Then again, surviving two tours of duty in Afghanistan with my only injury being a slightly wounded psyche might well qualify.

My mother rarely gathered my father and me for a Sunday Mass at the Blessed Solanus Casey Center on Mount Elliott Street in Detroit. We usually got dragged to St. Aloysius or Ste. Anne’s. But if a friend, relative, in-law or neighbor had been gravely ill or in the shit for some reason or other, my mother herded the family to Mass at the Solanus Casey Center. The first place I’d ever seen a real live dead guy: Father Solanus is interred there.

It had been the one Catholic place of worship my father actually didn’t much mind. In fact, one of his least well-kept secrets had been that he would sometimes go there on his own to offer the closest he could get to a prayer for a fallen brother-in-blue or a citizen on his beat.

“The Sarg’s kid!”

That’s the way Father Oliver “Big O” Burkholtz addressed me as I approached all six-foot-four, 240 pounds of him. He was a little grayer around the temples, his hairline receding and a bit of a paunch to him now. Still, he embraced me like a grizzly bear happy to see a man who smelled like dinner, then shook my hand vigorously. I’m sure in his younger days he could bench-press three hundred pounds/ten reps without breaking a sweat. Now that he had reached the frail old age of sixty-four, maybe 275/eight reps without threat of heart attack or hernia.

“Heard you’re almost married, August!” He laughed. “Well, maybe congratulations!”

“Is that all you guys do?” I said. “Wear knock-off Birkenstocks, say Mass and gossip?”

“Oh, now, son,” Big O said with faux sincerity, “you’ve got us all wrong. Gossip is a sin. We trade in humbly whispered speculation, inference and conjecture.”

“Is the old man still here,” I said, “or is he practicing his violin?”

“Come on! He’ll be glad to see you!” Big O gently took hold of my upper arm and led me to the center of the building where the sainted remains of Father Solanus lay. Beneath Plexiglas, the beatified remains of the priest lay peacefully at rest, the glass smudged with the handprints, lip marks and white salt trails of dried tears belonging to those seeking redemption, healing, hope, or an intermediary to give deceased friends a warm, heavenly embrace and “hello.”

Big O and I knelt, reflexively made the Sign of the Cross, and were silent for a moment. I’m sure God and Father Solanus clearly heard Big O’s prayer.

Mine?

There might have been a little static interference from my rather complicated moral and ethical life.

I’m a “practicing Catholic,” but for all of my practicing I haven’t gotten any better at it.

Our silent moment was interrupted by a two-ton slap on my back and Big O saying in a booming voice, “So, what brings you around, August? I mean, besides paying your respects to the good Father and, maybe, seeking forgiveness for a plethora of sins past, present and future?”

“Gee,” I said. “You know me so well.”

Another younger Capuchin priest came along, bowed respectfully to us, said a prayer over Father Solanus, then, with cloth in hand, began energetically wiping away the trace evidence of the day’s supplications.

I told Big O it might be better if we spoke in the privacy of his office.

For the office of a big cheese in the Detroit Capuchin order, Big O’s was modest, although that was to be expected for someone who’d taken a vow of poverty nearly fifty years ago: small wooden desk, two visitors’ chairs, modest bookcase, open laptop, a large wall photo of him next to a smiling Cardinal Amato at Ford Field and, of course, the obligatory photo of Father Solanus playing violin. The only secular items in his office were a signed framed photo of George Lee “Sparky” Anderson, coach of the 1984 MLB World Series Detroit Tigers, a Willie Horton–autographed Detroit Tigers baseball bat and a signed “Sweet Lou” Whitaker ball glove.

“You’re too young to appreciate the absolute wonder of Willie Horton,” Big O said, taking a seat behind his desk.

“Heard many a tale of his doings,” I said.

“Not the same as actually seeing the man.” Big O held the bat reverently. “Horton was incontrovertible proof God loves baseball. Same with ‘Sweet Lou’ Whitaker.”

“Not much of a football or hockey fan?”

“Not a thing against ’em.” He laughed. “It’s just baseball’s a thinking man’s game. It’s chess played on a diamond. Every player believes he’s king, but the best players will selflessly sacrifice themselves as pawns for a win. Anyway, what’s up, August?”

“Father Grabowski.”

“Yeah,” Big O said, his mood instantly becoming somber. He put the Willie Horton bat carefully back in its corner. “Mikey.” After a pensive moment, Big O said, “I thought Mikey would die wearing that cassock and smelling like incense and Salem cigarettes. Thought I’d have to beat him over the head with a shovel to get him to lie down in his grave and finally—finally!—get some rest. But this? Retirement? No way. Uh-uh. Not buyin’ it. The man was born to the order. God’s fire and light in his bones.”

“He’s not looking too good,” I said.

“Well, of course he’s not!” Big O said with a cutting edge. “You take away what nourishes a man’s soul, you take away what makes the man!”

“Do you know a priest named Dominioni Petra?”

I didn’t expect Big O to laugh, but he did. Loud and for a long time.

“Seriously?” he finally said. “Some guy with a backward collar is walking around calling himself the ‘Sovereignty of the Stone’? Why?”

“One of my neighbors is in the hospital,” I said. “I went to visit her, and as I was heading to her room, this priest comes out of her room, smiles at me, then disappears around a corner. Friend of mine caught a glance of his name tag—gold name tag. Maybe—maybe, okay?—with the Vatican seal etched on it. I asked Father Grabowski about the guy and he went cold. Like I’d just said Beelzebub was perched on his shoulder.”

“You want me to look into it?” Big O said. “I mean, we’ve always got new blood coming into Detroit—Honduran priests, Benin priests, Irish and Korean priests. That being said, some guy calling himself ‘Francis Sovereignty of the Stone’ shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

“Thanks, Big O.”

“As some of my parishioners say, ‘ain’t about a thang but a chicken wang.’”

He escorted me out of his office and through the Solanus Center’s meditation garden, which was slowly blooming between the fountain and sculptures. He surprised me by saying my father had always supported the Capuchins, even lobbying his command for extra patrols in the area. Occasionally, my father would bring in arm-twisted donations from his precinct, only asking that the Capuchins pray for the safety of his brothers-in-blue.

“Oh, my Gracious God!” Big O said upon seeing my Oldsmobile 442. “This yours?”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling slightly embarrassed by an ostentatious display of prosperity.

“I had a ’72 Mustang, Boss 351 Fastback in Medium Coral,” Big O said. “A beast. Loved that ride. Best day of my life when I bought it off an old car-guy for a song. Even better day when God told me to sell it and follow His word.”

“You don’t suppose God would much mind if you took a little spin,” I said, holding my keys out to the Capuchin priest.

He snatched the keys, and grinning his wide, gap-toothed grin, said, “Strap in, kid. You and me’s got some rubber to burn.”

God help me.
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Sylvia’s surgery was scheduled for an early Thursday morning.

There had been some confusion as to why Sylvia’s Medicare supplemental insurance, provided by the healthcare insurance company Lucy Three Rivers worked for, had approved a nationally renowned cardiologist from the Cleveland Clinic to observe and advise on her surgery. The highly specialized heart team at Henry Ford Hospital had certainly been taken aback. However, the healthcare company was convinced it was a unique PR experience. In the end, the CEO of the healthcare company, Justin R. Radlerhoff (annual salary: $14.5 million plus stock options), agreed that a photo op with the Cleveland Clinic cardiologist could possibly lead to new clients paying fresh new premiums in the belief that the company was on the bleeding edge of customer-based healthcare services.

At Every Stage of Your Life, Expect the Best.

Brochures. Pamphlets. Internet advertising. Reseller incentives. And those interminably long broadcast and local digital channel insurance provider commercials featuring the ghost of New York Jets quarterback “Broadway Joe” Namath.

All worth it.

Smile for the cameras, gentlemen!

“You dodged a bullet with your CEO agreeing to this Cleveland Clinic hack of yours,” I’d told Lucy.

“You don’t have to dodge bullets when everybody else is shooting blanks,” she’d said.

“Don’t get cocky, kid.”

“Back atcha, super-stud.”

In preparation for Sylvia’s surgery, I went grocery shopping. I figured it was best to have a few comfort food dishes prepared in advance since Wednesday would be mired in weighty gray silence and Thursday would be emotionally crushing gravity knowing a loved one was under the knife. Good food often sustains folks through an ordeal. That or a shitload of liquor. With both in mind, I spent Tuesday evening making all manner of taco fillings: alambre and asada, tacos sudados and carnitas, fish, pork, steak and veggies along with my own spins on red and green sauces. All accompanied by my father’s red beans and rice and smoked cayenne pepper mac and cheese topped with barbequed pulled pork.

I also made three quarts of tequila-tinis: white tequila, white wine vermouth, spritz of lemon juice and simple syrup. (Garnish, if you’ve got the time or inclination, with a frozen pineapple or mango cube.) Voilà! La “Tormenta de Nieve”—the “Snow Storm.”

I loved my new apartment in Oslo, but nothing beats your own kitchen in the place where you first learned the sensual madness of cooking.

“You missing me yet?” Tatina said during our Zoom call.

“Yes,” I said between squeezing fresh limes and chopping cilantro.

“Liar.” She laughed. “I’ll probably start missing you in two, maybe three days. Until then, I’m not sitting on my bum in a dark room pining for you.”

“And what a stellar ‘bum’ that is.”

“What keeps fogging your screen?” she said.

“I’m cooking.”

“Now that makes me miss you!”

“Is that all I am to you?” I said. “A roll in the sack and a good meal?”

“Are you implying I’m nullifying your humanity by objectifying you?”

“Not at all,” I said, sprinkling a judicious bit of cilantro and lime juice into my simmering shrimp taco filling. “I’m saying for me, being either of those two things—or both!—is like winning the lottery!”

I gave Tatina the lowdown on Sylvia. She assured me Sylvia was in good hands and expressed her more pressing concerns for Lucy and Carmela. I told her Tomás, Elena, and a few other neighbors were helping me do what we collectively could to help them get through this. Tatina said she would pray and ask for the spirit of her great-great-uncle Cimi to watch over Sylvia. In the background, I heard Momma Stadtmueller say, “Tell that one I said hello!” I had reverted to “that one” to the matriarch. Tatina gave me a list of people to say hello to, blew me a kiss, then we disconnected.

I knew she would miss me much sooner than in two or three days.

How could any woman not miss all this tasty goodness?

The doorbell rang and I answered it.

“Well, about damned time, youngblood!” I said, embracing Jimmy Radmon’s tall, lanky frame. Jimmy returned the favor with a lung-collapsing bear hug.

“Missed you, boss man,” he said.

“Not your boss man anymore. You’re your own boss man,” I said. No more renovating and flipping houses. Now he held the lucrative land lease and maintenance contract for Henry Ford Hospital’s Mexicantown Community Health Center.

Jimmy took a seat at my small kitchen island and I fixed him three tacos—a lime-and-cilantro shrimp taco with salsa, a brown-sugar-and-jalapeño-glazed salmon taco, and a sangria-marinated beef taco with green sauce. He attacked them like Toussaint L’Ouverture would a garrison of Napoleonic troops.

“You have any nonalcoholic beer, Mr. Snow?” Jimmy asked in the middle of the salmon taco.

“You drink beer now?” I said.

“Nonalcoholic beer,” he said. “I like the taste but don’t want no alcohol.”

“I’ll start keeping some around for you.”

Jimmy was dressed in a reasonably nice, moderately well-tailored, off-the-rack navy-blue suit, light blue shirt and a burgundy paisley tie. He looked good. He could’ve looked better, so I decided I’d set him up with my tailor later. In the meantime, we talked about his new role as land baron, with which he was only having a moderate amount of fun.

“I like bustin’ a sweat and gettin’ my hands dirty, boss man,” he said, putting a quick end to the third taco. “Ain’t much for all this talkity-talk and email nonsense. Mr. Galowski and Ms. Garshaw been real helpful. Take a load off me understandin’ all that legal and accounting gobbledygook. Lots to think about with any building project. More to think about with a community health center where folks need real help.” He paused for a moment, shrugged, then said, “Plus—I—I know I don’t talk all that good ’n stuff, so—”

“If I’ve ever met anybody who talks straight from the heart, it’s you, Jimmy,” I said. “Don’t worry about your mannerisms. If you want to improve your speech, fine. Read more books. Until then, be yourself. That’s better than half the people marking time on this rock. How’s Carlos?”

“Tha’s the only real fun I’m having right now,” Jimmy said. “Mr. Galowski is helping me and Carlos apply for a patent on a new kind of HVAC system we designed ’specially for hospitals. Each unit is equipped with an internal mechanically counterbalanced, counter-rotation ultraviolet light purification ring so the air coming into the hospital is as pure as it can be! And they can be retrofitted for solar or wind power generation.”

“Jesus, kid,” I said. “Can I invest now, or do I have to wait for the IPO?”

Jimmy laughed and said I was already in since I’d invested more than enough in both Carlos and himself.

Then we talked about his roommate, retired Father Grabowski.

“Oh, man, he’s great!” Jimmy said. “We talk about the bible, but with him . . . he, like, knows the history—the actual history!—behind it. The region. Where Jesus walked. What was happening socially and politically. What life was like for regular folk. He don’t talk down to nobody! Like no college professor. And he cooks—not as good as you, boss man, but still. He’s funny, too. I been teaching him video games and he seems to be into it. Sometimes we pray together. Feels like my prayers got a bit more—I don’t know—”

“Juice?”

“Yeah! Juice!”

Jimmy lowered his head and shook it. “Last couple weeks, though . . .”

“Last couple weeks what, Jimmy?”

He told me Father Grabowski had become more and more withdrawn. Stayed upstairs in his room a lot more. A couple times Jimmy had heard Father Grabowski’s ringtone—“On Eagle’s Wings”—then he’d hear Father Grabowski angry grumbling. Jimmy could never quite make out what he was saying. Thought maybe he’d heard Grabowski once say something like, “I’m keeping my side up, so F off!”

“He ain’t been eating much neither,” Jimmy said. “Found him passed out drunk couple times in front of the TV. He ain’t never done that before.”

“Have an idea when this all started?”

“I don’t know exactly,” Jimmy said. “Maybe a week or two ago. ’Bout the time that priest done hung himself in that church out in Troy.”

I felt my spine instantly straighten. I said, “What about that priest? Did Father Grabowski know him?”

“That’s just it,” Jimmy said. “I don’t think the father knew him. But he said somethin’ funny. He said, ‘They’re coming.’ I asked him who was coming and alls he did was try to laugh it off. Then he said let’s play cards, so we did.”

I gave brief thought to pushing for more, but knowing Jimmy, he’d given me all he had.

“I’ve known Father Grabowski since I was a kid,” I said. “Longtime family friend. Always a rock. This isn’t the man I know. Makes my antennae go up. You want me to look into what’s eating him?”

“Yessir, if you don’t mind,” Jimmy said. “I know you here for Miss Sylvia and all, but look in on the father once in a while if you can.”

Working in my kitchen again—my mom’s kitchen—started filling me once again with a sense of deep-history home. A place of comfort and possibilities, wisdom and dreams.

“You believe in God, right, Jimmy?”

“Yessir, I surely do.”

“Why?”

“I started livin’ on the streets when I was eight years old. Coupla times in foster care where foster parents just saw me as another check from the state. Never lost hope ’cause I never really had any to lose. Started readin’ the bible in the back of my car before I went to sleep lookin’ for reasons why God didn’t know my name. Then you come along. Sylvia and Carmela come along. Carlos and his family come along. And—you ain’t gonna believe this, boss—”

“Try me.”

“In my heart, my head, I kept on hearin’ this voice sayin’ ‘And those who know Your name will put their trust in You, for You, O Lord, have not forsaken those who seek You.’”

“Psalm 9:10.”

“Yessir,” Jimmy said. “That voice is still there in my heart and even a bad day these days feels like a true blessing. And you?”

“Me what?”

“You believe?”

“On a good day, yeah,” I said. “Let’s just say I’ve got a helluva lot of questions that require answering before full commitment.”

I handed a carryout of six tacos, rice and beans and a little mac and cheese with pulled pork to Jimmy in hopes that Father Grabowski would force down at least one taco, if only not to insult me.

Not wanting to be alone in the house, I went to Tomás and Elena’s house in search of the comfort of family.
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Wednesday began with foreboding rumbles of thunder accompanying flashes of lightning. Regardless of all the training I had received as a marine, it was my “lizard brain” that helped me see around corners where my eyes couldn’t. Step here—not there. Is that sound your heartbeat, or someone else’s? What’s in the shadows, staring at you? Targeting you? Run? Hit the deck? Kill it?

If I was feeling this type of dreadful anticipation concerning Sylvia’s impending surgery, I couldn’t imagine how Carmela and Lucy were feeling.

Sylvia’s surgery was less than an hour away; their minds must have been beehives imagining all the surgical possibilities, all of the scenarios of their friend under the knife without an assured answer for a positive outcome. Calculating the weight of their loss.

Jet lag and tequila are a potent mix and, after an evening of catching up with Elena and Tomás at their house, I had succumbed without protest to the offer of their sofa. They had offered their now married daughter’s old room, but climbing steps at that point felt like a Kilimanjaro summit expedition. The sofa was where I lay for five hours, covered in all manner of afghan and quilt, until I got a call from Lucy.

“How’s this thing work?” she said.

“What thing?”

“Your rosary-necklace-thingy,” she said. “I pinched it from your house a couple nights ago.”

“That’s my mother’s rosary,” I said.

“Sorry. I’ll get it back to you.”

“No, I didn’t mean that,” I said. “I guess what I’m saying is my mother prayed that rosary maybe a million times. You probably don’t have to do anything. Just hold it and let my mom do the rest.”

“Thanks, Sherlock.”

“See you soon, Lucy.”

“And please don’t tell me not to worry.”

“I won’t.”

Jimmy was next on the babysitting schedule at the hospital. By the time he relieved Tomás, Sylvia had been in surgery for nearly two hours while the muffled sounds of thunder and rain washed over it all. The ticking clock of human mortality and the indifference of nature.

Jimmy insisted on taking my watch duty. Even by my PTSD sleep-deprivation standards, he knew I was dragging ass and could use a few more hours of rack time.

Slipping back into sleep on my godparents’ sofa proved difficult. Still, I closed my eyes, took deep breaths and long exhales, trying to at least slow the spinning and grinding gears linking my past with my present, failures and triumphs, all inside the ghost theory of a future.

“Yo, hey,” Tomás said, his dank coffee breath wafting over my face. “You asleep?”

“Not anymore,” I said, my eyes fluttering open. “What’s up?”

“Nothin’.” Tomás laughed. “Just wondered if you was asleep.”

“There are ugly names for guys like you,” I said groggily. I sat up. “How’s everything at the hospital?”

Shrugging at my question, he said, “Pretty much what you’d expect. Too early to know anything. Carmela’s barely functioning on a THC/CBD tincture, and the kid is quietly a wreck. We played a couple hands of gin rummy just to take her mind off things. But you know Lucy; she can win a hand of rummy while worrying about Sylvia, while taking care of Carmela, while hacking NASA. Is Lucy suddenly Catholic?”

“What? Why?”

“All the time we was playing cards, she had, like, a death grip on a rosary that looked like your mom’s.”

I felt myself smile.

“Father Grabowski showed up with Jimmy,” Tomás said, hovering impatiently over the percolator. I was suddenly wide awake. “You can take the Franciscan out of the frock, but you can’t take the frock outta the Franciscan.”

“Meaning?”

“The old man led Carmela and Jimmy—even Lucy—in prayer for Sylvia hard for, like, a solid five, ten minutes.”

“And you?” I said.

“I would’ve joined ’em,” Tomás said, “but I had some old Gary Larson comics on my phone I wanted to catch up on.”

“You’re going to hell.”

“God knows who I am,” Tomás said, pouring two mugs of thick black coffee. “I don’t pretend to be nobody but myself in front of Him or anybody else. Like my old man used to say, ‘Better not to lie than to be caught living one before God.’”

Tomás handed me a mug. Like me, it was dangerously dark, slightly bitter, yet oh so satisfying. He planted his furry ogre ass on an embroidered throw pillow I’d been resting my head on. He gave the afghans and quilts Elena had tucked around me a disgusted look and said, “Woman spoils you.” I told him Elena loved me and he was a heartless thug.

“Old boy’s got himself a temper, I’ll tell ya that.”

“Who? Grabowski?”

“Yeah.” Tomás laughed. “After the hallelujah chorus between him and the others, he took a phone call.”

Apparently, after Father Grabowski had excused himself, Tomás, bladder full, had made his way to the hospital’s restroom. Father Grabowski had been sequestered in a stall, trying to whisper, but as he grew angrier, his voice rose.

“He said, ‘I did what I had to do,’ and ‘That sonuvabitch is the one you should be talking to, not me,’” Tomás said.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Tomás took a slurp of coffee. “He said, ‘One hour. That’s it. Outside. Then I’m done with all of you. Do what you will!’ He actually said that. ‘Do what you will!’”

I stood.

“How long ago was this?”

“Maybe thirty, thirty-five minutes ago,” Tomás said. “Why?”

I glanced at my watch.

“Goddammit,” I grumbled.

“What’s going on?” Tomás said. “I just thought it was church stuff.”

“That’s what worries me,” I said.

I quickly slipped into my shoes, threw on my coat and was on my way to Henry Ford Hospital, rooster-tailing flood water from the 442’s rear Toyo Proxes Sport tires.

It was eight-twenty that Thursday morning when Zarita’s 400-cubic inch V8 engine and my accelerator-crushing foot got me to the main entrance of Henry Ford Hospital. Six minutes door-to-door. Still, not fast enough; Father Grabowski, soaked to the bone from a driving spring rain, was yelling at someone in the back seat of a black Ford Expedition with blacked-out windows. I brought Zarita to a sliding halt across two handicapped parking spaces and, with her engine still rumbling, I jumped out.

“You don’t scare me!” Father Grabowski yelled as the huge SUV began rolling away. “None of you bastards scare me! I did what I had to do! But never—never!—that!”

The good father kicked one of the vehicle’s tailpipes. The SUV drove off just as I reached him.

“What the hell’s going on with you?!” I said. “Who was that?”

“It’s none of your business, August!” Grabowski’s face was red and twisted with anger. “None of it!”

He turned to walk back inside the hospital, but I grabbed his upper arm and spun him around. “I’m making it my business, old man!”

That’s when his rather impressive middleweight right cross landed on my jaw.

“Jesus!” he said, as shocked as I was that he had landed the blow.

In my life as a practicing Catholic (“practicing” for me meaning the acknowledgment that I’ll never get it right, so why put in that much effort?), I have been paddled by priests and knuckle-rapped by nuns for one unholy transgression or another. Like reading comics instead of the gospel.

Good pre-marine basic training.

I’d never before had my dental work rocked by an elderly priest who was a good four inches shorter than me.

“Feel better now, old man?” I said as Grabowski stood wide-eyed and shivering in front of me. “Or you wanna go another round?”

He fell into me, his head on my chest, his tears joining the morning rainfall.

“I got’chu, Father,” I said, holding him tight. “I got’chu.”
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Father Grabowski and I were given a couple of thin towels and scratchy wool blankets by a volunteer in the hospital lobby. She was curious about the fist-sized red mark on my left jaw and the good father’s bruised knuckles. I told her I slipped on wet pavement and accidentally hit my head on the old man’s fist. She asked if either of us needed an ice pack.

“No,” I said, “but if you’ve got a couple medicinal shots of bourbon behind the reception desk, that might help.”

“Maybe I can conjure up a couple cups of green tea instead,” she said with a smile. “Much better for you in the long run.”

Jimmy Radmon suddenly rounded a corner from the bank of elevators and sprinted toward Grabowski and me.

“She’s out of surgery!” Jimmy said breathlessly. Three hours since Sylvia had gone under the knife. “She’s gonna be all right! ‘Stellar!’ That’s what one of the surgeons said! ‘She did stellar!’”

“Oh, praise the Lord Jesus.” Grabowski lowered his head and clasped his hands tightly.

I helped Father Grabowski to his feet from the lobby sofa we’d occupied. “Round us up an elevator if you don’t mind, Jimmy,” I said.

Jimmy wasted no time and did as I requested.

“No more secrets,” I said to Father Grabowski as we walked to the elevator. “You and me’s gonna have a long talk later, padre.”

“Some things need to be buried, August,” he said. “Deep and forever. All the way down to where the monsters live.”

The look in his bloodshot gray-blue eyes was of a man who, like Sisyphus, had struggled pushing the boulder of his secrets and fears up a steep and treacherous incline, only to have them roll back and crush him time and again.

On the way up in the elevator, I briefly thought about the killer I’d helped snag in Oslo. The decomposing bodies of the young women collected at the bottom of an industrial elevator shaft. The pungent, thick stench of their gelatinous flesh comingled with the killer’s expensive cologne. His semen in and on them a day, a week, two weeks after their last breath.

. . . all the way down to where the monsters live . . .

Sylvia was stable. According to her surgeons—including the on-loan doctor from the Cleveland Clinic—her valve replacement was “unremarkable.” In this context, “unremarkable” was a good thing. A very, very good thing.

The only challenge to have come along was Sylvia’s son and daughter-in-law insisting Sylvia stay with them in their West Bloomfield home upon her release. They weren’t convinced that a woman in her midseventies—Carmela—and a young woman whom they knew little to nothing about—Lucy—were capable of taking care of Sylvia.

Who was I to argue with the love of a son for his mother?

“Recovery will take some time,” the Henry Ford surgeon said, “as will physical therapy—which should become a life routine. But one of the biggest factors in recovery is depression. A person does not come out of a brush with mortality unchanged.”

For whatever goddamn reason, I was unanimously chosen as the mediator between Sylvia’s son and daughter-in-law and Carmela and Lucy.

“So, we all agree,” I said in my new capacity as Advocate for Elder Healthcare, “Sylvia will recover at her son’s house, and, given clearance by her doctors, she will make the final decision about her living situation as soon as she’s well enough, right?”

Everyone agreed, with Lucy reluctantly adding her approval.

“I don’t like that guy,” Lucy grumbled about Sylvia’s son once we were out of earshot. “He seems—I don’t know—manipulative.”

“You mean the same guy that sold you your 4x4 at a helluva discount, pays for your tickets to special exhibitions at the DIA and sends his mother and Carmela flowers and restaurant gift cards every month? That guy?” I said. “Yeah, you’re right. Pure evil.”

“I—I just want my moms at home,” Lucy said, her bottom lip trembling. “With me. Together.”

“We’ll get there,” I said, embracing her. “We’ll get there.” I felt her nod against my chest.

Jimmy took an exhausted Father Grabowski back to his house while Lucy drove Carmela back to theirs.

The rain had stopped and there were luminescent blue fissures in the gray sky. The prospects of a bright spring day after a soaking spring rain would have delighted me were it not for the three damp handicap parking violation tickets secured beneath the windshield wiper blades of my 442. One ticket even bore a handwritten message: Having a cool car doesn’t give you the right to be an asshole, asshole.

Begrudgingly, I couldn’t agree more.

Before turning over the engine, my phone rang.

Father Burkholtz—Big O.

“I don’t know what’s going on, August,” Big O said in a low voice, “but I start asking around about this Father Dominioni Petra, and the next thing I know, the guy’s sitting in my office. Real cordial. Soft-spoken. Even smiled on occasion. I don’t think he blinked once. One of the scariest experiences I’ve ever had—and I served the order in Haiti during the 2010 earthquake! Bottom line? I’m done. Says he’s here on confidential business—from Rome, mind you!—concerning the priest who hanged himself in Troy.”

“A priest from Rome investigating a suicide in suburban Michigan?”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Big O said. “I was about to quiz him on that when he showed me his bona fides. That’s when I backed the hell off, August.”

“What about his credentials?”

“Not for me to speak of,” Big O said. “However, I might suggest you get yourself a fresh donut.”

I felt my posture stiffen and my jaw clench knowing exactly what he was saying with the donut reference.

“Sorry for the trouble, Big O.”

“Watch your six, August. Something shady this way comes.”

We disconnected.

I fired up Zarita, then stampeded off to LaBelle’s Soul Hole Donut & Patisserie shop.
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We are being watched . . .

. . . we have been for over four hundred chain-linked, bullwhipped years.

First from the ever-thickening, leafy darkness of the African bush to the alien expanse of its golden veldt.

Hunting parties hidden with flintlocks, blunderbusses, nets and chains. Observing movements and musculature for work potential and profit.

All of it the hunter’s shadow dance in search of prey living openly beneath the sun.

Sailing routes in search of a workforce.

A herded means to an enriching end, viewed through the distorted lens of bifurcated moral exceptions to the King James biblical rule.

We are being watched . . .

. . . like dirty pennies in search of a dollar, a bloodied dollar in search of ten.

The enslaved cook for George Washington always spoke her words in hushed tones, knowing she was being watched. Her delicacies tested before they crossed his slave-teeth dentures. Even in her tenuously privileged position, her eyes and ears were open. Head on swivel. “Here’s what dat old toothless cracka be up to, y’all.”

Sally Hemings endured—suffered—Thomas Jefferson’s Black rape/romance fantasies, all in an effort to know the man’s mind. All for the sake of her sisters and brothers working the fields at Monticello.

Harriet Tubman gained the trust of Abraham Lincoln, which might have contributed to his .44 caliber Derringer undoing. While thought to be no more than chattel in the South and eyes and ears for the North, she built an underground railroad from the ciphers of both and a Gold Coast homeland birth now more myth and the memory of drumming.

And while Army Lt. Col. Ralph “The Demon” Van Deman spied on Black US Army troops and their families in 1917 for fear Der Kaiser was “turning” them against the American Way, the “Harlem Hellcats” held the line in France body for body, bullet for bullet, discovering what freedom from prying eyes meant.

Then came Steve Jobs, who unwittingly gave a displaced and disregarded people the gift of the iPhone. Techno-wizardry that sees, remembers, broadcasts; that knee on the neck, that bullet in the back . . . last words . . . “I can’t breathe . . . Momma, please . . . I . . . I can’t . . .”

Now, we are watching you.

In Detroit, among the best “watchers” are those who make a helluva chocolate-frosted donut.

LaBelle’s Soul Hole Donut & Patisserie.

I brought the 442 to a stop behind a black Mercedes-Benz van parked in front of the small pastry shop on Michigan Avenue. I set Zarita’s potentially lethal alarm (you don’t want to know) and listened to the bright, hopeful tinkling of the tiny silver bell as I opened the door of LaBelle’s. Once inside, the aromas of fresh, warm baked goods were enough to put the finest Parisian pâtisseries on notice. A big-time movie star with salt-and-pepper hair, a distinctively square and dimpled chin, charming “everyman” attitude and multimillion-dollar smile was having his picture taken with his handlers and Lady B, the shop’s owner.

Pissed me off.

Now I was the second best-looking guy I’d met.

Smartphone photos were snapped and uploaded, laughs were shared, hugs given, continental cheek kisses exchanged and two of the star’s entourage collected ten white pastry boxes and started for the exit, smiling pleasantly at me as they passed. The actor ambled slowly toward the door, his arm draped around the shoulders of the much shorter and considerably stouter Lady B.

“You bullshittin’ me,” Lady B said to the actor. “You a Tennessee boy? Seriously?”

“Born and bred in the shadow of the Blue Ridge Mountains.” He grinned.

Even a strong, macho, straight American male like me had to stop myself from swooning.

Lady B introduced me to the movie star. He was “delighted” to meet me. Good, strong handshake. Moisturizes.

Halfway out the door, the star pointed to me, then Lady B. “We’ll be here for another three days, Lady B. Hope you’ll take me up on visiting the set as my guests.” Specifically, to Lady B, he said, “Standing order, right?”

“I gotchu covered, baby boy. Six A.M.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Snow,” he said.

My knees might have gotten wobbly.

Then he ducked inside the black Mercedes-Benz van with blacked-out windows and was gone.

“Tha’s one handsome-ass white boy, mm-mm-mmmm,” Lady B said, her eyes following the van until it disappeared.

“Yeah, well—he’s no me, that’s for sure,” I said.

“Aw,” Lady B said with mock sympathy. “Baby got a bruise on his witty-bitty ego?”

She gave my right cheek a hard, wiggling pinch and burst out laughing, then said I should follow her.

I did.

With Ford’s revitalization of the old train station less than a hundred yards away, business was picking up for everybody through the Michigan Avenue corridor, Mexicantown and Corktown. Lady B had expanded her kitchen by a factor of two. New bakers, new equipment, brighter look. The staff—in crisp white pants, aprons, shirts, blouses, hair and beard nets and white Kangol Tropic Bin bucket hats—were busy mixing, stirring, checking ovens. The air was warm and sweet. Some of Lady B’s original core staff tipped their hats to me. Those hat-tips and my return nod were our succinct and respectful way of acknowledging that we had each other’s “six.”

I asked Lady B how many of the new kitchen staff were skilled with weapons, explosives, hand-to-hand combat, surveillance tech and covert ops.

“Mostly all,” she said casually. “We got a few civilians. But, yeah—when we ain’t bakin’ cakes, cookies and croissants . . .”

I filled in the blanks.

We entered a small office at the very back and she sat behind a simple glass-topped desk. I took one of the two visitor’s chairs.

“So,” she said. “You here to get your ‘donut,’ son?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“First off, Marine Lieutenant First Class Snow,” she said, leaning forward with her pudgy, dark, 50 percent cacao-chocolate fingers laced on the desk, “don’t be puttin’ them poor Capuchin brothas in the middle of nothin’. The Father Solanus Center is off limits to you unless you need to pray or drop coin their way.”

“What am I putting them in the middle of?” I said.

Lady B sat back in her chair and scrutinized me through squinting eyes. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Lady B, I don’t even know what I don’t know.”

Slowly, she smiled. I’d seen her warm, gentle smile at the satisfying taste of a new sugary concoction. She always smiled handing out her special Halloween cupcakes to Mexicantown and Corktown kids. I’d also seen that smile just before she put a 9mm bullet into the back of an Immigration and Customs Enforcement officer’s head.

Because of that, I still can’t stomach a strawberry-filled Long John donut.

“Most so-called ‘First World’ countries and sovereign states have what in common, baby boy?” she finally said. “Save for a few outliers.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Aside from the internet, Netflix and security forces, ya got me.”

“Go with that last one,” she said. “Now name me one of the wealthiest sovereign states in the world and their main export.”

“How ’bout we stop playing twenty questions and you just tell me?”

She laughed. “Oh, baby—where’s the fun in that?”

I thought long and hard, trying to put together pieces of the last few days: Father Grabowski. A priest—Dominioni Petra, “Dominion of the Stone”—no one knew anything about. Capuchin Father Burkholtz, who by size alone could frighten the bejesus out of the Detroit Lions defensive line, suddenly running scared of a Father Petra.

“Jesus,” I said as certain synaptic connections were made.

“Bingo!” Lady B said, pointing a forefinger at me. “You got the export! Now name the state!”

In a hushed voice, I heard myself say, “Vatican City?”

“Oh, baby, you ain’t half as dumb as you look, now, is you?” she said before roaring with laughter.
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I left LaBelle’s with two Irish butter croissants, two Boston creams and two of her decadently unhealthy B&B-filled donuts (proprietary barbecue sauce and chopped pepper bacon, dusted with white pepper and crystallized ginger—great with black coffee or, you know, bourbon). I would take the croissants and Boston creams to Carmela and Lucy while Tomás and I would devour the B&Bs at his house with coffee.

While driving back to Mexicantown, I got a call from Tatina.

“How’s it hanging, my love?” she said in Norwegian through the 442’s speakers.

“Long, low and to the left,” I replied in what little Norwegian I’d picked up along the way. She laughed. Then I said in English, “I’m beginning to think I’m a bad influence on you.”

“Oh, you’re just now thinking that?”

It was always the same when I talked to Tatina: my pulse quickened, my body felt lighter and a fountain of light spread across my chest. Even when she occasionally read me the riot act, the effects were the same. I also felt the weight of the commitment ring we had exchanged at an impromptu service conducted by Father Grabowski at St. Aloysius Catholic Church. Tatina wore her ring on her right index finger. I wore mine on a chain around my neck. (Wearing it on my right ring finger threw off the aiming balance of my Glock 17 9mm by a degree or two.)

She asked how Sylvia was doing.

“The valve surgery went great,” I said, “and she’s on the mend. The downside is she’ll be released into the care of her son and daughter-in-law in West Bloomfield. At least for a while.”

“That’s probably breaking Carmela’s and Lucy’s hearts.”

“It is,” I said. “But it makes sense.”

“Are they lesbians, Carmela and Sylvia?”

The question made me lose mental equilibrium for a second or two before I said, “Yes. No. Maybe. Hell, I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“Just wayward curiosity,” Tatina said. “Nothing with judgment or conclusion attached.”

“Wow,” I said. “Nosy, aren’t you, Dr. Stadtmueller?”

“Indulge me.”

“I honestly don’t know if they are or aren’t,” I said. “All I know is they love each other and they are the best of friends. If by extension that love and friendship is sex, then so be it. I love them and that is without doubt or dispute.” There was a pause in our conversation. Then the proverbial lightbulb came on over my hippocampus. “Oh, I see what you did there, you little minx.”

“And what was that?”

“Your question wasn’t about Carmela and Sylvia,” I said. “It was to assess my attitude toward them possibly being lesbians!”

Again, she laughed.

“Apophenia,” she said.

“A-what-now?”

“Apophenia,” she repeated. “Someone who perceives a meaningful pattern between unrelated objects or ideas. Psychologists believe people with apophenia possibly experience paranoia or have an addiction to conspiracy theories. I think you might be experiencing a touch of apophenia, August.”

“The first thing they teach you as a marine is it ain’t paranoia if they’re really out to get you.”

That led to a brief discussion on my having touched base with my talk therapist, Dr. Allan Sussman. I told her I hadn’t had time to consult with him since things with Sylvia and Father Grabowski had kept me fairly busy from the time I landed at Metro.

“What’s going on with Father Grabowski?” she asked.

I told her I didn’t quite know yet, but when I did, she’d know.

Tatina then told me Oslo police Captain Edus “Eddie” Gofu had proposed a community outreach plan to his bosses in light of the recent murders of young women from Oslo’s immigrant/asylum-seeking African and Middle Eastern communities. The captain had consulted several times with her mother on these proposals. Tatina suspected he was interested in more than her opinion. As evidence, she cited the normally stoic police captain’s propensity to laugh at her mother’s semi-witty asides and his enthusiastic nods at her pithy observations.

“I’m good with that,” Tatina said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard my mother be so disarming with a man.”

“Jesus,” I said. “He gets ‘disarming.’ I get disemboweled.”

“Well, I like you even if no one else does, my love,” she said.

“Swell.”

“He even had kind things to say about you,” Tatina said. “How brave you seemed. Selfless. Maybe a little on the ‘arrogant’ side, but okay.”

“‘Arrogant’?” I said with faux shock. “I’m the most modest person I’ve ever known!”

She laughed, sending another solar flare to brighten the expanse of my chest.

We said some mushy stuff. Maybe a little borderline phone-sex stuff. Then we disconnected.

Lucy Three Rivers was sitting on the girls’ cranberry velvet sofa, legs folded under her, when I got there. Her laptop was perched open on her lap and she was talking into a headset. She put a forefinger to her lips when she saw me. Carmela was nowhere to be seen. Since she refused to drive anywhere by herself, I assumed she was upstairs taking a long, well-deserved nap. Sylvia’s health scare had been stressful for Carmela. Short bouts of uneasy sleep or no sleep at all. At one point, Lucy had gently scolded her by saying, “If you need a Xanax, we’ll get a script. But I’m not having you doubling up on weed then not being able to sleep. I don’t need both my bitches in the hospital.”

I’d never heard anyone use the word “bitches” with so much reverence, love and affection.

“Yeah,” Lucy said into the microphone of her headset. “I can dig it.” I showed her the croissants and Boston cream donuts from LaBelle’s. She pantomimed enthusiastic applause. “No, for sure,” she continued on her call, “I’m down with that. But here’s the thing: my job description doesn’t include the words ‘spy,’ ‘snitch,” ‘stoolie’ or ‘punk.’ Plus, he makes, like, a bunch more wampum than me, so—” She stopped. Then, “uh-huh,” “awright” and “cool.” Finally, she said, “Yessir. Monday morning.”

She disconnected and whipped off her headset.

Before I could say anything, she’d leapt off the sofa, snatched a Boston cream and filled her mouth with a third of it. I swear her eyes rolled back in her head.

“What was that all about?” I said.

“Corporate stuff,” she said. “My boss’s boss wants me to ‘observe’—a.k.a., spy on—my boss because he’s spotted irregularities in our security system that can’t be glitches or patch hiccups from the golden age of Fortran or COBOL.”

“But—aren’t you the one causing the whatchamacallits?”

“I didn’t cause them,” Lucy said. “I planted them. ’Bout a month ago. See who noticed. A month, Sherlock! That’s like a bazillion years ago in computer time!”

“Dammit, Lucy!”

“Keep your voice down, dillweed,” she said. “Carmela’s been in the land of Nod for about four hours, and she needs at least four more.”

I lowered my voice, but I was no less stern. “You could go to prison for stuff like that!”

“Stuff like what?” she said with a giggle. “Exposing weaknesses in both the system and the management of the system? My numb-nuts boss doesn’t do shit, and if he did, he’d probably fuck it up anyway. And he makes twice as much as me! Plus, when have you ever known pale-face motherfuckers to play fair?”

I walked to the door and turned to say something that would underscore my concern about her hacking the company she worked for.

“Hey, Sherlock?” She ran to me. Hugged me tight. Into my chest, she said, “Glad you’re back, dude—even if you are a buzzkill.”

I returned her hug, kissed her lightly on the crown of her head. “Glad to be back—even if you are a doofus.”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“I know you are, but what am I?”
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“You really didn’t have to do that, cabrón.”

Tomás was talking about the money I’d sent him and Elena from my brief and ill-fated vengeance adventure in Quito, Ecuador; a dangerous man had put me in the crosshairs of a very dangerous organization by disappearing with $10 mil of the organization’s money and putting me in the frame for his scam. In my Ecuadorian revenge tour, the threat had been eliminated and a fake Kandinsky painting with a hollow frame revealed its “go-bag” cash riches. After several quick wash-and-spin cycles the money was mine to do with as I damn well pleased.

I’d given Jimmy Radmon and Carlos Rodriguez a good chunk of the money, which had allowed them to buy their fledgling Mexicantown land and building empire. And I’d gifted a chunk to my godparents, Tomás and Elena.

And me?

“What am I gonna do with more cash?” I said to Tomás. “Piss it away on even more booze and donuts? No, man, I’m good.”

We were once again sipping Tomás’s thick, black coffee and eating the B&B bombers I’d purchased at LaBelle’s. We sat in his now mostly finished basement, which was carpeted, brightly decorated and appointed with a loveseat, two reclining chairs, a TV and a toy chest for his granddaughter.

“Well, thanks anyway, Octavio,” Tomás said. “Of course, I had to lie to Elena about where the money came from.”

“Oh, of course.”

“Can’t be tellin’ my city councilwoman wife it came from some nasty pendejo in Ecuador,” he said. “She might cut me off, if ya know what I mean.”

“I am disturbed, sir, that I know exactly what you mean.” Then I said, “So, you gonna keep me guessing or what?”

Tomás put his coffee and donut down on a side table. He stood, then walked to a section of wall in his finished basement. With the palms of his big hands, he pushed on the wall. It effortlessly receded two inches and slid smoothly behind the wall section next to it. And there it was: his now concealed gun locker.

“Nice!” I might have applauded.

“Your boys Jimmy and Carlos came up with the idea,” Tomás said. “Keeps Elena from bitching all the damn time about having to see my ‘scary’ gun locker whenever she came down to do laundry.”

“It was scary,” I said. “That’s what I liked about it.”

“Exactly!” Tomás flipped a latch and the section of the wall seamlessly slid back into place. He walked back to his chair, threw the last of his bomber donut in his mouth and followed it with a quick gulp of coffee. “So, what’s this hero shit I hear about you, Octavio? Something about you solving a big murder case in Norway?”

I shrugged. “Heroes usually don’t stand over the corpses of the people they’re trying to save.”

“Were you strapped?”

“Visitors on visas can’t be strapped in Norway, Tomás,” I said. “Otherwise, they’re no longer visitors.”

“You mean you solved it using your head?” Tomás said with a knowing smirk. “Isn’t that really kinda—old school?”

“Very 1990s.”

I told him I would be on my way to see Father Grabowski after our visit. Tomás knew Grabowski had retired and was rooming at Jimmy Radmon’s house. He had stopped the old priest in the street a couple times and said Grabowski’d looked confused, wobbly on his knees and smelled of a late morning snort of cheap whiskey and too many cigarettes.

“You think he’s losing his marbles?” Tomás said.

“Dementia? Maybe,” I said. “I’m more inclined to think it’s secrets eating him up.”

Tomás suggested we talk to Grabowski together. I thought it best if I talked to him alone. Tomás had never been one for religion in general; organized religion, according to Tomás, was just a way to keep people poor, controlled, docile or perpetually at war with each other while the generationally wealthy drank champagne, scarfed down canapés and made greedy moves on an invisible international chessboard. Mostly, he felt religion separated people from the truth and from the potential of their own real, living, human spirits. “When and if God does come back to the third barrio from the sun,” Tomás once said, “the first thing He’s gonna do is throw a cosmic Molotov cocktail through the window of every organization that fucked up and fucked over His messages, starting with the Southern Baptist Convention. Then He’ll get fucking serious.”

That said, Tomás liked the old man. He’d known Grabowski from the early days because of my mother and father. He was new at St. Al’s and at the beginning of knowing Detroit. My mother, to the consternation of my father, invited the priest to share Sunday dinner with us as well as my godparents, Tomás and Elena.

“Sunday’s my day off,” my father grumbled to my mother. “How’m I supposed to relax with a priest hangin’ around for dinner?”

“This one’s different,” my mother replied calmly. “I feel it.”

My father may have remained unconvinced. However, he knew better than to hold my mother’s intuition up to scrutiny.

And, of course, she was right, witnessing the priest’s domination at cards, keeping up with tequila shots, and easily bringing my father and godfather to laughter. He was candid and forthright and sincerely curious about Mexicantown and its varied practical and spiritual needs.

Tomás—not unlike my father—spoke his mind.

And Father Grabowski never hesitated to speak his.

As I was starting to leave Tomás’s house, a question came to mind out of left field.

“Why were the old women around here ‘clucking their tongues’ about some priest killing himself out in Troy?” I said to Tomás.

“What?”

“A while back you mentioned all the old ladies were whispering about the priest in Troy who killed himself. Any reason why?”

“You know how it goes, compadre,” Tomás said with a dismissive shrug. “You go to pick up some fresh jalapeños, poblanos, chorizo and maybe a twelve of Negra Modelo at Honeycomb Market and you find yourself squeezed in the middle of old ladies clogging up the aisles with one fucking thing in their shopping carts rumor-talking. A couple of the older abuelas thought they knew him from Mexico back in the day. I think one of ’em said he was ‘funny,’ but not ha-ha funny. Jesus, that’s just the way it is, Octavio: the older us Mexicans get, the more we remember weird shit that maybe never was.”

“The human condition, my friend,” I said. “Hell. I’ll probably remember you as a daisy-picking saint when I’m eighty.”

“What the . . . I mean, what does that even mean?” I asked. Tatina’s voice was coming through my 442’s audio system as I drove to Jimmy’s house to see Father Grabowski. “‘Ghosts are coming for him. He must be made to shelter in another’s soul.’”

“Well, that’s from Momma, so don’t get snippy with me,” Tatina said. “I’m just the messenger’s messenger.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Your long-gone great-great-grandfather Cimi?”

“No,” Tatina said. “My great-great-great-aunt Longa.”

“Be honest with me, Tatina,” I said. “Is there a history of closed-head injuries in your family?”

“Make fun at your own peril, Mr. Snow,” Tatina said, unamused. “But listening to the elders of our elders is our way.”

“Sorry,” I said, watching an old homeless man struggling to push a shopping cart through the light rain on Michigan Avenue. “Didn’t mean to be dismissive.”

“‘Dismissive’ is a nice way of saying ‘being an asshole.’”

“True dat.”

“True what?”

“More American slang I need to teach you—”

“Please, no, I beg of you,” Tatina said with the exhaustion of a mother speaking to a recalcitrant child. “I’m starting to think the whole English language is nothing more than a patchwork of regional slang, nonsensical euphemisms, oblique obfuscations and butchered Shakespeare quotes.”

I was tempted to say “true dat” once again, but I’d already poked the bear, and not in the usual good way I liked poking this particular bear.

I pulled into my driveway between my house and the next-door “sorority”—Carmela, Sylvia and Lucy’s house—and pushed a button on the dashboard. The doors of my shed opened and I slowly navigated the Oldsmobile 442 into her slip. Tatina asked if I was getting enough sleep. Another way of inquiring about my moderate PTSD. I told her I was sleeping okay—up to five and a half hours a night from four—but frankly, since being back, I hadn’t really had much rack time.

“Is Father Grabowski all right?” Tatina said.

“No,” I said, “but he won’t tell me what’s going on. I think maybe he knew a priest in the area that just committed suicide.”

“Help him if you can, August,” she said. “He may be one of the only shots you’ve got at getting into a Christian heaven.”

“Thanks for your astounding faith in me, Toots.”

I went into my house and stood in a kitchen where nothing was cooking and where Tatina wasn’t.

Sometimes the loneliest place you can find yourself is home.
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I was hunched against a cold southerly wind and freezing gray drizzle on my way to Jimmy’s house. Since he was now calling the shots on building maintenance and facility improvement at the new emergency community health center, it was unlikely he’d be home. He’d given me a key to his house early on. I doubted I’d ever have cause to use it, but with Father Grabowski caught in the middle of an unknown something, I had reason for an early afternoon visit.

I understood—more than most people—the occasional need for hardened silence and impenetrable privacy. The need to turn inward when the world demanded too much and promised too little in return. To find an isolated and quiet place where the spirit’s energy could regenerate. But I also recognized the retreat of the frightened. The agonizing self-imposed penance for perceived horrors of the past. The boa constrictor of guilt, shame and self-disappointment wrapping itself around ribs and lungs, squeezing until oxygen has no place in the body.

It seemed like Father Grabowski was in the grip of such a boa constrictor.

I rang the doorbell at Jimmy’s house several times.

Then I knocked.

No answer.

I brought out the key, unlocked the bolt and door, and let myself in.

Jimmy had installed an electronic security system hidden behind an ornate coatrack in the entryway. I pressed the code to disable the system.

“Father Grabowski?” I said, opening the door a crack.

Nothing.

I suddenly felt the weight of my Glock snugged in its holster in the small of my back. With my right hand, I brought the wet wool of my overcoat clear of my weapon.

“Father?”

Slowly, I made my way upstairs to his room.

The door was partially open. I slipped my weapon halfway out of its holster and, with a foot, edged the door all the way open.

There he was.

Sprawled out across his narrow twin bed in his underwear, half a bottle of whiskey on a nightstand, a cheap snub-nose .38 handgun on the floor.

Suppressing my confusion of emotions—fear, anger, sadness, repulsion—I forced the simple logic of my marine and police training to the surface as I walked around the bed.

No exit wound.

No blood splatter.

Just the stench of bottom-shelf whiskey and cigarettes oozing out of his pores.

I picked up the .38 and checked the chambers: one live round. Then I shouted, “Hey! Old man!”

A grizzly snore. His head wobbled up. A strand of drool dangled from his mouth and bloodshot eyes tried to focus on me.

“August?”

“Dammit, let me outta here!”

I’d carried Father Grabowski to his cramped bathroom, tossed him in his shower and turned on the water.

Cold water.

I sat on the toilet, waiting for him to sober up. Whenever he grappled with the shower door, I closed it with my foot. He was still too drunk to effectively stand and turn the water off. I took the bullet out of his crappy .38, lifted the toilet seat a bit, dropped the bullet in and flushed, hopeful it would slip past any armed and dangerous gangs of sewer system rats.

“Anybody ever tell you it’s just plain rude to commit suicide as a houseguest?” I shouted over the rush of cold water.

“Please, August!” he whined. “Turn it off! I’m good now! I’m okay!”

“For a priest, you’re a really bad liar.”

“Fuck you!”

“Yeah,” I said, unconcerned. “I hear that a lot.”

“Turn the goddamn water off, you little shit!”

I laughed. He hadn’t called me a “little shit” for over twenty-five years, since I was ten and had pocketed a buck from the Sunday Mass collection plate at St. Aloysius.

I was just the worst as an altar boy.

“When you can stand on your own feet,” I said, looking at the sink, fixtures, tiles and backsplash Jimmy had redecorated the bathroom with, “and you can reach the handle, that’s when the water goes off. Then I’ll get you a towel and a gallon of black coffee.”

“You’re going to hell!”

I continued to admire Jimmy’s tasteful renovation of the small bathroom. “Yeah. Looks like we all are, padre.”

After another couple minutes, I became concerned the old man might catch pneumonia. I got Father Grabowski a towel. Then, while he sat slouched at the kitchen table in his threadbare paisley PJs and a plaid robe, I made coffee and buttered toast.

“I, uh—I thought about it,” Grabowski finally said. “The mortal sin of suicide.”

“And what stopped you?” I said, listening to Jimmy’s expensive Keurig coffee maker whirl and gurgle.

“The mess,” Grabowski said. “Jimmy. He’s been so kind. Thoughtful. What God had hoped for when He made humankind. And here’s me—about to leave blood and brains all over Jimmy’s nice house. His hard work. A source of his modest pride.” He stared off into space. Then he said, “You know it’s a myth about coffee sobering up a drunk.”

“Drink it anyway, old man.” I took a seat opposite him at the kitchen table. “By the way. The gun you bought was crap. Bullet probably would have fragmented in the barrel. Best you could have expected was a badly damaged thumb, losing an eye, and an overcooked broccoli for a brain. Might have taken you twenty minutes to fully bleed out. By then, Jimmy finds you and you end up in a persistent vegetative state. A tax burden ward of the state. Maybe the Black kid gets grilled and tagged for attempted murder—”

“No!”

“You know the thin blue drill. Young Black man gets pissed at deadbeat renter,” I said. “Argument ensues. Black man’s innate animal rage kicks in. Boom! He goes up for twenty-to-life. And you—you selfish prick—you spend the rest of your miserable fucking life pissing and shitting into a bag and suspended in the middle of the Great Black Beyond.”

Father Grabowski’s eyes flooded. He lowered and shook his head. “Jesus, forgive me,” he muttered.

“So, I’d suggest you start telling me what’s going on with you,” I said. “Everything. All of it right up to the part where you got blind-ass drunk and contemplated topping yourself in my friend’s house. Does any of this have to do with that priest in Troy? The one strung up over the altar?”

It took him a moment, but with his eyes wet and red, he finally looked up at me and said, “Yes,” followed quickly by, “No. Maybe.” He sucked in a breath of air between his clenched teeth. “I’ve—done things—for the church. Bad things.”

“Like what?” My mind was racing.

“Child abusers. Rapists.”

My mouth and throat went dry. I felt my pulse quicken. “What about ’em?”

“All of them priests,” he said. “I never knew where they came from. People—the church—wanted them disappeared. Quietly. Discreetly. Out-of-the-way parishes. Forgotten places. I knew what ‘out of the way’ looked like. After Vietnam, as a young brother in the order, I’d lived in that place—physically, mentally and spiritually.”

“Who gave those orders? The Detroit diocese?” I said.

“Maybe. I—I don’t know,” he said. “I never knew where the orders—the paperwork—came from, and I didn’t know enough to ask. But there was never any doubt it was church documentation. Confidential letters of transfer. Assignment specifications that were . . . oddly constrictive. The inference of ‘anomalous parishioner issues.’ All of it with an undercurrent of urgency.”

“Before we go any further,” I said, feeling a lump grow in my throat, “did you ever touch a child, old man? Are you a rapist?”

“No,” he said with an air of disgust. “Never.”

I took my gun out and slammed it down in the middle of the table. My mind flooded with nanosecond remembrances of being with him, around him as a child. Shards of memories, a laugh, a touch. Catechism lessons. Family parties. Pieces of a decades-old puzzle forming a foggy, inconclusive picture. I wanted to believe him. Needed to believe him. He had been like family. Always the confidant. A dependable source of strength and a pillar of unshakable trust.

“Tell me the goddam truth,” I growled. “Or I’ll give you my gun and you can finish the job you started. Have you ever touched a child?”

“On all that is holy, I swear—never,” Grabowski said. “That is an abomination I would never be a party to.”

“But you helped evil like that escape,” I said. “Why would you even consider doing that?”

“Because as a young brother in the Franciscan order, I had little choice if I wanted to become a priest.” Tears streamed down his cheeks. “Like—like the army. Chain of command—”

“Fuckers like that should have been executed!” I shouted. “Every last fucking one of ’em!”

“And they were,” the old man said quietly. “I killed them, August. I killed them all.”

I felt my heart quicken in my throat as I searched the old man’s pale blue eyes. In them, I saw a frightening truth I could never have imagined. I saw the black river Styx and he was the boatman Charon. He had ushered the souls of his quarry—murdered priests—into the boat. He had run a finger inside their mouths in search of their coin offering for passage before delivering them to an unfathomable darkness.

I flopped back in my chair and stared into his tearstained eyes. Eyes that weren’t speaking in guilt-riddled metaphors or shame-provoked false confession.

“Did you know this priest that was hanged in Troy?” I said quietly. “Did you have anything to do with—”

“No,” Grabowski said. “But he might have been about the same age as some of the men I—the ones I sent to their death. And—I don’t know. Something about his death—over an altar—like that. Something—old.”

“How old?” I said. “Forty years? Fifty? Vietnam War era?”

“No,” he said softly. “Much older. Darker. Something maybe a thousand years old, August. Knights Templar old.”

“You’re sinking in quicksand right in front of me,” I said. “And you’re going to spin me some wild-ass tale of myths and legends?”

“‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,’” Grabowski said. “Something tells me a very dark history is about to be repeated, August. And I’m soon to be swallowed by it.”

“Something darker than what you just told me about yourself?”

“Much, I’m afraid.”

Ghosts are coming for him. He must be made to shelter in another’s soul.
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I poured myself a cup of black coffee. Father Grabowski and I had both been quiet for a time, trying to digest what had just happened between us. There was no getting around the shock, shame and utter madness I’d felt the moment I’d slammed my gun on the table. The prospect of a sworn man of God bringing unspeakable harm to the most innocent of his flock had, in a nanosecond, unleashed a dark need for blood-vengeance in my head, my heart.

Children were supposed to be sacred.

Not chattel.

Not small, empty vessels destined to receive our sicknesses, faults and failings.

“Kill the seed, eliminate the weed!”

That’s what a sniper school drill instructor had once barked at my sharpshooting class at Camp Lejeune.

“Your enemy does not care about your mammy from which you suckled sweet milk!” he’d growled as we lay on our stomachs in ninety-degree damp heat, dummies locked in our rifle sights. “Your enemy does not give a worn-out whore’s diseased shit about your pappy from whose seed comes marines! And the enemy for damn sure does not give a flying cornhole fuck about your offspring or his own! Your enemy will send his sweet four-year-old daughter with puppy-dog eyes out to greet you with a fistful of flowers just before he blows you and her up with two pounds of Semtex wired to her preschool ass! So, for all you lilac-and-lavender-water pussy motherfuckers who just can’t bring yourself to shoot your enemy’s kid—boo-hoo!—I say stop embarrassing the honorable, brave and God-fearing American men and women who continue to make the US Marine Corps the most fearsome fighting machine the world has known since the Spartans of old! Get your faggity, preacher’s son, momma-milk-and-cookie asses up out of here! Join the priesthood! The Girl Scouts, for chrissakes! Am I understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir! Hoo-rah!”

“Amen, you mother-lovin’ killers! Fire at will! And make every shot a kill shot!”

I was about to further interrogate Father Grabowski when Jimmy burst through the front door of his house. He stopped short, his eyes landing first on Father Grabowski then me as we sat at his kitchen table.

“Y’all good?” Jimmy said, his brow furrowed.

Father Grabowski forced a smile and said, “Yeah, Jimmy. We’re good. Just catching up over coffee is all.”

“What brings you home this dreary spring afternoon, Jimmy?” I said brightly. “I thought you’d be knee-deep in the squalid minutia of big business.”

“HVAC installation blueprints,” he said. “Some new guy from hospital facilities management wants to make sure about their maintenance vision and how it marries up with the ventilation and air filtration systems we installed.”

“Can you dumb that down a bit for the cheap seats, son?” Grabowski said.

Jimmy smiled. “New guy in an expensive suit wants to sound smart to his bosses and cover his B-U-T-T.”

“Ah!” Grabowski and I said simultaneously.

Jimmy disappeared quickly into his downstairs office, then reemerged with large rolls of blueprint paper. He started for the door, stopped and turned back to Grabowski and me. “You sure y’all is cool?”

“We’re good, Jimmy,” Grabowski said, forcing a laugh. “Go make your living.”

Jimmy left and the weight of uneasy silence returned.

“Ya know, I put a gun to Jimmy’s head once a long time ago,” I finally said.

“Wow,” Grabowski replied with faux surprise. “Always making new friends and influencing people, aren’t you, August?”

We traded wan smiles.

“I’m, uh—I’m sorry, Father,” I said. “I just—”

“No need to apologize, August,” Grabowski said. “I haven’t exactly been forthcoming with you.”

“You ready to be forthcoming with me?”

Reluctantly, Grabowski nodded. “Let’s start with the men you said you killed. Tell me that was dark poetic license.”

“I—I wish I could.”

He told me that over fifty years earlier, as a Vietnam War vet and a young Franciscan fresh to the frock, he had done missionary work in Guatemala and Mexico. For two years, he had worked with farmers in Durango and Chihuahua. Farmers who’d been scratching out a living in the arid, lifeless dirt while watching their families and their faith wither away. Then, donkeys yoked to wood and metal hoes were miraculously replaced by shiny new tractors. Rickety buckets once used to heave water to fields were replaced by full irrigation systems. And corn was replaced by cannabis. Poor farmers suddenly had more money than they ever imagined. Schools were built. Churches, markets, whole towns were born. And all gave thanks to a generous God.

Young Franciscan Brother Grabowski, however, knew these green fields and rapid prosperity had little to do with the miraculous generosity of a benevolent God.

It had everything to do with the American need for weed. The weed he had smoked in Vietnam and Laos with his army brethren after firefights to dampen the horror of killing or staunch the addictive need for more adrenaline-fueled carnage.

Hot dogs.

Apple pie.

Chevrolet.

And weed.

God bless America.

Marijuana—a dusty, old, innocuous botanical word reborn as a darkly exotic, demonizing term used to instill fear and loathing in white folk of Browns and later Blacks, jazz and all their unholy, unchristian, hoodoo-voodoo ways.

Mexico’s Golden Triangle.

Durango. Sinaloa. Chihuahua.

In the late sixties, Father Grabowski had seen thousands of dirt farms blossom with cannabis and poppies. Nearly twenty thousand farmers worked fields for the cartels that came and went and were reborn.

Why not?

El Norte wanted to get high. To forget the blood they’d spilled or lost in foreign lands. To find transcendental meaning in the psychedelic blues lyrics of Dylan and Lennon. To ease the burden of being Black every hour of every goddamn day in the Land of the Free and Home of the Brave.

Grabowski, a Franciscan brother fresh from the rice paddies of Vietnam, saw the fortunes of poor Mexican farmers change nearly overnight. And with that, he learned dark legends of the disemboweling of simple farmers and their families, who wished only to be left to tend their modest fields of corn and agave and citrus.

The Diego Cartel was, sixty-plus years ago, one of the largest. Juan Diego Delacruz, the drug lord of the cartel, was a dandy dressed from head to toe in imported white linen. A man projecting intellectual and cultural sophistication while ordering heads to be lopped off with sickles, hands cut off with machetes, and genitals cut off with hunting knives. He drank his imported French wines and had a schoolboy’s passing familiarity with the poetry of Octavio Paz. By the time of his death (natural causes) in 1987, it was estimated he had either personally killed or ordered the murders of over three hundred people: Mexicans, Americans, Southeast Asians and Italian Mafiosi who dared to call him a “spic.”

“Maybe that’s why I’ve always loved Michigan,” Grabowski said absentmindedly while staring into the abyss of his black coffee. “The cool of the fall. The bracing cold of the winter. Had enough of—heat. The smothering damp heat of Vietnam. The dry, baking heat of Mexico. Enough.” Then Father Grabowski looked up at me. Smiled and said, “He was a terrible shot.”

In June of 1968, a young, beardless priest walked ten dirt road miles drenched in sweat exacerbated by a neck-to-ankle wool habit. He wished to introduce himself to Juan Diego Delacruz. La Lengua del Diablo—the Devil’s Tongue—as he was known to villagers because a word whispered from his mouth was enough for torrents of blood to poison once fertile fields.

The guards at the gate of Delacruz’s sprawling Durango estate were all dressed in Jordache jeans, expensive alligator cowboy boots, Hugo Boss polo shirts and bright pastel unstructured sport coats. They smoked cigarettes and carried Kalashnikov rifles and pearl-handled Smith & Wesson long-barrel pistols.

“The pistols were an affectation.” Father Grabowski laughed wanly. “They’d seen too many spaghetti Westerns.”

Two of the men snapped to attention and brought Grabowski into the sights of their Kalashnikov rifles. They argued back and forth about which one should frisk the priest. They were capable of any manner of violence, including, according to Grabowski, raping young village girls, then garroting them. But to frisk a priest? The thought of their devout, rosary-clutching mothers crossed the killers’ minds.

Such was the standoff until La Lengua del Diablo himself showed up, smoking a long Honduran cigar, wearing his trademark pristine white suit, white patent leather wingtip shoes and carrying his own Kalashnikov with gold inlay.

“Problem?” he said to the guards.

“This man, he says he’s a priest, but—”

“But what?” Delacruz said calmly. “Have you searched him?”

“Well—I mean—what if he is a priest, Don Delacruz?”

“Good Catholic boys!” Delacruz called out to Grabowski. Then he said to his guards, “Look at the man, you idiots! Dripping in sweat! Nasty old sandals! Filthy feet. And by the time he pulled a weapon from under his robes he’d be two times dead! Estúpidos! He’s a priest for God’s sakes!” Then he turned his attention to Grabowski. “What is your business, Father?”

“I told him someone left a decapitated body on the steps of the church where I was assigned,” Grabowski said to me. “I asked him if he had any idea how long it had taken me to scrub the blood off the steps. He thought that was funny.”

After the devil laughed, Delacruz said to the young Grabowski, “And you believe I am responsible for this body without a head on the steps of your church?”

“No, sir,” the young Franciscan brother said. “No, sir, I do not. But I believe a man of your considerable stature might be able to help the church be a safe haven for poor souls who have little but their faith.”

“You walked all this way to ask me for help to keep your church clean?”

“Sí. Yessir, I did.”

Delacruz gestured for his men to put their weapons down. Then, he said to the young Grabowski, “I can’t tell if you are a very stupid man or very smart one.” He drew a puff from his cigar. “Come, Father. Perhaps I can help keep the steps of your church clean.”

“Don Delacruz, my name is—”

“I know who you are,” Delacruz said casually. “Looks like you could use some lemonade, Michael Anthony Grabowski, Franciscan from Chicago, America. Come. Let’s talk.”

As the young priest passed by the heavily armed guards, the killers lowered their heads and made the sign of the cross.

“It’s odd,” Father Grabowski said to me. “When those guards—those killers—lowered their heads and made the sign of the cross when I passed them—that was the first time—in that moment!—I really, truly felt the power of God.”

“Great,” I said. “Right now, I’m more interested in the first time you shook hands with the devil.”

“So, there we were,” Father Grabowski said as I filled his cup with coffee. “A young Franciscan brother and the multimillionaire psychopathic head of one of the seminal Mexican drug cartels. Sipping lemonade.”

“Maybe you’re not the doddering old bore I always thought you were.”

“You don’t know the half of it, smartass,” he said.

Delacruz might not have been an observant Catholic, to say the least, but he’d known the cultural importance of Catholicism in Mexico, known the bond from birth to death the Mexican people had with hundreds of years of church doctrine and indoctrination. It was inextricably woven into the colorful fabric of the nation. The people. Even the native Indios and Afromestizos—those offspring of American slaves who forsook the North Star for freedom south of the border.

The church had offered refuge, especially to the poor, of whom there were many. The desecration of a church was an unthinkable and very personal insult to every child, man and woman. Even nonbelievers saw such carnage as an attack on Mexico’s long history and cultural heritage.

Of course, a few lower-level cartel wannabes had seen things differently. They’d seen the placement of a headless body on the steps of a church as a way of saying, “There’s no place anyone who opposes us can go for refuge. Not even your fucking church.”

“Disgusting,” Delacruz had told Grabowski. “The people should be able to worship freely, without fear. I pay them a good wage for good work. I feed them. Their children. But their souls? That is the business of God and His beloved Son. And you, Father. I’ll see what I can do.”

“He had one condition for his assistance to me,” Grabowski said. “No ‘funny’ priests. He told me a priest once tried to put his finger in his behind when he was ten. He said he returned to the church the next day and cut that priest’s finger off with a hunting knife before leaving the church altogether. I told him all I wanted to do was share the gospel, be of service to the flock, enjoy good Mexican food and drink the occasional tequila or mescal. This wasn’t the Mexico of the conquistadors, he reminded me. I told him I wasn’t a conquistador and invited him to shoot me if I appeared otherwise.

“At some point, lemonade gave way to tequila and we went from his sitting room to his shooting range.” Grabowski’s eyes glazed over, as if he were vividly seeing the past through the steam of his coffee: Delacruz’s smile as he picked up an AK-47 with gold inlay. The plywood targets roasting in the sun scattered near scrub brush.

“He said, ‘This is what I do to “funny” priests’—then he fired seven or eight rounds at the targets. Missed three or four of the targets completely. Maybe winged one of the targets.”

Delacruz turned to the young Franciscan, grinned and said, “See that?”

“I told him I saw him miss a lot,” Grabowski said, looking up from his coffee to me. It was a chilling look. The look of a man who knew weapons. A man who, long ago but not far enough in the past, knew how to kill. “His grin went away. He looked at me like he wanted to kill me. I lifted the sleeve of my frock and showed him this—” Father Grabowski lifted the sleeve of his robe and showed me a tattoo I’d never seen before: Airborne Division with opened parachute wings. It was executed over what I assumed was a bullet scar from his Vietnam days. He lowered the sleeve and said, “I reached a hand out for Delacruz’s rifle. He handed it to me and I said, ‘Let me show you how it’s done, jefe.’ I told him to widen his stance. Lean into it. When the weapon kicks, just show it some love, and keep it snug. Stop jerking the trigger. Squeeze it. Let it do its job. Kalashnikovs are a near-perfect weapon because they’re simple. Uncomplicated. And remember—the sight at the end of the barrel is your best friend. I’d recommend losing the gold sight. Too much glare. And then—”

Grabowski fired in short bursts, easily hitting all targets center-mass.

“I gave him shooting lessons for maybe a month,” Grabowski said. He hadn’t touched his coffee. “Got pretty good, too, I’m sorry to say. Between lessons, we’d talk about any number of things: the bible, what Chicago was like, the American appetite for drugs. We’d drink lemonade or mescal. He’d talk about his granddaughters—one at Caltech, the other at USC. Not a good man by any stretch. But smart and ethical, in his own perverse way.”

“What we might call a vice president of human resources at Fox News,” I said.

“Exactly,” Father Grabowski agreed. “We came to an agreement about the churches in the area: I would vet new area priests for him in exchange for protection from church desecration by the cartels.” Grabowski took a moment. Probably squinting his mind’s eye to peer back through the fog of years at his younger self, who appeared more and more to be a peculiar, maybe even unsettling stranger. Someone he once recognized but no longer knew. “Delacruz is long dead. So are most of his contemporaries. And the young Franciscan brother who taught an evil man to shoot an AK-47 has long been forgotten. But that—‘agreement’—stands today in the Triangle.”

“So, let me take a wild guess here,” I said. “When you were told to settle bad seeds that were sent to you—”

“They always carried a one-word note from me to Delacruz,” Grabowski said. “Gracioso.”

“‘Funny,’” I heard myself say. “Jesus.”

“After that, Delacruz or one of his men would ‘disappear’ the gracioso priest.” Then he said quietly, “Murder by proxy. I—I tried to justify it—but—”

“Who gave you the original order? Where’d that come from?”

“I won’t talk about that, August,” he said. “Frankly, I wouldn’t know how to answer the question. But I gave my word to the church when I took my vows. There are the laws of man, then there are the laws of the church. It’s my burden to carry now.”

“Well, somebody wants to know, old man,” I said. “Why else would some mystery priest with a fake-ass name fly in from the Vatican?”

He started to say something, but I stopped him.

Something was outside.

I gestured for Father Grabowski to stay seated.

I took my Glock out once again and made my way to the door. Parked outside Jimmy’s house was a black Chevy Tahoe with blacked-out windows. I went outside into the gray sheets of rain, gun at my side. The rear passenger-side window slid open a bit. Not enough for me to see anyone, and not enough for a gun barrel to peek through.

“I think you’ve got the wrong address,” I said over the cold rain.

“I honestly mean no harm,” a voice said through the cracked window. “I only wish to—”

“Like I said—you’ve got the wrong fucking address,” I said. “This is the address where unwanted visitors get a bullet up their ass.”

The window closed and the SUV rolled away.

One of my neighbors across the street was staring at me.

“Jehovah’s Witnesses,” I said to the neighbor. “They just never give up. Am I right?”

He forced a smile, ducked into his car and drove away.

I was sure I’d be the main subject of the next Neighborhood Watch meeting.

Again.

Back inside Jimmy’s house, Father Grabowski anxiously asked who it was. I’m sure he already knew, but I humored him by telling the truth: I didn’t know. Of course, I suspected it was the mysterious Father Petras chauffeured in the same black Chevy Tahoe I’d seen at Henry Ford Hospital the day Father Grabowski gave me a solid right hook to the jaw.

I told Father Grabowski to get dressed and I’d take him for a late lunch at Café Consuela. He said he wasn’t hungry, but I rather forcefully insisted he join me. Reluctantly, he got dressed and we headed off to the café. I was already salivating over the thought of two fried lake perch tacos and a side of their spicy Mexican-seasoned rice.

In my absence, the owners of Café Consuela—two sisters and a daughter-in-law—had purchased the rickety house and land next door. They’d had the house demolished and expanded the restaurant to include a larger kitchen, five more tables, four more booths and a nicely landscaped patio. I wasn’t sure if I was comfortable with the new look; it felt like my personal culinary hideaway had become everyone’s goddamn dining room.

What next?

A national franchise managed by Conagra?

Much to the father’s embarrassment, the three owners kissed his ornate Franciscan University ring and asked that he make the sign of the cross with his thumb on their foreheads. Reluctantly, he did. The ladies wouldn’t have had it any other way; priests, like marines and librarians, never really retired. They just grew old.

As for me?

I got a hard, playful slap, wet kisses on both cheeks and a tough inquisition on where I’d been, when I was getting married and when they could expect “bebés” from me.

Much to the delight of Father Grabowski, I stammered and stumbled through answers to their questions.

Finally, we were asked if we wanted to be seated in the restaurant’s new section. They might as well have asked me if I wanted a seat on the backside of the moon. I preferred the restaurant’s original single booth.

“You know, all of this is your fault, Octavio,” one of the sisters said as she seated us and slid new menus on the table.

“Oh, for heaven’s sakes,” I said. “Now wha’d I do?”

“You fixed up Markham Street!” she said. “House by house! You and Jimmy and Carlos! Brought the neighborhood back to life! And, I have the feeling you’re behind that new community health center and that new police substation. Not to mention getting your madrina, Elena, on city council.”

“I had nothing to do with that other than the strategic placement of a few lawn signs,” I said. “Elena did that all on her own—”

“Now white folk look at us—this neighborhood—like it’s a diamond they never saw before. No offense about the ‘white folk’ thing, Father.”

“None taken,” the old man replied in Spanish. “And I completely agree.”

Finally, she took our order. Father Grabowski insisted he wasn’t hungry, but I ordered for him just the same. I could still smell the booze radiating off of him and I would force-feed him if it came to that.

“Now, then,” I said. “Since the graveyards are all full up with secrets and lies, why don’t you spill the rest of yours right here, right now.”

“Are you offering me the sacrament of confession, August?”

“I’m offering you a way out of whatever you’re in the middle of,” I said. “I leave the sacraments to the pros.”

“I already have a way out, August,” he said with a wan smile. “Stage three pancreatic cancer.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. Again, Father Grabowski smiled, gave my forearm a gentle pat, and said in Vietnamese, “‘Mọi người nói rằng thời gian trôi đi; thời gian nói rằng con người trôi qua.’ People say that time goes by; time says that the people go by.”
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The day receded faster than a thirty-five-year-old white guy’s hairline and it was already proving to be a long night for Sylvia and her doctors.

Concern had been mounting that an air bubble was constricting the operation of her new heart valve. I’d driven Carmela and Lucy Three Rivers to the hospital in the middle of the night, partially because Lucy’s driving even at its best was a public hazard, and two, I had been awake anyway, as if on guard duty against some invisible adversary. Another long-haul symptom of PTSD that I was just learning to grapple with. Exacerbating this ongoing battle were the thoughts of losing a dear neighbor, and Father Grabowski’s fog-shrouded dilemma.

“We’ll monitor her condition closely over the next twenty-four hours,” the heart specialist from Henry Ford Hospital said. We—Lucy, Carmela and me—were clustered together in a visitor’s lounge. “Her surgery was successful, but there are a number of factors to consider post-surgery.” Seeing the drawn and exhausted faces of Carmela and Lucy, the doctor forced a smile, then added, “We’re doing everything in our power to get Ms. Zychek back on her feet. She’s strong, and we—her team—are very good. I wouldn’t bet against either of us.”

Carmela and Lucy thanked the doctor and he walked away.

“A little teeny, tiny bubble,” Carmela said quietly as she wandered weightlessly through her own disconnected thoughts. “Who’da thought? I mean, I—I always liked bubbles. Bubble baths. Kids blowing soap bubbles. Bubble gum . . . but this? I—I don’t know about these bubbles . . .”

Lucy slowly rubbed Carmela’s back and used her free hand to pull out my mother’s rosary from a jeans pocket. “I think I’m getting the hang of this thing. It’s like some sort of prayer blockchain, right? Maybe, like, spiritual cryptocurrency? The more you put in up front, the more you potentially make back?”

“I have no idea what you just said.”

“When’s the last time you slept, Sherlock?” she said. “You look like wet dog shit.”

“I can always count on you to buoy my spirits, Lucy,” I said.

“Seriously. Me and Carmela can grab an Uber. Go home. Get some sleep, big guy. We got this.” Uncharacteristically, she gave me a light kiss on my cheek. “I still feel bad about breaking up your Tatina party for this.”

“Don’t, kiddo,” I said. “She’d be here, too, if she could.”

I took Lucy’s advice and drove home, watching the drizzle turn into a constellation of stars on the windshield.

Before crawling into bed, I knocked back two shots of Jenni Rivera Añejo oak-aged tequila.

Dios te bendiga y te guarde, Jenni.

Beats NyQuil.

Tequila, for the uninitiated, has a number of side effects. Among these are dizziness, ridiculous laughter, loss of physical balance, the urge to dance beyond one’s given talent, and a heightened sense of sexual confidence usually resulting in premature ejaculation.

For me, tequila usually means my restless murder-hornet hive mind begins to quiet.

It begins to focus.

Center and balance.

And in this case, it meant a late-evening call to my medical examiner friend, Bobby Falconi.

“I heard you were back in town,” Bobby said with a certain self-amused ebullience.

“Who’d you hear that from?”

“Who do you think?” Bobby laughed.

“Cowling.”

“Bingo!” Bobby said laughing. I’d known Detective Captain Leo Cowling since our days at the police academy. He was an arrogant blowhard and we’d knocked heads a couple times since. In recent years, we’d come to a begrudging respect for each other. “He’s got some low-level BOLO out on you. Nothing that means detain or arrest. Just maybe, ‘Tell me how close this fucker is to me.’ What’s the old saying? ‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’”

“Is that even legal?” I said.

“You tell me, ex-detective Lieutenant Snow,” Bobby said, reining in his amusement. “So, what’s up, ma brotha?”

“You know anything about this priest who hanged himself at a church out in Troy?”

“Why ask me?” Bobby said. “I’m the Wayne County Coroner. That’s Oakland County. And anyway, the state cops are all the way up in the ass of that one.”

“Jesus.” I said. “Are we gonna play this game, Bobby?”

“Yessir,” Bobby said smugly. “Yes, we are.”

I gritted my teeth and drew in a deep breath. “I thought you’d know because of the respect you command in professional pathology circles, locally, throughout the state, nationally and even internationally. You’re not a coroner, Dr. Falconi. You’re a super-coroner. Like Black Superman only without no cape ’cause capes be a pimp thang and you ain’t about no pimpin’. You are the golden wolf Anubis, and your realm of the dead inspires both awe and dread.” Then I said, “How was that, ass-breath?”

“Not bad,” Bobby said. “Not bad at all. I like the Anubis bit. Is that new?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Just a little somethin’-somethin’ extra for that big, peanut-shaped head of yours.”

“I like it,” Bobby said. “And yes, I may know a little something about the demise of a certain Father Michael O’Shannon at St. Matthew-Martin Catholic Church in Troy.”

“Sharing is caring, Bobby.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“How’s about dinner for you and the lovely Mrs. Falconi at Marrow?”

“Great steaks,” Bobby said. “Exceptional martinis. Here’s the thing, though—me and Keiko are being extra careful these days being in crowds. Never know how nature’s mutating in a great, grand effort to kill humanity.”

“You’ll have the place all to yourself, I promise,” I said. “Now spill.”

The case of the hanging priest was going to be closed out quick, until the Oakland County Coroner’s Office called Bobby in for a consult. Certainly, on the surface of things, it had looked like a simple suicide. But it had been too theatrical: a priest hanged by the neck over the altar. A small wooden stool had been found on the floor, as if the priest had rigged the hanging rope over the rafters, stood on the stool, placed the noose around his neck, then kicked away the stool.

“Why are you asking, August?” Bobby said. “What’s your angle on this?”

“Might have something to do with my priest friend Father Grabowski,” I said. “Then again it, may have fuck-all to do with him.”

“Like—a suspect kinda thing?”

“Like an ‘I have no freakin’ clue’ thing,” I said. “He’s been acting odd since that priest killed himself, and he won’t say why. Just looking for connections if there are any.”

“Could just be the fraternal bond between priests,” Bobby said. “Then again, I’m just a part-time Methodist, so what do I know?” He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “To me—even if this Father O’Shannon did top himself—it’s less about a cut-and-dried suicide and more about staging a message. Whether it was his message or someone else’s, jury’s out. What that message is or was, I don’t have a clue. Plus, you know how some suburban cop-shops are: Don’t want to make waves in their tiny white enclaves. Keep the quiet, idyllic status quo—backyard barbeques, pool parties, and giving thanks on Sunday ’cause ain’t no niggahs around.”

“Anything else besides your gut instincts?”

“He clawed at his neck—the body’s natural self-preservation reaction if the neck isn’t snapped clean and fast,” Bobby said. “Skin and hemp strands from the rope under his fingernails. Not altogether unusual. It is possible he was dragged by the rope by someone else. But there weren’t any anomalies in the ligature marks. And by the way—my ‘gut instincts’ as you call them come with several advanced medical degrees, military training and a good deal of professional experience, dickhead. So, I’m not just yanking shit outta my ass, August.”

“I figured not,” I said. “Anything else?”

“I’m glad you asked,” Bobby said. “The anomaly that wasn’t reported was a piece of evidence found on the altar near the body, a white linen business card with an embossed X. No name. No phone number. Troy police ran the card for fingerprints and didn’t come up with anything, so they didn’t make anything of it. Maybe a killer’s signature message. Maybe the card of a supplier of those tiny, dry wafers you guys eat at service—”

“Mass.”

“Whatever.”

“One last question and you’ve got an intimate dinner for two at Marrow,” I said. “Where’d this Father O’Shannon come from?”

“Troy police didn’t dig too deep into his background, but they did trace him back a couple years: some goddamn outback boonie town in Alaska called, I kid you not, Cold Storage,” Bobby said. “And before that, Durango, Mexico.”

“Dumping grounds,” I heard myself say.

“Again, I wouldn’t know,” Bobby said.

“Your conclusion?”

“Inconclusive,” Bobby said. “Coulda been suicide. Coulda been murder. At this point all I know is the Oakland County Coroner’s Office consulting fee check cleared. Which, by the way, goes toward another exorbitantly expensive semester for the girl-child at Berklee College of Music. When are you and Tatina gonna have kids, August?”

“Why’s everybody asking me that question?”

“Well, because you’re not getting any younger, ma brotha.” Bobby laughed. “And for the pure entertainment of schadenfreude watching you bent over and running after a two-year-old who thinks drill-bits are toys.”
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There is a witch in Detroit.

She lives on the second floor of a modest yellow-and-white Craftsman-style house just off the east side of the James Couzens Freeway. The house is well tended with bright flowers and all manner of herbs in the spring and summertime and festive strings of small white lights during the winter months. The first floor of the house is her shop: Witches’ Brew—Products & Potions. A discreet, cursive neon sign in the window reads NO DARKNESS, ONLY LIGHT!

Black Baptist mommas in the neighborhood were none too pleased with the shop’s opening until the owner held an afternoon tea for her neighbors. She explained the deep history of African rituals, many of which honored monotheism centuries before Christ. How many of these rituals were seamlessly integrated into the Christian beliefs slave owners forced upon their human chattel. And how she simply wanted to honor the ancestors with her shop.

Gradually, the Black Baptist mommas came to welcome the shop and its owner. Word is many of them now swear by the offering of teas—arthritis eased, blood sugar down, stress relieved, kids better able to focus on homework.

The simple yet welcoming décor of the shop urges customers to casually stroll through an eclectic assortment of fragrant candles, potions in small tincture bottles, large glass containers filled with dried herbs no one west of Ghana, Nigeria, Shanghai or north of Jamaica has ever heard of, as well as lockets, bracelets, crystals, geodes, polished stones from rivers around the world, and an impressive collection of magical, mystical books, most by and for women. The shop always smells like lavender, or black pepper with a hint of patchouli. Nothing overpowering. Rather, an aromatic support of the relaxed atmosphere. The owner streams a diverse playlist during store hours: Sippie Wallace, Etta James, Angélique Kidjo, Nina Simone, Cesária Évora and Koko Taylor. She refuses to play any Billie “Lady Day” Holiday in the store. Bad juju. Not a human voice. “Conjures the dark.” The “ghosts of strange fruit, crooked needles and evil men.”

This, from a former Catholic nun who once went by the name “Sister Celestina Sisterson” of the Immaculate Heart of Mary Sisters. (Some say the IHM Sisters were feminists. Others will tell you they were founded in the late 1800s by an order of Black Catholic nuns.)

At Café Consuela, Father Grabowski had told me his doctors didn’t hold out much hope of remission or cure for his cancer.

He was fine with that. Even moderately pleased by the prospect of seeing his Heavenly Father. He would argue his case for the forgiveness of his sins and for the right to claim at least a modest corner of celestial green pastures before, as he put it, “the Supreme Supreme Court.”

I wasn’t fine with any of this.

In fact, I was angry with God for allowing such an evil illness to even exist in the world of men, women and children He had created. Proof of God’s Love through the earthly endurance of excruciating pain? Isn’t that more than just a little sadomasochistic? Old women and little children hooked up to golden bags of chemo chemicals as proof of spiritual devotion?

I was angry.

And I was scared to my heart’s core.

Scared for Father Grabowski and myself.

He was like family. I’d already lost too many of my family, blood and otherwise. To war. To cancer and diabetes. To the crushing generational stress of being Black, brown, red, yellow and Jewish in America.

“Jimmy takes good care of me,” Grabowski had told me at the café. “I told him I didn’t want to be a burden, and when the time came, I’d go into a hospice facility. But he insisted I stay with him.”

“I’m more than a little pissed he didn’t tell me.”

“I had him promise on my bible not to tell anybody,” Father Grabowski said. “He’s a man of his word. Like you, August. He doesn’t even let me pay my rent.”

“How’s about you give me the money, old man?” I’d said, trying to put on a brave face. “I could use a little extra beer money.”

“Like hell.” He’d laughed.

He’d refused my advice to see more specialists. Medicare would pay for some and what they didn’t pay for, his modest pension insurance might cover. Whatever else wasn’t covered, I’d pay (why else have a satchel of US greenbacks from my wrongful dismissal suit settlement against the Detroit Police Department?).

Father Grabowski had said he was tired of being poked and prodded, prescribed this drug or that. Maybe it was just his time to step up and face eternal judgment for his multitude of sins: the carnage and bloodlust of his Vietnam War days. The death sentences he’d remotely carried out on such priests through a long-ago agreement with the cartels in Mexico’s Golden Triangle.

“That’s the history I own, son,” he’d said to me. “I know it. God knows it.”

Like anyone watching the shadow of death slowly creep up the spider-veined legs of a loved one, I refused to believe there was nothing to be done for him.

Hence, the day’s visit to Witches’ Brew and its vivacious proprietor, Sister Sisterson, now known as “Sister Nuru.”

Sister Nuru, now in her sixties, looked as if she were at least twenty years younger. A strong, five-foot-ten, straight-backed woman with a dynamite figure was dressed in flare-legged jeans and a colorful tie-dyed dashiki, which did nothing to conceal her disdain for bras. She wore her hair short, nearing bald. A style that drew your attention to her large hoop-and-swirl earrings.

She never wore shoes inside the store. If I can say this without sounding like a fetishist, her feet, enhanced by a gold toe ring, were beautiful, as if sculpted from obsidian by Michelangelo.

Sister Nuru’s constant companion was her dog, Bess—a Corgi lying in the “sploot” position near her feet. She had named the dog as a play on the title from the old musical Porgy and Bess.”

She had been talking to a tall, young and lanky Asian man when the father and I entered her shop. She saw us, smiled brightly, and gave us a flutter-finger wave.

Bess toddled my way, sat and stared up at me with large, clear brown eyes.

“I don’t have any treats, pal,” I said.

The dog walked away and resumed her sploot by her human companion.

The Danny DeVito of the long-legged Collie world.

After a while, the Asian customer left.

“Dr. Dan,” Sister Nuru said as she embraced me, “knows everything there is to know about Chinese herbs, tinctures, spells and curses. He stops by maybe once a month to see if I need anything.”

“Things that make that hoodoo that you do so well?” I said.

“Smartass,” she said. “Dr. Daniel Xi Ping. Neurotoxicology researcher at the University of Michigan. Firm believer in the new ways of science and the old ways of the elders.” Then she cocked her head and squinted at me. “Have you come to arrest me, Officer Snow?”

“Jesus.” I laughed. “This again?”

My father had arrested her years back at a protest march in the early days of President George W. Bush’s bombing of Baghdad. She was a full-on Catholic nun back then and my father was more scared of her than she was of him. She was friendly with both my mother and my godmother, Elena. For my father, arresting a nun was tantamount to the jackboots South American fascism that had led many to risk it all to reach the northern promise of America. A lot of folks in Mexicantown had seen and experienced the goose-stepping bloodlust of fascists, including the beating, rape and murder of priests and nuns. So, cops arresting nuns in Detroit didn’t quite fly in Mexicantown. My father quickly released Sister Sisterson and “disappeared” her paperwork.

“You should’ve been locked away in Bonkersville years ago, Sister Nuru,” I said, grinning at her. “The only thing that’s saving you is your ageless beauty, timeless wisdom and looking really swell in a tie-dyed dashiki.”

She laughed, then directed her attention at Father Grabowski. Referring to me, she said, “He is a Master Class in Bullshitery. Diana the goddess bless him.”

We sat at a small round table near the cash register counter and, as soon as we were seated, she looked at Father Grabowski and said, “So, how long have you been sick, Michael?”

“How do you know it’s not me who needs a consultation?” I said.

“Because I’m a witch, not an idiot,” she said. “I wouldn’t be a good witch if I didn’t know shit, boy.” She squinted hard at me again. “Besides, there’s a double aura about you. The aura of an old, old woman. Ancient Black woman to be precise. Standing behind you—almost in you. She’s whispering, but I can’t understand what she’s saying—it feels both jealously protective and cautionary. You know anybody like that, August?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, feeling my throat go dry. “My girlfriend’s aunt Longa.”

“You mean great-great, maybe even great-great-great-aunt Longa, right?”

For a second, I was shaken out of my jealously guarded sense of situational control. Sometimes, retreat is the only sensible option. “I’ll, uh—I’ll just be over there shopping geodes, crystals, T-shirts and shit,” I said. “You kids play nice.”

Bess followed me around for a bit, sniffing my shoes and ankles. I gave her a few scratches behind her ears, which she seemed to like.

“Those stubby little legs knock me out,” I said to her.

I don’t think Bess liked that, because she walked away.

I settled into a plush burgundy love seat and flipped through a book titled Green Witchcraft: A Practical Guide to Discovering the Magic of Plants, Herbs, Crystals and Beyond.

An hour later, Father Grabowski’s and Sister Nuru’s whispers, tears, laughter and weighty silences came to an end. She bagged up a discreet talisman necklace he was never to take off, a crystal, some sort of oil and two types of tea (one for morning, one for evening). Father Grabowski reached for his wallet, but she stopped him. “You did good work, Michael. Saved, healed, fed and gave refuge to a lot of souls. Like I said: no more alcohol and never miss a beat with the tea. I’ll conjure as much protection and healing as I can for you, but I’m guessing you’ve got some pretty good earthly protection already.”

She gave me a wink.

“I think I insulted your dog,” I said to Sister Nuru. “I may have commented on her stumpy legs.”

“Bess doesn’t get insulted.” Sister Nuru gave me a light kiss on my cheek. “She gets bored.”

“Ouch,” I said.

I half expected the old man, as a retired man of the Christian cloth, to protest this visit. Much to my surprise he was like the world’s oldest kid in the world’s weirdest candy store, grinning widely, looking from curious item to curious item.

“Aren’t you gonna chastise me for bringing you here, Father?”

He looked up at me, his eyes suddenly aglow. “‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’” Then he slapped me on the back, laughed and said, “Ever hear of the Gospel of Philip?”

“No,” I said. “Then again, as you well know, I slept through most of my catechism classes.”

“Just one of the gospels that Christian factions argued about and finally excluded from the bible between the third and sixth centuries A.D.,” he said. “We Christians abide by the Word of God in a bible edited by a seventeenth-century Scottish relative of Queen Elizabeth I. King James and his all-male council of bishops left in what worked for them and trashed the rest. I’m sure this place falls into the category of ‘the rest.’”

“She should have let me pay,” Grabowski said as he got into the front passenger’s seat of my 442. “I don’t want to be anybody’s pity-pony or charity case.”

“Trust me, old man. You’re not,” I said, getting behind the wheel and awakening the big block-8 sleeping giant.

I’d slipped a couple hundred bucks into the tip jar near the register, knowing there was a good chance Sister Nuru might offer her expertise and merchandise gratis.

“Just make sure your new talisman necklace and your crucifix don’t get into a ruckus.”

“So far, so good,” he said, looking down at the crucifix he’d worn forever and his new topaz and carnelian gemstones on a thin silver chain. “‘The topaz of Ethiopia cannot equal it, nor can it be valued in pure gold.’”

Job 28:19.

As we drove, I tried to shake the irrational feeling of a second aura sitting in the backseat, waiting for me to turn on some soul music. Oddly enough and without any specific reason, I was beginning to take a modicum of comfort in having an ethereal wingman.
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“You heard the lady,” I said, dropping Father Grabowski off at Jimmy’s house. “No more booze.”

“‘Witch’ is such a loaded word,” Grabowski said. “Dark and ugly. You know who the Benandanti were? Sixteenth-century Italian witch hunters. Pure evil. They burned women at the stake. Cut them to ribbons with swords. Crucified them! Murdered them in the name of God!” He took a ragged breath, then said, “You know, I prefer to think of Sister Nuru as God’s freelance spiritual healer on earth. Thank you, August, for this absolutely splendid little adventure!”

“No booze,” I repeated, unsure as to whether he was being evasive or just couldn’t hear that well.

He smiled and nodded. “No booze.” He held up his bag of mystical, magical goodies and said, “I feel like a cup of tea.”

There was an ornate business card slipped into my front door when I got home. High linen content, sturdy with a gold leaf filigree border and a telephone number handwritten in the middle. It smelled of Sunday Mass incense. Not the kind of card you drop in a restaurant’s “Free Lunch” fishbowl. And certainly not the kind you pick your teeth with after lunch.

I thought of the card left with the dangling priest.

Linen.

Embossed with a gold seal of some sort. Below the seal were the words, Honoris. Integritatem. Iustitia. No name, but a hastily written phone number.

Instinctively, I reached around and lightly touched the small of my back.

It was there.

My Glock handgun in its Neoprene holster.

A comfort after not having it in Norway.

I still hadn’t had much of a chance to do proper grocery shopping, but I had enough to make a pale imitation of my father’s fried bologna sandwich with grilled poblano pepper, tomato and a spicy aioli sauce. The sandwich he’d always made the two of us when he had a night off and my mother had been out with girlfriends. My father and I would accompany the light lunch with mounds of Better Made potato chips, knock back Vernors ginger ale and watch cartoons, Godzilla movies or classic Westerns.

After eating two, I called the number on the expensive card.

“Mr. Snow?”

“And with whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” I said with all the forced familiarity of a Hyatt Hotel front desk assistant manager.

“Father Dominioni Petra,” the man said. “I think it’s time we met and had a chat. I’m sure you would agree. Would tonight at Ste. Anne’s Basilica, say, eleven-thirty, work for you?”

“Well, that’s not at all creepy, is it?” I said. “Why not just say ‘when the moon is nigh in the midnight sky’ for extra spooky effect?”

“Believe it or not, Mr. Snow, that’s the only free time I have today,” the priest said, “I’m having a late dinner with your diocese bishop—”

“Deke?” I said. “At least, I call the bishop ‘Deke.’ He hates that. That’s why I do it. Sets his pudgy white cheeks on fire. Get to your point fast with Deke. Otherwise, he’ll order an expensive after-dinner Madeira and bore the living hell out of you with all the great shit he’s done for Detroit parishioners and how underappreciated he is.”

Father Petra took a few seconds to respond. “You know the bishop?”

“Drop as much money as I have in the St. Al’s or Ste. Anne’s collection plates, and you get a private audience with the bishop at the Magic Castle,” I said.

Petra said that after his meal with Bishop Henry “Deke” McKinney, he had daily sit-rep paperwork to email to his superiors.

I asked him who his superiors were.

He chose not to answer me straight. A fault in both the clergy and US Senate. Rather, he said, “People who have a particular dislike for disorder.”

“The hard work of running a four-hundred-billion-dollar global business is never done, I guess.”

“And could you please not bring any weapons to the basilica?” he said.

“Wow,” I said. “If this is a trap, it’s certainly one of the most honest traps I’ve ever heard of.”

“I assure you,” the priest said. “This is no trap, Mr. Snow. I’m here trying to help Father Michael Grabowski.”

“How?”

“It’s best if we talk in person,” he said before disconnecting.

After the call, I checked in with Lucy and Carmela. They were alternately ecstatic and pissed off; Sylvia’s condition had been upgraded. Her doctors found no evidence of a bubble and her new valve was working with the precision of an expensive Swiss watch. She had been greenlighted for normal recovery protocols. The girls, however, were angry that Sylvia was a day or two away from being released into the care of her son and daughter-in-law.

“How’s she supposed to recuperate there?” Lucy said. “They’ve got two hyperactive snot-gobblers!”

“And they’re Republicans!” Carmela said. “That’ll just drive Sylvia nuts!”

For whatever reason, Sylvia’s son, Carl, had taken me into his confidence, reassuring me with a visit to his suburban Birmingham home that his mother would be well taken care of. She would have a spacious first-floor spare room with nice views of their expansive garden. The room appeared well-appointed if a bit bland. It was complete with a cream-colored tufted settee, bentwood rocking chair, high-end flat-screen television, a spiffy new Peloton treadmill and a few other pieces of light-workout equipment and books, mostly Agatha Christie, Harriet Adams and Ann Cleeves. There were also autographed books by politically conservative authors like Jonah Goldberg and Thomas Sowell and a hardbound collector’s edition of The Federalist Papers.

“My wife and I are politically conservative,” he’d told me on the casual tour of their suburban home. “We are not, however, insurrectionists.”

“That wouldn’t be healthy,” I said.

Smiling, he replied, “No. It wouldn’t. And you?”

“I’m a former marine with two tours of Afghanistan under his belt and, some would say, an embittered ex-Detroit cop,” I said. “And I’m left of the Dalai Lama. But not antifa.”

He laughed and said, “That wouldn’t be healthy.”

As to the “snot-gobbler” kids—an eight-year-old daughter named Elsa and a six-year-old son named Michael—I had been assured they knew their grandma’s situation and they loved and respected her and would only be wonderful with her. (I knew this was a lie since they were both parochial school students. I knew what I was like as a parochial school kid, all sweet smiles and malicious plans.)

Still, they’d seemed nice enough, calling me “Mr. Snow,” giving me firm handshakes with their tiny hands and answering my softball, kid-friendly questions with “yessir” and “no sir.”

Of course, none of this impressed Carmela and Lucy.

“I thought you were on our side!” Lucy said.

“I’m on the side of Sylvia getting back to one hundred percent,” I said. “Give it a month. Her son’s open to her rejoining this little coven. But he’s got a right to take care of his mother. He’s her son, not her jailer.”

“He’s a conservative!” Lucy said.

“And you’re a fire-breathing socialist,” I said with a shrug. “And, gee, we seem to get along.”

“God, you can be such an a-hole sometimes!” Lucy pointed to the front door and said, “Get gone, dude!”

I did, finding comfort and solace curled up on my forest-green leather sofa under a Pendleton Yakima Camp wool throw blanket while listening to classical music on Detroit’s WRCJ 90.9 FM. It was rare when I listened to classical music, but my PTSD “shrink,” Dr. Alan Sussman, suggested I try it occasionally to relax. It seemed Ottorino Respighi’s Fountains of Rome was doing the trick . . .

. . . discordant notes in “Pines Near a Catacomb” . . .

. . . a dream . . .

. . . me, in a chopper, after a mission, cold air slapping the left side of my face, staring at the rosary my mother gave me in my right hand, then staring at my sniper rifle in my left hand . . . across from me, I see a Taliban cleric . . . he has a bullet hole in the bridge of his nose . . . staring back at me . . . he smiles at me, says in Farsi, “Seems unlikely we are both men of God, yes?”

I wake up.

Drenched in sweat.

“Chrissakes,” I mumble to myself, sitting on the edge of my bed. “Jesus. Now I remember why I don’t make Dad’s goddamn fried bologna sandwiches anymore.”
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“I miss you,” Tatina said.

“How could you not miss a fine specimen like me?” I said, pushing the right sleeve of my shirt up and making a muscle. “Want me to show you a little bicep flex action just to hold you over?”

Tatina laughed. “I know you have fun with your neo-Neanderthal chauvinist shtick—”

“‘Shtick,’” I said. “Is that Norwegian?”

Tatina continued unabated. “—but Momma agrees with me: you’re trainable.”

“Aw, come on! Why’d you have to go and say the T word?” I said with mock disappointment. “Dammit, Tatina! Now I’m flaccid!”

“That’ll be the day, hominem antique,” she said, temporarily buoying my spirits once again.

In Oslo, it was a chilly, overcast day. In Detroit, a cold night was closing in. For whatever reason, while I looked at her on my screen, in my head, I heard Herbie Hancock with Joni Mitchell singing “Woodstock.” I loaded a magazine for my 9mm Glock 17. Muscle memory. Out of her sight, of course. She asked how Sylvia was doing and I caught her up on the drama with the bubble and the arrangements to move her to her son’s house.

“The sign of a son who loves his mother,” Tatina said.

“Or one who wants to make third-act amends before the reading of the will.”

“You are such a cynic.” Tatina laughed.

“Condensed assessments based on astute observation and indisputable validation of human interactions are often confused for cynicism,” I said. “You should know that, Dr. Stadtmueller.”

She asked how my extended Mexicantown family was and I gave her the lowdown on Tomás and Elena, Jimmy and Carlos. Much to my surprise, Tatina had already spoken with Lucy, getting the real-real on me.

“I know you want to help poor Father Grabowski,” she said. “But you need to get some rest, August. You are not Atlas, and the world is not balanced on your broad shoulders. It will spin on without a care for the five, six hours you take to sleep.”

I promised her I’d try.

She said Police Captain Eddie Gofu wanted me to connect with him. His Royal Serial Killer had been ruled mentally unfit for trial. Meaning he was crazier than a nest of methfed motel bedbugs. Captain Eddie wanted to go over my investigatory methodology—which really meant he wanted his team to seriously step up their game since some brash “American cowboy” had left them tripping and stumbling over their own flat feet. I told her Captain Eddie and I would get together in a couple weeks.

Or we could email like modern hominids.

Then Tatina and I talked about her family.

All was good.

Nervously, I asked about her extended family. The long-dead blabbermouths, busybodies and nosy nellies nomadically traipsing across the sands of time to visit my wayward soul.

“Go ahead,” she said. “Make fun.”

“Trust me, baby girl,” I said. “I ain’t makin’ so light these days. In fact, I think your great-great-whatever is sleeping in the backseat of my car.”

“The 442?”

“Yeah.”

Tatina laughed.

“That sounds like her!” She laughed. “She always liked adventures!”

She asked why I thought that and I told her about the visit Father Grabowski and I had made to Sister Nuru’s shop, and Sister Nuru’s assessment of my two auras. I didn’t tell her about my helicopter nightmare. Not ready for a deep dive into that one.

“I thought you were a skeptic,” Tatina said.

“I’m a skeptic who believes there are yet a myriad of undiscovered truths,” I said. “Believing we know everything is dangerous. Besides. Developing an acute sixth sense is how a lot of guys made it through the Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan meat-grinders. And that’s hard to describe to someone who’s never stared into the dead eyes of war.”

She said her great-great-great-aunt Longa had told her mother, “Don’t leave him behind,” believing this was a message meant for me.

I asked if her great-great-great-aunt Longa was really talking about Father Grabowski.

“My ancestors often speak in poetics,” Tatina said. “And like poetry, what is said is often metaphorical and subject to a multitude of interpretations. I think their knowledge of earthly languages has been supplanted by some higher language. More concise yet somehow more expansive. The music of the stars. They use what earthly words still exist within them as a link to us, the continuance of their bloodline. If we choose to listen. Does that make sense?”

“Like the instructions to build an Ikea desk.”

Much to my surprise, the main door to one of Detroit’s oldest Catholic churches (circa 1701) and one of eighty-five Vatican-ordained basilicas in America was unlocked.

You simply don’t enter a three-hundred-year-old church this venerated and magnificent without being a bit humbled, regardless of whether you’re religious or far from it. And you don’t enter a church like this at eleven-thirty at night without being just a bit creeped out by the low, ambient light casting tall, ornate shadows. The damp smell of centuries-old wood and varnish, the echo of your breathing in the darkness.

One votive candle had been lit, and I could see the figure of a man kneeling in front of the altar. As I cautiously advanced down the aisle, holding my Glock at my side, my eyes darted from aisle to aisle, pew to pew, vaulted ceiling to granite floor, making sure there were no twitches, jitters, jumps or jerks in the basilica’s darkened corners.

The kneeling man made the sign of the cross, stood, turned around and said, “Thank you for accommodating me, Mr. Snow.”

“How was your dinner with Deke?”

“As you previously described,” the man said slowly, descending from the altar. “Boorish, frustratingly uninformative and shockingly expensive.” Then he scowled at me. “You have a weapon. I had asked you not to bring such into this, the Lord’s house.”

Hearing his voice in person revealed a very slight accent to his perfect English diction. Possibly Italian.

“I’m a former marine and an ex-cop,” I said. “I was baptized as a Catholic, not a fool. I’m in a dark church close to midnight talking to a man who claims he’s a priest. You’ll overlook my transgression this once, I’m sure.”

The priest took a seat in the front pew. “I am a priest, Mr. Snow. And my only intention is to settle a very grave matter concerning Father Michael Grabowski. A matter that becomes more grave with every passing minute.”

“Speaking of grave,” I said. “Would this also have anything to do with the old priest who hanged himself in Troy?”

We traded hard stares for a few seconds before the priest said, “Possibly.”

I sat next to him and said, “I’m listening.” Still, I kept my Glock trained on his liver three feet away. Anybody can claim to be a priest. Just like any ass-munch-moron can claim to be president of the United States.

After a moment, the thin, pale priest’s look softened. He smiled at me and said, “Ever wonder why you’re an only child, Mr. Snow?”

I gritted my teeth and edged the barrel of my gun closer to his side. I don’t like violations of my privacy—especially when it involves manipulative references to my loved ones, deceased or otherwise. “Because perfection can’t be improved upon?” I said.

The priest laughed and said, “Because of your mother—”

“Be very careful, Father,” I said, feeling my pulse quicken and blood prickle up the back of my neck. “I’m not above putting a beat-down on some jagoff in a costume shop rental.”

“Your mother was told she couldn’t have children,” he said, looking at the dimly lit altar. “Polycystic ovary syndrome. Her ovaries couldn’t produce normal follicles where her eggs could mature. Medically, she was beyond giving birth to a child. An impossibility. The prospect of being childless was very nearly too much for her to bear. Her soul—her faith—were being crushed by this reality. So—she came here. This place. Ste. Anne’s. Way before it was a basilica. Prayed many, many times for a miracle.” He smiled at me. “You, Mr. Snow, are that miracle.”

It took a moment to regain my sense of physical gravity. My mental equilibrium.

“Assuming what you say is true, how the hell would you know?”

He reached into his suit coat pocket. I pressed the barrel of my gun into his side. “What comes out of that pocket better be a bible or a breath mint,” I said. “Or you’ll be giving yourself last rites.”

Slowly, he extracted his hand; he was holding several folded notes, yellowed with age. He handed them to me. I opened one. My heart skipped a beat; it was my mother’s handwriting. Spanish: I beseech thee, Dear Lord Jesus. Forgive me my sins, my transgressions. How I have failed you with doubts and anger. Once again, I beg of You, YOUR infinite mercy. Your unfathomable love. Bless me. Bless my loving husband with a child. I will ask nothing of you again for such a blessing. Yours faithfully, Isabella Marie.

A lump formed in my throat and I felt swelling in the tear ducts of my eyes.

Still, I was in a church at midnight with a man I didn’t know enough about to trust or distrust.

The marines taught me not to cry.

Detroit taught me not to trust until someone had been thoroughly vetted, verified and proven worthy of such trust. A process that often took years.

“She—like so many others over the decades—tucked her notes in the alcove near the altar over there,” the priest said, pointing. “Where you see the crutches, the back braces, wilted flower bouquets, the onesies and baby shoes at the feet of the statue of the Holy Virgin.”

“How—”

“You may think the Vatican only collects priceless religious art, artifacts and tithings,” he said. “Additionally, there are those within the church tasked with the job of collecting moments in the lives of the faithful. Stories and experiences that confirm—in small, intimate ways—our fellowship in faith. Proof of a living, breathing Holy Father whose hand and works are in this world every day. Stories like your mother’s.”

“Miracles.”

“Not just miracles. No, sir. Rather, faith that motivates. Faith that confronts and challenges the status quo.”

“The church is status quo.”

“Like I said—faith that confronts and challenges the status quo, the church included.”

He started to reach again into his coat pocket.

“Remember,” I said. “Slow and easy, padre.”

Slowly and with two fingers, he pulled out a thin, black leather wallet. He opened it and handed it to me. I assured him I was capable of multitasking—reading and shooting at the same time. Inside on the bottom half was a vibrant gold, blue, red and gray coat of arms. Underneath the coat of arms were these words, “miserando atque eligendo.” The top half held a photo of the man calling himself “Father Dominioni Petra” with several script lines in Italian, and a smaller, watermarked symbol I’d seen before: a circle representing the earth with a sword as its north/south axis, a laurel with scales on either side.

Interpol.

“Nifty. Can I get one of these?” I said.

“Absolutely,” Father Petra said with a grin. “All you have to do is be former military or police with an unblemished record from any NATO country, graduate from a seminary school, and have an unshakeable belief in the Holy Trinity and the Holy See, a deep knowledge of the Vatican, and the ability to think and speak flawless Latin, Greek or Coptic. Then you wait to be selected by your peers.”

“I flunked Latin,” I said. “Twice. What is this anyway?”

“I’m a lieutenant in the Vatican Office of Criminal Investigations,” he said. “We have a working agreement with Interpol. A—how shall I say?—quiet agreement.”

I must have laughed. “You’re bullsh—you’re kidding me.”

“You’re holding a gun on me in a basilica,” he said with a casual smile. “Yet, you hesitate with profanity? You are quite the conundrum, Mr. Snow.”

“That’s exactly how everybody refers to me. A ‘conundrum.’ So, you’re really not here to investigate the suicide of an old priest at a suburban Detroit parish?”

“Perhaps on the wide periphery,” he said. “But, no. Such matters as that we generally leave to the local constabulary.” He drew in a slow, deep breath. Then he said, “Remember the Boston Globe’s ‘Spotlight’ investigation into allegations of sexual abuse, Mr. Snow?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I was near the end of my second tour in Afghanistan. But yeah.”

“That investigation spawned a multitude of other investigations,” he said. “Worldwide. Revelations of child sexual abuse. Rape of nuns and parishioners by other nuns and priests. The worldwide relocation of offending priests—the ‘hidden hive’—within the system. Hiding them under deep cover rather than cooperating with local constabularies. Because constabularies meant news and news meant—”

“You’re bleeding settlement money,” I heard myself say.

He was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Several of your news services have conducted surveys revealing only thirty-six to thirty-eight percent of Americans identified as belonging to a faith-based organization. And those numbers are trending down.”

“What’s any of this got to do with Father Grabowski? Or the dead priest in Troy?”

The priest cop suddenly clammed up.

I said, “I was a cop once, so I know the less you say, the better. But this man—Father Grabowski—is a friend. A longtime family friend. And you need to know a few things about me: I don’t give up on family. I’ll break bones and wade through a river of blood to help them. Am I clear?”

“Quite,” he said. “Still, I can’t say exactly why I’m here. But I advise you—if you truly have Father Grabowski’s welfare at heart—to walk a wide berth around the father. For your safety and his.”

I stowed my weapon away and moved closer to the priest. I wanted him to see the resolve in my eyes. Hear it clearly in my voice.

“It’s late and I’m tired,” I said. “So, this is how this is going to go down: you bend the rules of your job, Father. You bend them right here, right now, or I’ll for damned sure break ’em.”

After a tense moment he said, “Father Michael Grabowski is being investigated for anonymous allegations of decades of child sexual abuse and having been an underground transportation link of like ordained abusers out of the country without church consent or guidance. It’s urgent I uncover the truth of his guilt or innocence.”

“You sure we’re talking about the same guy?” I said.

“Yes,” Father Petra said. “My problem is this all appears too convenient. You’re not the only one to have developed a—come si dice?—‘sixth sense’ through the gauntlet of war and the grind of police work, Mr. Snow. I feel the evidence against Father Grabowski has been strategically placed in the purview of the VOCI. But in an effort to staunch the bleeding of parishioners and, yes, capital from the church, I have to find the truth within thirty days, or . . . a second option may be enforced.”

“A second option?”

He stared at me for a moment, as if contemplating how much to reveal and how much to conceal. With his voice lowered, he said, “Certain—reemerged factions—in the Vatican believe the church can no longer suffer such worldwide vocal public outrage, press humiliation and legal wrangling. For this reason, a splinter group of the long-outlawed Knights Templar has been reactivated. Radical priests who have willingly forsaken the salvation of their very souls in order to protect God’s church on earth. Assassins called Deus X. The X as in delete, remove or ‘no longer a part of.’ Father Grabowski has thirty days to live after my investigation if I can’t disprove the allegations against him.”

“Jesus,” I said with some skepticism. “Killer priests?”

“Your country elected as president a television game show host controlled by the Russian FSB, Mr. Snow,” he said. “And we in Italy have elected our first Fascist government since Mussolini. What’s not to believe these days?”

“And I assume this is all deep-cover black-on-black?” I said. “The pope is afforded the courtesy of credible deniability?”

“There are nearly three hundred years’ worth of black catacombs when it comes to Deus X, Mr. Snow,” the priest-cop said. “History tells us the decline of the Knights Templar was a result of compounding jealousies of the Knights Hospitalers and Teutonic Knights. Aside from the French monarchy’s refusal to pay their sizable debt to the Templars, it was Deus X—the ‘Executors of Unholy Priests’—that were used as reason to outlaw the Templars and seize their assets. It’s only by the Grace of God the VOCI is even slightly aware of this more fanatical incarnation of Deus X. I’m sure of this much: they do not operate within the walls of Vatican City, as they believe their presence would be a defilement. They abide by the same laws they did three hundred years ago—that of sacrificing their own salvation for the safety and sanctity of God’s Church on Earth. These are only scraps of information we’ve ascertained from certain Vatican bishops who reluctantly support Deus X. In today’s Italy, religious fascism is not too far behind political fascism. I, Mr. Snow, am the firewall between this current iteration of assassins and Father Grabowski. And Deus X would have an impediment such as yourself removed by any means possible to allow me thirty days to get to the truth of Father Grabowski.”

“And after thirty days?”

“If my investigation is deemed inconclusive, they will err on the side of guilt and—they will kill him.”

“This is insane!”

“Insanity is today’s coin of the realm,” Father Petra said. “It’s the mundane certainty of our lives now.”

I stood. Looking down at him I said, “Ego autem te faciem object et immobiles, pater.”

His jaw went slack. “I thought you failed Latin. Twice.”

“Third time’s the charm,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere, Father. Like I said—he’s a family friend. But if it does turn out he’s guilty—I’ll put the bullet in him myself.”

I turned to walk out of the church. He quickly stood and pursued me.

“I’ll see if I can arrange a sit-down between you and Father Grabowski,” I said. “But just so we understand each other, nobody—human, devil or deity—tells me to move out of the way. That’s the Detroit way, padre. Get with it, or get gone.”

We emerged from Ste. Anne’s into the damp early morning, Father Petra locking the doors of the basilica behind him. A large Black man, steeped in shadows, was waiting for us outside.

I started to reach for my Glock, but Father Petra put his hand on mine and said, “No. He’s my driver.”

“You sure?” It was hard to make out any distinguishing features of the man, save for the dim yellow light from an aging streetlamp reflecting off his skin tone and his three-quarter-length car coat. Whoever he was, he had to be at least six-foot-two, maybe a deuce and a quarter. His hands were shoved in the pockets of his dark car coat, giving him the overall appearance of being menacingly large.

“Yes,” Father Petra said, then to his driver, “A moment more.”

I think I saw the driver nod.

He was about thirty feet behind Father Petra and me once we had descended the basilica’s steps and slowly walked to where I assumed the diocese SUV was parked. I turned several times just to make sure the driver was still there and still not a threat. He was both.

“Please,” Father Petra said. “Just allow me to do my job without impediment, Mr. Snow. I mean only to uncover the truth, whatever that may be.”

“And you expect me to just sit on a bench while my friend stands in the crosshairs?”

“No,” he said quietly. “Of course not. If we are not all here to take care of one another, then what’s the point? But you can’t be his shield and take the force of a blow not meant for you.”

“Watch me.”

The driver, who had been quietly trailing us, suddenly began sprinting. I spun around with my weapon leveled at him.

“No!” Father Petra said.

“What’s the play here, man!” I yelled to the driver, keeping my weapon leveled at him as he sprinted past Father Petra and me with a gun in his hands.

Two bullets ricocheted off the pavement near the father and me. I grabbed the father and shoved him toward the cover of a tree line.

The driver stopped running and took a firing stance.

Red taillights ahead—boxed, with a red X at the center. Any hardcore “piston-head” Detroiter would recognize them.

A classic Ford Galaxie 500.

Father Petra’s driver fired two rounds. He hit one of the taillights just before the car screamed off into the darkness.

Petra’s driver ran back to us. Without a word, he grabbed up Father Petra and, very nearly carrying the father under his left arm, ran off to their SUV.

I decided it was a good time for me to sprint back to my 442 and smoke the road.

Things don’t usually get this FUBAR when I go to Mass . . .
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“See this little icon?” DPD Detective Captain Leo Cowling said, showing me his smartphone. “That snowflake?”

As usual, Cowling was dressed to GQ standards: black turtleneck under a black velvet jacket, deep purple dress slacks with razor-sharp creases and Air Jordan 12 Retros. If he hadn’t been a cop, with his obsidian skin and angular features, he could have been a fashion model. In fact, I’m sure he would have been better as a model.

He was accompanied by Detective Aswan, the young Chaldean officer I’d befriended several years earlier when he was a patrolman.

It was morning and Cowling had interrupted a lizard-brain dream about Tatina; she was naked and playing one of those rinky-dink cowboy bar spinet pianos. I was standing at the piano wearing only cowboy boots, chaps and a Stetson, drinking cheap whiskey.

“What’s your pleasure, cowpoke?” she’d said.

Then came the sounds of my doorbell and a fist pounding on my front door.

“Yeah,” I said to Cowling, acknowledging the snowflake icon on his iPhone. “What about it?”

“I had the tech boys make that for me,” Cowling said, jabbing a forefinger at the app. “Any call comes in with your name or your phone number, that little icon starts flashin’ red, blinkin’ and buzzin’. I tap it and it shows me the location of the call and, if it is, in fact, associated with you. Helluva time-saver, huh!”

Our personalities might not have been simpatico, but at the end of the day I knew Cowling to be dedicated to the job. And in the past, he’d proven to have my “six” without hesitation. A helluva lot of grumbling, but no hesitation.

“Is that even legal?” I said.

“Oh, maybe—maybe not,” Cowling said with a casual shrug. “Word is somebody was shootin’ up the town last night, early morning near that church, Ste. Anne’s. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“Not a thing,” I said.

“Some nightbird said three cars cut away—a black SUV and two classic cars, one of ’em maybe an Olds 442. Like the one you fuckin’ up the environment in, Snow.”

“I think if you check the Michigan Historical Automobile registry, you’ll find over sixty Olds 442s of various years registered throughout the lower and upper peninsula.”

“And what about your weapon?”

“You got a warrant?”

“No, but since we all buddy-buddy ’n shit—”

“Get one,” I said. “Until then, fuck all the way off to ya momma when I had me a taste, Leo. Coffee, anybody? I’ve got some LaBelle’s Soul Hole donuts and churros. The breakfast of champions.”

“Don’t be fooled by DJ Dickhead here, Detective,” Cowling said to his underling. “He’ll make you smile, make you laugh, make you think he’s smart—which he ain’t none of. Next thing you know, you grabbin’ your balls and dodgin’ bullets meant for his ass.”

“Yessir,” Aswan said.

I smiled.

Cowling sniffed the air. “How come it smell like old man up in yo crib?”

“An old man’s visiting me,” I said. “Father Grabowski. Retired.”

“He’ll alibi you?”

“Go anywhere near him and Detective Aswan here will be trying to pull my foot outta your stylish ass.”

Aswan couldn’t contain his smile.

“Take his statement,” Cowling said to Detective Aswan. Cowling held up his phone and gently tapped on the snowflake app. “Remember, Snow. I got me a bat signal shinin’ on yo half-’n-half narrow ass.”

“See ya ’round, Commissioner Gordon.”

Detective Aswan and I talked over a box of assorted donuts and a cappuccino from my new best friend, a Calphalon stainless steel espresso machine. Since my kitchen is fairly small, I’d packed my toaster away in a cabinet below the counter to make room for the shiny new espresso machine. Unlike the British, I could live without toast. A good cup of joe was an entirely different matter.

Essentially, my statement to Detective Aswan had been the same thing I’d told his boss. Having briefly been a cop on a large metropolitan police force, you quickly learn the secrets to giving a good statement: simplicity, brevity and word/phrase repetition. Honesty makes an alibi easy to remember, but it’s not necessary.

Ask anybody in Congress.

Aswan was exhausted, but dogged and thorough.

He was also quite hungry; in the space of five minutes, he’d wolfed down two cinnamon-sugar donuts and was starting on an apple fritter. I assumed the pastries and two demitasses of espresso would power him through another two, three hours before he crashed.

“I checked before I came over, Mr. Snow—”

“August,” I said. “Please.”

“Same witness who saw the 442 burn rubber saw a couple guys walking near Ste. Anne’s Basilica,” he said. “Any reason you’d be at a church after midnight?”

“I’m a good Catholic.”

“And I’m a good cop,” Aswan said. “And, if I’m not mistaken, I think we’re friendly, you and me. Lying is how friendships die. So, I’ll ask again: any reason you’d be at Ste. Anne’s after midnight?”

Aswan was medium height, olive skinned, with neatly cut wavy black hair and a feather-weight boxer build. He was maybe ten years younger than me, but deep golden-brown eyes revealed a worldly wisdom few had at his age.

“Off the record?” I said.

“Only if there are no corpses, stolen basilica artifacts or alien abductions involved.”

“I was meeting a priest named Father Dominioni Petra at Ste. Anne’s,” I said. “Some sort of Vatican cop. There’s an investigation concerning a longtime family friend, a retired Franciscan priest. It’s turning nasty.”

“As in two or three gunshots nasty?” Detective Aswan said, smiling.

“No comment, save for none of the shots were mine,” I said. “After our little meeting, I had a friend of mine do a little research for me—”

Detective Aswan took out a notebook and flipped through a couple pages. “A Miss Lucy Three Rivers? Twenty-two-year-old, five-foot-four-inch Indigenous American female?”

“Holy Hannah!” I said. “Are you that good?”

Aswan shrugged. “Some say better.”

“Don’t get cocky, kid,” I said. “On my worst day on the force, I was twice as good as you.”

“You are the gold standard, sir.”

I laughed. “Yeah, well. Anyway, my ‘twenty-two-year-old, five-foot-four-inch Indigenous American female friend’ found thirty-eight Catholic priests currently in the US named Francis Dominioni Petra.”

“That’s a lot of What’s-His-Name Petras.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought. So my not-so-secret-five-foot-four-inch source dug a little deeper: seven were retired—five of whom have late-stage dementia. Ten are deceased and two left the priesthood and are both living in Provincetown, Mass—one’s an apps developer, the other is a show programmer at the local radio station, WOMR. The remaining nineteen? Four in Boston, two in Cleveland, one in New Mexico, two in San Francisco, four in LA, two in Texas—Houston and Austin—one somewhere in Alaska, one in Oregon, one in North Carolina and, bingo! One in Michigan.”

“If we were talking ‘Fred Joneses’ or ‘Sally Smiths,’ I could see an abundance,” Aswan said. “But ‘Dominioni Petra’—all of ’em priests!—no, I ain’t buyin’. Why wouldn’t TSA or Homeland Security pick up on this?”

“Two possibilities: either they’re both as dumb as a dog’s nutsack,” I said, “or they have an ‘arrangement’ with TSA and Homeland Security.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“The Vatican,” I said. “Quietly investigating itself.”

A silence settled between us for a moment. Then Detective Aswan closed his notebook, stuffed it and my statement into his snazzy-looking briefcase and clicked it shut. “You live an interesting life, August.”

“Some might call it that,” I said. “Others might just call it plain stupid.”

“No,” Aswan said. “I’m pretty sure it’s not stupid. Fantastic, maybe. Skating on this mortal life’s edge, certainly. But not stupid.” He paused for a moment. Then he said, “Do you trust me, August?”

“‘Love all, trust a few, do wrong to none,’” I said, quoting what little Shakespeare I knew.

“Trust has to begin somewhere,” he said.

“So, it begins now,” I said after sucking in a deep breath. “Strap in, Detective. The truth can be a very upside-down place to walk.”

I told him nearly everything—holding back a few details as a hedge against this fledgling trust between us. As a Chaldean, Aswan probably knew commitment to Catholicism better than I ever would since his understanding included a brutal history of persecution and the “ethnic cleansing,” vis-à-vis, murder of Catholics in his cultural home of Iraq.

I told him about Father Grabowski, his history with my family, his deep roots in the community and what I suspected was his forced retirement based on false accusations. I told him about why this particular Father Petra was in Detroit. How I’d somehow inserted myself into what was proving to be a volatile situation. I left out the part about some reborn three-hundred-year-old assassination Catholic cabal whose sole purpose in their religiously fanatical life was to kill criminally abusive priests in an effort to purge and protect the church.

“The Crusades were hundreds of years ago,” Aswan began after my download, “And for many Persians, they were yesterday. Stories of good versus evil. Heroes versus boogeymen. West eats East.”

We searched each other’s eyes for a moment before Aswan stood.

“Of course, as men of a modern age,” he said, “we no longer believe in boogeymen.”

“No, not at all.”

“To my ears, you sound absolutely barking mad,” Aswan said. “Another reason I don’t often solely trust my ears.”

The young detective took one of four stone-and-wood beaded bracelets from his left wrist and handed it to me. I took it.

I slipped the bracelet on and we shook hands.

“Do what you have to, August,” Aswan said. “I am your friend. I am also the Detroit Police Force. Let’s keep things in that particular order.”

“Be safe out there, Detective,” I said, walking him to the door. “And grab some rack-time. You’re looking a little frayed around the edges.”

“Fourteen hours this shift and a five-deep caseload’ll do that to ya,” he said. “Thanks for the donuts.”

“LaBelle’s Soul Hole,” I said. “Best in the city.”

After watching him drive off in a navy-blue Ford Interceptor that just screamed “Undercover cop!” I went upstairs to my bedroom closet, opened my small gun safe and retrieved my Glock 17 9mm. I slapped a magazine into the grip and made damned sure there was a bullet in the chamber.

Preparation for the unthinkable is often groundwork for facing the inevitable.

I walked to the ladies’ house next door and, much to my surprise, found Carmela, Sylvia and Lucy sitting around their small, round dining room table, laughing and playing rummy.

“Well, don’t you look like a million bucks!” I said, giving Sylvia a gentle hug and kiss on her cheek.

“Who does?” Lucy said.

“Carmela and Sylvia,” I said. “You look like you ’bout to make it rain, lil sis.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a rap reference or a reference to my Native culture.” Lucy laughed. “Whatever it was, please don’t ever try to talk like my generation again. It’s embarrassing.”

“Oh, come on, Mr. Snow,” Sylvia said. “Give me a real hug! I won’t break!”

I did.

Sylvia’s daughter-in-law had driven her to the house for a once-a-week agreed-upon visit while she’d gone off to have lunch with girlfriends at the Detroit Institute of Arts. Depending on how those went, maybe a weekend sleepover at the Mexicantown house would be allowed. She was not to drink, and neither was she to indulge in weed on these visits.

According to Sylvia, Polish food, however, was essential to the healing process, hence the spread on the table: deliciously aromatic zupa grzybowa (mushroom soup—usually a Christmas staple), placki ziemniaczane (potato pancakes), and gołąbki (cabbage rolls). All from Under the Eagle, a time-honored Polish restaurant. Carmela contributed flan custard while, much to my surprise, Lucy contributed a delicious traditional bannock with berries.

I wedged myself in at the table and proceeded, with the ladies’ encouragement, to help myself.

“I told Carl this was my home,” Sylvia said. Color had returned to her high cheeks and light flashed in her pale blue eyes. “I’ve earned it. Being in my home with my friends.” She paused to take a small bite of Lucy’s bannock and berries. Her pale blue eyes lit up with approval at the bite. Then she said, “Carl’s a good boy. A good man, really. He truly is. And I like his wife. Mostly. His father, God rest his soul, was a UAW Socialist firebrand—and to tell the truth, Mr. Snow, I don’t remember much of the sixties. I remember getting arrested a couple times—civil rights marches, Vietnam protests, John Sinclair rallies, a couple of MC5 and Seger concerts—other than that the sixties were kind of a Technicolor blur. But I think I was always a good mother and a good wife. And now I want to be good to me. That’s why we moved here, right, Carmela?”

“Absolutely,” Carmela agreed. “We’ve done for others. Thousands of days, thousands of hours, working, fixing breakfast, lunch and dinners. Doing laundry. Suturing wounds and patching up egos. Now it’s time to do for ourselves. Lord knows, we’ve earned it.”

“I don’t think your son’s trying to cramp your style,” I told Sylvia. “He’s just a son who loves his mother.”

“Oh, I know,” Sylvia said with an air of resignation. “But you have to understand, Mr. Snow”—she nodded to Carmela and Lucy—“none of us here really ever had a chance to be little kids. To be girls who had time to feel and enjoy our own freedom and foolishness and desires and power. If I’m going to die, I want to know I had a little bit of that. Even at my age.”

“I don’t want my headstone to read, ‘She was a Good Wife and Mother,’ Mr. Snow,” Carmela said. “I want it to say, ‘Here Lies One Old Guapa Who Grabbed Life by Its Sweaty Cojones!’”

“And you?” I said to Lucy.

“Me?” she said. “I’m just here for the weed and Wi-Fi, dude.”

After catching up with the girls, I asked to have a little sidebar conversation with Lucy in the living room.

“S’up, Sherlock?” she said.

“You know how I’m always warning you about the risks and dangers of hacking?” I said.

“Yeah? So?”

“I need you to hack something for me.”

Her eyes lit up and she grinned. “We’re getting the band back together?”

“I wouldn’t exactly—”

“So long as it doesn’t involve that Euro-trash assassin guy,” Lucy said. “He creeps me the fuck out. So, who’s the wormy little shit getting the digital proctology exam?”

“The Vatican.”

Her jaw slackened and she stared at me in disbelief. Then she bear-hugged me and said, “It’s not even Christmas! God! You’re the best, Sherlock!”

“More later,” I said, pulling from her embrace and moving quickly to the door.

“Where you skating to, slick?”

I took in a deep, ragged breath and said, “I’m off to put my size-twelve altar-boy foot up a certain priest’s ass.”

“Send pictures!” Lucy said.
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The bellyful of Polish, Mexican and Native food turned the short walk from Sylvia, Carmela and Lucy’s place into a five-minute slog through gray, forty-degree drizzle. Father Grabowski had gone back to Jimmy’s house to collect up the last of his worldly belongings—which, I imagine, would occupy half of a shoebox.

Parked in front of Jimmy’s house was the black Chevy Tahoe with blacked-out windows used to chauffer Father Dominioni Petra, the Vatican’s answer to Sam Spade.

I tapped on the driver’s side window with the butt of my Glock.

The window slid down, revealing a bewildered older Black man dressed in a nicely tailored black suit. He had a salt-and-pepper beard and half reading glasses perched on the tip of his nose.

“Alls I got, son, is sixty dollars cash, an American Express card, which ain’t really mine, and this ride, which ain’t really mine neither, so you can have it all,” he said, holding up his empty right hand for me to see. There was an iPad Air on the front passenger’s seat. On the screen was an article assessing how the Detroit Tigers scrutinized potential players at their training camp in Lakeland, Florida.

“How do you think our boys’ll do this year?” I said.

“What?”

“The Tigers,” I said. “How do you think they’ll do this year?”

“Well, uh,” the man said tentatively, “I think they finally got some boys that can pitch and the outfield looks pretty good. Couple of them boys can put some heat on a bat. All in all, I think we got maybe—maybe—a good shot at an AL East pennant.” He squinted at me and cocked his head. “You the one from a couple nights ago, right?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “You took out a left rear brake light at sixty yards.”

“I’s aimin’ at the right rear brake light,” the driver said. “Near where the man was standing.”

“What man?”

“The man that was about to strike you off the list of the living.”

I said nothing out of embarrassment: an old chauffer had seen a threat that had escaped me.

“I’d like to know if you’re gonna bust in that house, guns a-blazin’, if you hear me and your passenger having loud words,” I finally said.

He burst out laughing. “Since Father Petra seems to trust you, I think all I’d be willing to do is throw a rosary and a bible at you. I drive for the diocese—the bishop, diocese VIPs. That’s it.” He paused and ran his narrowed eyes over me. “Ain’t gon be no ruckus, is there?”

“Not if I can help it,” I said. “That depends on the answers I get from the two priests inside.”

“Good,” the old Black man said, smiling. I suddenly felt the cold steel barrel of a gun press into the bottom of my chin, held by the driver’s out-of-view left hand. “Because I’d sure hate to have to bust in and throw a rosary and a bible at you. No ruckus?”

“No promises,” I said.

I felt the gun barrel ease away.

“Heard about you,” the old man said. “Some youngblood Mexicantown masked avenger.”

“Left my mask at home,” I said.

“So happens me, too,” he said with a toothy grin.

He kept his eyes on me as the blacked-out window slid up and his face disappeared from my view.

Sonuvabitch.

A senior citizen with reading glasses got the drop on me!

Two months in Norway without the need for a weapon had lulled me into a false sense of security. I wasn’t mad at Norway. How can anybody be mad at a nation with good beer, great cuisine, and Tatina? In fact, I was grateful for the opportunity the country mostly afforded me to finally feel . . . human. Even if my stay did happen to end with a grotesque serial killer and three murdered girls at the bottom of an elevator shaft.

No, I was mad at myself for having been arrogant enough to think my very particular offense/defense skill sets didn’t need the occasional spit and polish: shooting practice. Boxing and karate. Threat assessment. Pursuit and evasion.

I’d gotten mentally flabby.

I was feeling the anger at myself when I entered Jimmy’s house. Father Grabowski and the man calling himself Father Petra were sipping tea at the kitchen table.

“August—” Father Grabowski said. “We’ve been wait—”

I walked directly to Petra, grabbed him by the lapel of his black suit coat, pulled him out of his chair, dragged him to the kitchen and slammed him against Jimmy’s Sub-Zero refrigerator. I snugged the barrel of my Glock under his chin and said, “You’ve got fifteen seconds to start telling me who the fuck you are, pal. Who you really are!”

“August!” Grabowski shouted.

“I told you who I am!” Petra said. “I’m Father—”

“Bullshit!”

“What the hell’s going on?” Grabowski demanded.

“Ten seconds!”

“Everything I’ve told you is true!” Petra said. “I am Father Dominioni Petra! All of us from the Vatican Office of Criminal Investigations—when we’re in the field—we’re all Father Dominioni Petra! Every cardinal and bishop around the world knows any and all visits from a Father Dominioni Petra means an official criminal investigation sanctioned by the VOCI. My real name is Father Antonio Francesca.”

I eased my weapon from his chin and took a step back. “Half-truths and whole lies don’t sit well with me. Especially if they’re coming from a priest.”

“It’s been that way since 2002,” he said, adjusting his collar and smoothing out the lapels of his suit coat. “The Boston Globe’s ‘Spotlight’ investigation changed everything in my department. We had become complacent. Content with our little world of forensic accounting.”

“In the meantime, the monsters were eating their fill,” I said. “Like that fucking Cardinal Law.”

“Cardinal Law should have been excommunicated and prosecuted for criminal negligence and malice aforethought—at the very least! But Pope John Paul II brought him into the Vatican fold. That didn’t help the public perception of the church. In fact, it exacerbated the explosion of lawsuits and settlements.” He stopped, then sucked in a deep breath through his clenched teeth. “We told the pope! Warned him! Our voices went unheard. Hundreds of millions of dollars in settlements worldwide! And the bleeding—it—it just won’t stop!” Then his eyes met mine. “This may be hard for you to believe, Mr. Snow, but I don’t really care how much money the church loses. It can lose every antiquity, property, gold chalice and ounce of incense for all I care. What I do care about is the health and well-being—the renewed trust!—of the faithful, including good and honorable priests and forever self-sacrificing nuns.”

Norway may have slightly eroded a few of my more deadly skills—weapons deployment, hand-to-hand engagement, evade-fade-reposition. But it had not affected my ability to see the truth of a man revealed through his eyes.

“There,” I said. “Was that so hard?”

“I’m afraid our aging policy of concealment and manipulative brevity has given us a false assurance of avoiding the sin of lying—for which I apologize.”

“Sometimes, August,” Father Grabowski said, glaring at me, “you push too hard.”

“I’m begging you, Mr. Snow,” Petra said. “Back away from this. No one need be hurt. I believe Father Grabowski to be an innocent man. Just let me do my job.”

“Let me play devil’s advocate—” I said.

“Something I deal with every day,” Petra said.

“What makes you think Father Grabowski’s innocent?”

“All of the submitted accusations are fairly recent and without substantiation,” Petra said. “Dates without names or occurrences with names of deceased parishioners. Bishop McKinney seems staunchly against dismissing the investigation. Believes the rumor of a ‘rat’ is as potentially damaging as an actual rat and must be handled decisively.”

“And, of course, you’ve done background on the bishop himself,” I said.

“Mr. Snow, I really don’t—”

“Answer the goddamn question!”

There was an uneasy silence for a moment before Petra said, “It’s standard protocol.”

“And?”

“And nothing,” Father Petra said. “Wealthy Pennsylvania family. Conservative, upper echelon Catholic university. Graduated with honors. A few college year blind spots, but nothing with records I could find or the university took the slightest interest in digging through sixty-year-old records for.”

I gave Father Grabowski a hard look. “You believe this guy?”

Grabowski, looking gaunt and pale, still had unflinching resolve in his eyes. “I do.”

“I’ll cut you and Father Grabowski a little slack,” I said to Petra. “But I still want the bastard that took a shot at us.”

“You should know that Deus X has been known to employ freelancers from time to time,” Father Petra said. “Assassins that can’t be tied to the sect, or who are new to the outer edges of the organization.”

“Fraternity pledges,” I said.

“Yes.” Petra nodded.

“Looks like I’ll have to stock up on rosaries and ammo then.” My hand was on the doorknob when I stopped. I said to the Vatican cop, “Do these Deus X guys like to tag their kills? Leave little hints or clues as to who’s responsible?”

“Like the Knights Templar, Deus X seems to take pride in their anonymity,” Petra said. “Modesty and service above all else is their signum honoris.”

“So, no business cards?”

Petra inadvertently laughed before settling. “Wait. You’re serious?”

“I’ll give you a head’s up when I’m just coonin’ and buffoonin’, Father,” I said. “Right now, I need a serious goddamn answer.”

“No,” he said. “Pride is a sin. There is nothing ostentatious—nothing ornamental—about them.” He let a concrete block of silence fall between us before saying, “Like all fanatics, Mr. Snow, they don’t believe pride comes before the downfall, because they have no concept of a fall. Modesty and humility are the armor they wear in the shadows. Protection of the church through blood sacrifice, their singular mission.”

I turned the doorknob.

“Two to a bowl, August,” Father Grabowski said.

“The hell’s that mean?” I said.

“The Knights Templar rule book,” Grabowski said. “Two men share one dinner bowl in an effort to learn from the other. To keep the other honest and on task.”

“So, it’s possible we’re in three crosshairs? A two-man hit team, plus a frat pledge?”

“It’s possible.”

“Anything else I should know, guys? Poisoned apples and porridge? Stigmata bleeding? Revolving heads?” Neither man said anything. “This just keeps getting better and fucking better,” I grumbled before leaving.

Outside, I knocked once on Father Petra’s driver’s side window. It slid down and the old Black man smiled at me and said, “Yes, Mr. Snow?”

“Let me guess,” I said. “You used to be a cop, mister . . .”

“Parker,” he said. “Just Parker. Dallas sheriff’s department. Twenty-eight years. Retired.”

“And you came here to drive His Bloated Eminence?”

“Last two years, yes,” Parker said. “Firstly, it’s obvious you ain’t never spent a gallopin’-jack’s minute bein’ Black in Dallas, son. ‘Texas: The Rode a Black Man Hard and Put Him Away Wet State.’ And secondly, as a multigenerational Black Catholic, I do what I can wherever I go. Money ain’t bad. Food’s good. Drivin’ the bishop has its perks. And Detroit’s pretty cool.”

“That thing you did on me when I got here,” I said. “Only a seasoned cop or old-style gangster could’ve pulled that off.”

“Yeah.” He laughed. “That was pretty slick, wasn’t it, youngblood?”

“Silk on glass,” I said. “Tell Deke I need a word with him.”

“Deke?”

“The bishop,” I said. “Tell him I’ll drop by in a day or so. Tell him to clear his calendar or I will. Dinner at the Whitney’s on me.”

“Make sure to order the 2016 Château Latour à Pomerol Pinot Noir if they have it,” the chauffer said. “That’s his new favorite.”

“Jesus,” I said, feeling myself smile. “Who are you?”

“Just a humble traveler through God’s multiplicity of wonders, son.”

As I walked back to my house, I called Tomás.

“S’up, Octavio?” he said.

“I need you to do something for me,” I said. I told him what I needed.

“Holy fuck! You’re shitting me,” Tomás said. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. “I could use the practice.”

“Okay.” Tomás sighed. “But get ready for some next-level shit, cabrón.”

On the prospect that Sylvia was still visiting, I stopped by the ladies’ house once again.

Maybe nab some leftovers.

Carmela and Lucy were sitting on the living room sofa; both were crying, but it was Lucy who was doubled over in trembling agony. Carmela was slowly rubbing Lucy’s back, trying to comfort her. “Pobre bebé. Ay, mi dulce niña,” Carmela said. I thought maybe something had happened to Sylvia. Carmela turned one of Lucy’s opened laptops on the coffee table around for me to see. A newspaper headline: 205 NATIVE CHILDREN’S REMAINS FOUND IN MASS GRAVE AT CANADIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL.

I sat on the other side of Lucy, put my arm around her and pulled her into me.

All she could do was sob, gasp for air and say, “Why? Why? Why . . .”

I quietly asked the girls, Carmela and Sylvia, to give Lucy and me the room; I was worried about Lucy, but I was also concerned that Lucy’s fraught state might put undue stress on Sylvia’s still healing heart. The girls, nodding they understood, walked hand-in-hand to the study off of the dining room and closed the door.

“Kids,” Lucy said, her wet red eyes searching mine. “How could anybody—they were just—little kids! Thrown away like—garbage!”

I got her a tissue. She blew her nose. I pulled her into me. Held her close.

“I hate the white man’s god! Hate him!” she said, her grief a prelude to a weighted, uneasy sleep.

Strangely enough, I gave brief thought to my mother’s handwritten note shown to me by Father Petra at Ste. Anne’s Basilica. Her note to God, pleading for the miracle of a child. Begging for the miracle of my birth.

“Don’t hate God,” I whispered to Lucy as she neared a grief-induced sleep. “Hate the sonsabitches who think they speak for God.”
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The next morning there was furious pounding on my front door and ringing of my doorbell.

It could have been the cops, but I doubted that; they would have just rammed the door and started shooting. I was sure it wasn’t the FBI; they usually slithered up through the toilet plumbing with a warrant that smelled like bullshit. It was way too early in the day for Jehovah’s Witnesses hawking the latest copy of The Watchtower. And if I’d told Angelina Jolie, Viola Davis and Lady Gaga once, I’d told them a million times I was already taken.

Lucy.

“Did you get any sleep, kid?” I said.

She handed me a folded piece of paper as she pushed past me into my living room.

“What’s this?” I said, closing the front door and holding up the paper.

With arms folded tightly across her chest, Lucy said, “Open it.”

I did: it was a list of computer components and their costs. Their very expensive costs.

“If I’m gonna do this Vatican job right, I’m gonna need a shitload more than a couple high-end laptops and assorted thumb drives,” she said. “I need state-of-the-art, bleeding edge, SpaceX-type shit. I need my own power generator. Ghost servers. A dedicated, secured T3 line. And I need way more black-site-encrypted Wi-Fi gig power and speed than what Johnny-Businessman uses to watch porn in a corner booth at Panera.”

“This isn’t about crashing the Vatican, Lucy—”

“No, you’re right,” she said. “This is about payback—actual, tangible, quantifiable payback!—for dead Indigenous kids thrown into mass graves like rotting fruit!” Her eyes began to well up. “Goddamn them,” she said, her voice now a quavering whisper. “Goddamn them all!”

“He will,” I said. Then I took her into my arms. “Until then, surgical strikes first. Carpet bombing later.”

Bishop Henry McKinney—“Deke” to his big donation supporters and influential suburban lapdog friends—didn’t show for our dinner at the Whitney.

I was beginning to like and trust Father Petra, but I wasn’t confident the priest/cop was asking Deke the right question with the right amount of force. Something I’d become very good at over the years. Did you push Father Grabowski into retirement and why? Are you at the leading edge of defending Father Grabowski’s record or are you giving a wolf pack a good sniff of his robes? What do you know about Deus X? Did you know I have the heads of five Taliban imams mounted over my fireplace, but no Catholic bishops?

I sat at one of the restaurant’s linen-clothed tables alone, enjoying my Creekstone filet mignon paired with a nice glass of Decoy cabernet sauvignon. While listening to the good but innocuous background live jazz quartet, I quietly reminisced about the time I shot some very bad people in a private dining room upstairs.

Good times, I thought.

Good times.

The beautiful olive-skinned waitress named Saahira, who had served me dinner, brought me a glass of Macallan 12 Double Cask malt whisky (neat, of course) and said, “On the house. Nobody should ever dare stand up someone as striking as you.”

“Why, ma’am,” I said, batting my eyes and feigning shock, “are you by chance flirting with me?”

“I work six hours a day,” she said with a wry smile. “That’s after four hours of postgraduate chemical engineering classes and three hours of homework. Can’t blame a girl for trying to squeeze in an hour of, let’s say, calisthenics, can you?”

I explained that, though she was indeed lovely and I was immensely flattered, I was already besotted with a woman I suspect of being a goddess with mystical African powers.

“Ah, well.” She sighed. “Enjoy the scotch and think kindly of me in the future. By the way—I look spectacular naked.”

She left the bill and I tipped generously, if only for the conversation.

The next morning, I showered, brushed my teeth to a Hollywood-white sparkle and was about to tap on a bit of Clive Christian 1872 cologne (Tatina’s favorite, though she thought the cost absurd) when my mind took me back to the thick, damp stench of decomposing young women and their killer’s expensive cologne in an abandoned industrial complex in Oslo. The Dial soap I’d showered with would be enough.

I dressed in a navy-blue Canali wool two-button suit, matching-colored brushed suede Cucinelli penny loafers and a plain white oxford shirt. The shoes were a gamble since suede and early spring in Michigan winter don’t necessarily play well together. One might think a tie would be appropriate when meeting a Catholic bishop in charge of a big-city diocese, but ties are a sinful use of good silk.

The pale, skinny young priest went absolutely apoplectic as I passed his modest desk and headed straight for the ten-foot-high, bas-relief closed doors of Deke’s office.

“Sir!” he said frantically. “Sir, you can’t just barge in! Sir!”

“Watch me, Sparky.”

I barged in.

Deke—a stocky, floppy-jowled man with small blue eyes framed by round tortoiseshell glasses, permanently pursed lips and expertly coiffed gray-and-strawberry-blond hair—sat regally behind his large antique cherrywood desk, the stained-glass window behind him adding to his aura of ecclesiastical power and privilege. He was Henry VIII come back to the Catholic Church, if only for the expansive buffet. Behind him and to the right was the American flag. To his left was the flag of the Holy See, and beneath that, a smaller flag: Viam Crucis Divinity School. A small two-hundred-year-old private Catholic university situated in the sumptuous natural setting of northern Massachusetts.

Word was, if you had generational money and a few contacts, you went to Viam Crucis Divinity School.

Sitting in one of two ornate visitor’s chairs was the man I’d come to know as Father Dominioni Petra. Both men looked at me like I’d just taken a meaty shit in their personal crystal punch bowls.

“Sir,” the young receptionist priest said breathlessly while bowing several times to the bishop, “I tried to stop him, sir, but—”

“It’s okay,” Deke said, forcing a grin. “I know this particular pain in the ass.” The bishop stood, leaned over the expanse of his antique desk and shook my hand—good, firm grip; cold like a freshly landed lake trout. “Good to see you, August, though your entrance is a bit unorthodox and, frankly, rude.” He looked at the nervous young priest and said, “We’re good, Father Brown. Close the door on your way out, please?”

“Father Brown?” I said, feeling myself grin as the young priest departed. “Like the English TV show guy? Seriously?”

“I believe you already know Father Petra,” Deke said, gesturing to the visiting priest.

“Mr. Snow,” Father Petra said, extending his hand. He looked mildly amused by my unorthodox entrance.

“Father,” I said.

We shook hands as I made myself comfortable in the other visitor’s chair.

“I thought we had dinner plans last night, Deke?” I said, plucking away an imaginary speck of lint from my slacks.

“Something came up,” the flabby mound of bishop said. “Unavoidably detained. I apologize. Parker, my driver, was supposed to have called you. You mean he didn’t?”

“Nope,” I said.

“I’ll have a word with him.”

“Oh, let’s leave Parker without a care today, Deke,” I said, watching his doughy cheeks turn habanero red at my familiarity with his nickname. “I still managed to enjoy a great meal with an exceptional cabernet. Plus, my waitress thought I was a fine specimen of manhood.”

“Which begs the question: you still going with that nice Dutch girl?” Deke said, knowing full well Tatina wasn’t Dutch. It was his usual intro to a little joke that seemed to amuse only him. “You know what they say, August: if you ain’t Dutch, you ain’t much.”

“Tatina’s Norwegian,” I reminded him once again. “By way of Somalia and Germany.”

“What can I quickly help you with, August?” Deke said. “As you can see, I’m already in the middle of—”

“That ‘something’ wouldn’t happen to be Father Michael Grabowski, would it?” I said.

The bishop folded his pudgy, well-manicured hands on his desk; on a finger of his right hand was a large gold ring with garnet stone signaling his association with, and I assumed fealty to, the prestigious Viam Crucis Divinity School. He wore a much simpler episcopal ring on his left wedding-band finger. “I know Father Grabowski has been a longtime family friend, August. And while serving the Franciscan Order, he did good work. Great work, in fact. And you have been exceedingly generous to St. Al’s and the diocese. But I can’t emphasize this enough: this is church business. Not your business. It would be best for all if you left this—situation—to those of us within the clergy who are familiar with and practiced at years of prevailing rules, accepted doctrine, canonical law, and long-standing regulations.”

“I think rules, regulations and doctrine went out the window when somebody took a shot at us outside of Ste. Anne’s Basilica,” I said.

“‘Us’?” Deke said. “Who’s ‘us’?”

“That would include me, Bishop McKinney,” Father Petra said. Deke flopped back in his overstuffed leather chair, indignant, and gave me and Father Petra serious stink-eye. “All within the purview of my sworn duties.”

Deke issued a grunt, like a potentate disappointed with the diminutive size of a turkey leg or tax collection.

“Though I’m shocked and saddened to hear about this,” McKinney said, “I hardly see any connection to this office with Father Grabowski’s situation. And you making a connection is spurious, malicious and possibly actionable, August. I would warn you to tread lightly, sir. I am best as your friend.”

I grinned at Father Petra. “He’s just aces, ain’t he?” Then I directed my attention at the bishop. I cast a line, hoping to hook at least a bit of the whale seated in front of me. “Word from some of the old parishioners is you pulled the strings that ousted Father Grabowski from St. Al’s and led to his retirement from the order. I’m just trying to figure out why the old heave-ho, Deke?”

“Like I said, August,” Deke began in a low rumble, “it’s better to have me as a friend.” His nostrils flaring, he added, “There were certain—concerns—about Grabowski’s behavior around children. Largely unsubstantiated, sure. But then there’s the matter of him going off-book with things like unsanctioned ‘commitment ceremonies.’” He narrowed his eyes at me and smiled malevolently. “You want ‘commitment,’ August? Get married in the church, don’t try to circumvent the church with your Dutch girlfriend.” Deke smiled as he cut his beady blue eyes between me and Father Petra. Slowly sitting back in his throne, the bishop said, “I got ahead of the Grabowski problem. That, gentlemen, is why the church has blessed me with this position, this chair. My ability to anticipate and resolve problems before such problems metastasize in the light.”

“I’m sure your appointment also had something to do with your absolutely effervescent personality,” I said.

“Let’s cut the shit, August,” Deke said. “I know why you’re really pissed at me, boy-oh. You’re pissed because I took these downtown parishes off the closure bubble and made them profitable. And the plain, simple truth is the complexion of the typical Mass-going core-Detroit parishioner is changing, August, and with those changes, we, too, had to change. Like it or not. The ‘peace, love and understanding,’ brown frock and beat-to-shit sandals of Grabowski’s hippy Franciscan order wasn’t playing well with these new worshippers—”

“Pandering to the influx of young white Catholics,” I said.

“I did my fucking job, August!” Bishop McKinney said. “I am what stands between the church in Detroit surviving or dying! I am what makes it economically viable or financially untenable! Me! As a matter of fact, why am I explaining to you? I don’t have to explain anything to you!”

I took a moment to look around the bishop’s office; there were a number of cardboard file boxes. “Going somewhere, Deke?”

“The bishop has been called to the Vatican,” Father Petra said, “where he’s to work in the Office of Diocese Development.”

“Wow!” I said. “Deke! Congratulations!” I uttered a fake-but-listener-friendly laugh. “Guess I’ll have to stop calling you ‘Deke,’ huh?”

“How ’bout now?”

“Okay, Bishop,” I said. “And while we’re at it, let’s throw this in for good measure: I think Father Grabowski is being set up for execution. Maybe by you. Maybe not by you.”

“What the hell is he talking about?” the bishop said to Father Petra, jabbing a fat, doughy-white thumb in my direction.

“It’s a matter we have yet to discuss,” Father Petra said quietly.

“He knows more than I do?” Deke said with vibrato force.

“Out of urgent necessity, I assure you,” Petra replied.

“I think you should leave now, August,” Deke said. “Right now.” He cut his eyes to Father Petra. “It seems I have some catching up to do, eh, Father Petra?”

I took my cue and stood.

“Next time, August, make an appointment with Father Brown,” he said. “Or I’ll be forced to call the local constabulary.”

“‘Constabulary,’” I said, half amused. “That’s Latin for ‘Five-O,’ right?”

“Goodbye, August.”


23

I was back home again when my doorbell sounded.

It could very well have been UPS, Amazon or DHL delivering a four-pound package of low-sodium, low-sugar, high-protein, organic, vegan granola. But considering I hadn’t ordered any, I kept my Glock at my side slightly behind my right thigh. Peeking through the door’s slotted windows, I saw a clean-shaven young Black man, impeccably dressed in a black suit, white shirt, black silk tie and black wool overcoat. He also wore a black British-style bowler hat. An expensive black umbrella rolled tighter than the steel of a Katana sword hooked his left forearm.

I decided to open the door, even if it was just to hear what his story was.

“Where’s the carriage?” I said.

“The—I’m sorry?”

“Black, windowed carriage, coffin inside, drawn by a black horse with a big black feather?”

It took him a moment to catch on, then he forced a smile. “Oh, I see. Humor at the expense of my Savile Row sartorial savvy.”

“Sorry,” I said. “That would have killed with the right audience—”

“The joke was DOA, Mr. Snow,” the young man said. “I am here, sir, at the behest of a gentleman you knew as Sweets.”

I felt my spine stiffen. A name from my past. Confidential informant. Urban spy. Friend.

“Come in,” I finally said.

He did, handing me his black wool car coat, bowler hat, gloves and umbrella, as if I were Jeeves to his Wooster. He looked around my place like it held all the architectural and artistic intrigue of a mid-quality motel room. I put his belongings in the front closet after checking the labels: the hat was a genuine Christys’ from London and the wool coat from London Fog. The gloves were without label but of nice quality. Lambskin I would imagine. I wasn’t sure about the umbrella’s make either, but the lacquered handle appeared to be horn of some sort.

The young man extracted his suit coat kerchief with a snap, then dusted an area of my forest-green leather sofa and sat.

“Sweets,” I said, laying out a trip wire for my guest. “How do you know good ol’ Danny?”

The young man took a business card from inside his suit coat pocket and handed it to me: it was the same as the one Sweets had given me over a year ago before he took off to Comox, British Columbia, to enjoy his retirement from the dangerous business of urban intelligence.

“I’m sure you know it’s not ‘Danny,’” the impeccably dressed young man said. “It’s Delmonico Firenza. A former employee of Smitty’s Cuts & Curls hair shop on West Seven Mile Road and, when you were on the job, one of your more reliable confidential informants. And he only had six such cards made. The first of which he gave to me. The second to you on the occasion of his retirement. Does this satisfy your little test of my authenticity?”

“Maybe,” I said. “And you are . . . ?”

“Malcom Digby McQuarrie,” he said. “Sweets brought me along at Smitty’s Cuts & Curls. Taught me the game. Shadowed him for a year. He told me you were ‘special.’ Gave me a rather sizable endowment to look after your interests in his absence. Which, of course, means your life.”

“Something’s up?”

“Something, as you say, is indeed ‘up.’”

McQuarrie had heard rumblings through the urban intelligence network run out of the barber and beauty salon called Smitty’s Cuts & Curls on West Seven Mile Road. Itinerate killers were being hired to tag and bag me. The whispers came through a small northwest Detroit Catholic church with predominately Black parishioners and a nearby neighborhood bar. My initial thought was that a few more of the cops I’d put away as a result of my lawsuit against the city and the former mayor were out now. Some having served their time. Others granted early compassionate release because of the pandemic.

“However, this contract doesn’t strike me as former cops you put away looking for revenge,” McQuarrie said. “As far as I know two of the three who have taken deposits on the contract have no connection to you or any of the officers you put in prison. The third was recently released after serving time in Cleveland for petty larceny and aggravated assault. What I keep coming back to, however, is the church. You haven’t by chance pissed off the proverbial pope, have you?”

“You might say so.” I tracked McQuarrie’s small, precise movements from my living room to my kitchen. He was mentally mapping my place: meters instead of feet. Centimeters instead of inches. Locations of seating and artwork.

“Beautiful painting,” he said. “Original?”

“My mother’s work,” I said. “A self-portrait. How much are the contracts worth?”

“Fifteen grand.”

“Each?”

“Total,” he said, finally coming to rest on my sofa.

“Goddammit!” I growled. “Five grand each? That’s a fucking insult!”

McQuarrie squinted at me. “Sweets told me you were rather . . . peculiar.” He stood, straightened his suit coat and handed me a burner phone. “I may have let your name and the number of this phone slip in a few dimly lit, nicotine-stained places. Just so you could assess the contractors for yourself. Also, I may have let your name slip at a Catholic church food outreach program and a Baptist church I occasionally attend. Anyone willing to work on the cheap in an inflated, never-going-to-trickle-down economy will no doubt take the bait.”

“Only amateurs contact their kill beforehand,” I said.

“And only an amateur would grab such a low-rent contract,” he said.

“You’re pretty sure of yourself,” I said, smiling.

“That makes two of us,” he said, returning my smile. “One has to be if one happens to have a red, Black or brown heartbeat.”

I thanked Good Squire McQuarrie. Then, in my role as Jeeves, I helped him don his snappy overcoat and bowler hat. He hooked his umbrella handle over his forearm and slipped on his black lambskin gloves.

“I have to ask,” I said. “Is your name really Malcom Digby McQuarrie?”

“Are you really named ‘August Snow’?” the young man said. “A name brimming with seasonal and metaphorical contradictions? Yes, my name really is Malcom Digby McQuarrie. Birth certificate, Social Security number, driver’s license and passport all accounted for.” He paused. Smiled. Then something in his eyes changed. “I am also Mustafa Louis Khalid, Harold Quill, Juju Boy, DJ X-Khan and the Reverend Dr. Lloyd Barkley Butler. By the way . . .” He pulled several items from his overcoat pocket, which included my watch and wallet.

Instinctively, I glanced at my naked wrist, patted my empty rear left pocket and right front pocket, then grabbed the items from his gloved hand, not sure if I was pissed or amazed.

“Introducing a little mental imbalance and a touch of misdirection often provides a blank space between breaths,” he said. “A quiet place for theft, magic and miracles. Good day, Mr. Snow.”

After he left, I spent at least ten minutes taking inventory of my living room and kitchen.

It didn’t take long after Malcom Digby McQuarrie slipped back into the smoky urban ethers for the contract killer calls to come in on the burner phone.

“You and me’s got some bin-ness what need to be handled,” the first caller said in a low and comically threatening voice. “You need to be meetin’ me at—”

“Under the Southfield Road/I-96 interchange, one A.M.,” I said. “Wear an adult diaper. You’re gonna need it.”

I disconnected.

The next two calls went pretty much the same. I informed each of the three callers that killing me had turned into an Olympic sport involving two other wannabe assassins; they could kill one another before coming for me for the silver or pool their lethal resources for a combined bronze. The smart money was on me to take home the gold.

After that, I called Tomás.

“Ya know, Octavio,” Tomás said, sighing heavily, “I live a pretty quiet, uncomplicated life. Got myself a beautiful wife. Fantastic daughter and granddaughter. Summertime, I grow tomatoes and peppers. Winter, I drink tequila or mescal and make love to my beautiful wife. And I look forward every month to reading my copy of AARP magazine, see what kinds of discounts I can get on dentures, hair replacement and hearing aids. It’s a good life, Octavio. A modest, joyfully anonymous life. You should try it sometime, cabrón.”

“I will, padrino,” I said. “Gardening. Crocheting. Tea and laxatives. Maybe playing dominos with Tatina in Sarasota in the winter. In the meantime, Viva Zapata, motherfucker.”

“Viva Zapata.”
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What’s really annoying about amateur killers is they either show up at the murder site too early, adrenaline pumping prematurely, and by the time the action goes down they’re exhausted and paranoid, increasing the odds of collateral damage. Or they show up late after one too many nerve-settling bourbons, which puts them in the professional’s crosshairs, making the professional feel like a run-of-the-mill duck hunter. Killing has always been an empty endeavor, even for the few justifiable reasons. Killing dumb, desperate people over a few thousand bucks is just a black hole without a trace of light.

“Why do these guys always come in threes?” Tomás said.

“It’s budget-conscious quality assurance,” I said. “When you can’t afford or don’t wanna pay one professional, you get three hitters, knowing two will likely fuck up while the third maybe gets a lucky kill-shot. Like buying three discontinued items at Walmart for the price of one: you may not have a use for all of ’em, but at least they were cheap.”

“You know more about killers and killing than anybody I’ve ever known,” Tomás said. “And I’ve known me some wicked evil hombres in my time.”

“Your federal tax dollars at work,” I said.

Between 1:15 and 1:35 A.M., Tomás and I had a bead on all three shadowed assassins clamoring through the remains that were once the Packard Automotive Plant. The headlights of cars shimmered in waves from the towering highway interchange above us, diffused by a cold spring drizzle. In the damp shadows, we might as well have been concrete rubble or twists of rebar.

“We cool?” one of the killers called out to the other men.

The other two killers said they were, in point of fact, “cool.”

It sounded as if they’d concluded their odds of killing me were vastly improved if they worked together.

“Did you guys ever stop to think that whoever hired you didn’t have faith enough in just one of you to handle lil ol’ me?” I shouted. “He’s playing the odds with mediocrity. Like a West Virginia Democrat. And that means one of you is gonna have to kill the others to collect, regardless of whose bullet lands on me first.”

Twenty degrees to my right, about eighty meters away, maybe seven meters below our position, one of the amateurs yelled, “So fuckin’ what, niggah?”

“Mind if I call you ‘Fuck-Oh-the Clown’? You seem like a Fuck-Oh-the-Clown. You even ask yourself why you’re taking a run at me, Fuck-Oh?”

“Money, assho.”

The shooting started.

Blind firing, bullets thumping into dirt, gouging slabs of concrete, ricocheting senselessly off corroded rebar and twisted girders.

Tomás immediately unloaded two rounds from his Benelli 12-gauge, but nothing stopped the hail of small-caliber bullets . . .

. . . until I yelled, “Guys, guys, guys! I have an idea! How ’bout everybody walks away a winner?”

One gun at a time, the firing stopped.

“What the hell are you doing?” Tomás snarled at me.

“I’m tired of doing the white man’s killing for him,” I said to Tomás. “Maybe these brothas just need a better opportunity instead of a bullet.”

“Helluva time to be thinking about social dynamics, pendejo.”

I turned my attention back to the killers. “What say I give each of you brothas fifteen Gs to walk away?” I yelled over the cacophony of road traffic and interchange echoes.

“You are fucking shitting me?” Tomás said. “Have you lost your damned—”

“Bullets or bucks, compadre,” I replied. “It’s the American way.”

“You ain’t got that kinda juice, niggah!” Fuck-Oh-the-Clown yelled.

“The fuck he don’t,” another shadow replied. “You mean you don’t know who that is?”

“Don’t know! Don’t give a hairy-ass bitch’s damn!”

“Tha’s August mothafuckin’ Snow, man! That ex-cop brotha!”

Silence.

“Aw, shit,” a deep-voice shadow muttered.

“It’ll take maybe forty minutes,” I said. “But it’ll be time well spent. Think about it: five grand drinkin’ money or fifteen Gs each in kick-start cash.”

“You’re out of your goddamn mind, Octavio!” Tomás said. Through a flash of headlights, I saw Tomás, his black hair tied back in a ponytail, his intense face slicked with rain, his rifle still shouldered tight for a shot. “These dogs need to be put down. I don’t give a shit what race, creed, color or nationality they are!”

“Listen,” I said to my godfather. “I love a big, bloody body count just as much as the next red-blooded American. But right here, right now? This is the move. So, stand with me or walk away, padrino.”

“How in fucking hell did you ever get through two tours in the sand?” he grumbled.

“By using my head all the time and my weapon some of the time.”

After a moment, Tomás nodded, reluctantly. I told him where the money was.

“You keep that kind of scratch in your house?” Tomás said.

With some embarrassment, I admitted to having a fully loaded go-bag. Considering my tenuous standing with the local PD, the FBI Detroit branch, cops I’d put away now out on parole and America’s growing intolerance for anything up to and including democracy, I figured a well-stocked gobag was wise to have.

Tomás turned to leave. Then he stopped.

“I hate mushrooms,” he grumbled. “I fucking hate ’em.”

“Uh—okay,” I said. “Why are—”

“I promised your mom and dad before they—you know—passed—that I’d always tell you the truth,” Tomás said. “If you’re . . . gone when I get back, I want your mom and dad to know I held up my end.” He took in a deep, ragged breath. “You put those little fungus dirt-dicks in everything! Salsa! Steak sauce! Soup! Goddamn burritos! I choke ’em down. But the truth, Octavio, is I fucking hate mushrooms.”

Then he left.

I told the killers the one condition of getting my money was leaving their weapons behind once it arrived.

This demand elicited grumbling, but my subterranean street reputation won consensus from at least two of the killers, the third simply replying with an impatient, “What-the-fuck-ever.”

It was going to be a long and brutally tense forty minutes as Tomás broke speed limits to retrieve the money from my house. It was time made deadlier by three men with empty pockets and itchy trigger fingers. Patience is in short supply for most red, Black and brown people. So many promises made. So many contracts broken. Bone-dry jet streams of lies blowing over the wet ink of dark bargains.

To some extent, I understood the desperation of these killers. Empathized with their instinctive need for survival. Their generational distrust of the promise of a brighter future just over the horizon, only to once again be delivered smoke, ash, bones and too many shell casings.

Even so, with Tomás gone, I had to trust that these three desperados would take me at my word.

Just in case they didn’t, I kissed the gold crucifix at the end of my mother’s rosary, wrapping it tightly around my left hand, and the ring Tatina had given me at St. Al’s held on a chain around my neck. Then I checked my Glock and made sure I had a dry second 9mm magazine.

“What if your partner’s done gone and called the police?” one of the killers shouted.

“The cops don’t like me any more than they’d like you,” I said. “Plus, are you the only one here still carrying two dimes from his momma for the nearest phone booth?”

Muffled laughter. Somebody chuckled and said, “I know da’s right.”

Headlights occasionally slashed through darkness and rain.

“Anybody here got any special talents?” I said, curious as to the makeup of the men hired to dispose of me. “Me? I’m a helluva cook. Mexican. Black Southern traditional. Some Chinese, which is harder than you might think. Italian on occasion. What about you guys? Anybody got a talent for something other than killing?”

“Hey!” the hidden man to my right suddenly shouted. “I got me a talent! Like comedy, okay! Real stand-up shit! Okay, so, here’s my joke: How many niggahs does it take to believe this niggah’s mo-money bullshit? Y’all! That’s how many! Fuck this!”

“You’re the one I call Fuck-Oh-the-Clown, right?” I said. “Listen, Fuck-Oh. You wanna make a play? Make your fucking play and stop boring everybody with this Death Row Records hood-rat shit! You feel me, Fuck-Oh? Ten, fifteen more minutes, and you’ll each have your money! Then we all walk outta here alive and happy. No harm, no foul!”

Silence for a second or two.

“So, like I was saying,” I continued. “Anybody here got any—”

“Origami,” the younger-sounding killer said. “I, uh—I’m pretty good at origami. Animals and flowers ’n shit. Sometimes I teach kids at the community center—shit! I shouldn’t have said ‘community center’ ’cause you can find me now!”

“There are eight-hundred-seventy-three community centers throughout Metro Detroit, man—and I ain’t got the time or inclination,” I said.

“Really?” he said. “That many—”

“I just made the number up,” I said. “But you get my point.”

Then . . .

“Nessun dorma,” from Puccini’s opera Turandot.

A pitch-perfect baritone grandly underscoring the maudlin shadows that smelled of damp concrete and dissipating cordite. I gave brief thought to my mother: throughout the days and weeks of my childhood, our house was filled to overflowing with music from CDs and old records—Mexican folk songs and Tejano, Delta blues and jazz, Motown and the Black cowboy/western music of Herb Jeffries and Yolanda Diamond.

But on Sundays, my mother played classical music; she thought I should be “well-rounded.” And while my father chose to stay at home hoping to find a spaghetti Western on TV, my mother occasionally took me to an opera at Detroit Music Hall. I always fell asleep, but the music took up residence in my preteen subconscious.

“Jesus,” I said after the killer’s last note. “That was beautiful, brotha!”

“I like opera,” the baritone said shyly. “Cools me out—”

“Speaking of cool,” the younger killer said, “it is cold as fuck, I ain’t bullshittin’.”

“Supposed to be sunshine tomorrow, almost seventy,” I said.

“No shit?” the young killer said.

“No shit.”

“Michigan.” Baritone Killer laughed.

“Michigan,” I concurred.

After an eternally long five more minutes, Tomás returned, climbing up the back way we’d entered to our rubble-strewn perch with my go-bag.

“What was I supposed to do with this”—he raised the bag—“if I got back here and you was dead?”

“Go to Disney World.”

“I’m serious, pendejo!”

“So am I,” I said, unzipping the bag and quickly checking its contents. “I’ve never been to Disney World. I hear it’s nice. I mean, one of us should go, right? You and Elena have a grandkid. Tatina’s not interested. And me? By myself? That would just be weird.”

“You are weird, cabrón. Eres bien raro, carajo.”

“Shall we see if the kids are ready for dinner?”

Tomás racked a shell in his rifle. “Yeah,” he said. “Call the kids. But if one of ’em shoots their mouth off, I’m shootin’ his mouth off.”

“Payday, guys!” I said. “No tricks. Only treats. Come and get it.”

The three men slowly emerged from the shadows, hands raised. They were encased in shadows, sporadically illuminated by slices of headlights. The closer they came, the more detail I could make out: two of the men approached from my left, a comically mismatched pair—one tall and barrel built, the other much shorter and slight. The man approaching from my right (Fuck-Oh-the-Clown) was medium height, medium build and wore a black cowboy-style duster coat accompanied by a “medicine man” style leather hat. They saw Tomás standing next to me, his rifle leveled to split the difference between the three men; a tenth-of-a-second’s directional adjustment of the rifle barrel and at least one of the three would not be celebrating his next birthday.

“I thought you wasn’t gonna have no gun or nothin’,” Fuck-Oh groused, pointing to Tomás.

“I don’t,” I said, pointing to my Glock lying on a slab of concrete, then jutting a thumb Tomás’s way. “I don’t speak for him.”

I handed two of the three men neatly wrapped hundred-dollar-bill stacks. Big ’N Tall the baritone and Slim Jim actually thanked me for their payout.

“Nothin’ personal, Brotha Snow,” Big ’N Tall said. “Times ain’t been too . . . you know . . . Thought I was doin’ what I had to do, sir.”

“It’s ‘August,’ not ‘sir,’” I said. “Detroit Opera House could use a voice like yours. You should audition.”

He issued a quick, melancholy laugh. “Ain’t my time no more, Mr. August. It’s my little boy and girl’s time.”

Fuck-Oh-the-Clown grabbed his stack and said, “I bet I coulda taken you, mothafucka,” before he turned to walk away. Stumbling on some debris, he nearly went down. Quickly recovering, he pulled a snubnose .38 from an ankle rig and spun around.

Tomás fired his rifle.

The man was blown back several feet by the impact of the buckshot before collapsing into a lump of lifeless flesh and useless bone. What had been a malicious killer’s face with murderous eyes now resembled a buckshot pockmarked bloody mélange of chorizo and fatty strips of prosciutto flapping in a cold spring breeze.

“Anybody else feelin’ greedy?” Tomás said after the echo of his rifle shot faded.

There was a long pause before Slim Jim hesitantly raised his hand and said, “Uh . . . I ain’t bein’ greedy or nothin’, but . . . okay, so let’s say what he got in his pockets is equity shares.” He pointed to the dead man. “If an equity partner dies, do his shares revert back to the company—which is you, Mr. August—or, you know, the partners? What I’m sayin’ is—”

“Oh, for chrissakes!” Tomás shouted.

“You gentlemen have two minutes to split the dead guy’s stacks—” I said.

“Otherwise, I’m sendin’ both you jerk-offs on a flamin’ roller coaster to hell!” Tomás said. “Move!”

The skinny assassin was the first to approach the corpse. He gasped and stumbled back. Pointing to the inert body of the man Tomas had put down, the skinny man said, “He—he ain’t dead.”

I walked to the body of the faceless man and looked down at him. He was propped up by a random slab of fallen concrete, legs splayed. He was indeed breathing. Short and shallow, body-memory breaths that mean nothing, add nothing save for the insult of inescapable pain in the dark suspension between life and death.

Watching the last of his life, I briefly thought, Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.

Then I shot him through the top of his skull.

No more weightless suspension.

No more pain.

The remaining assassins quickly rolled the body, fished the money out of the dead man’s pockets and divided it among themselves.

“And, hey. Guys?” I said. “What say we stop doin’ Uncle Sam the favor of shootin’ the shit out of each other’s Black asses, awright? Okay?”

The men carefully made their way out of the expanse of abandoned factory rubble, disappearing beneath the concrete octopus of the I-96 Southfield Road interchange, fading between the sheets of rain.

“What about him?” Tomás said, pointing the barrel of his rifle to the dead man.

“Leave him,” I said. “This place is already a graveyard.”

As Tomás and I navigated our way over the terrain of rubble, through the oddly shaped shadows, Tomás said, “I feel like pancakes. Them ricotta cheese and lemon zest pancakes you make. You feel like pancakes?”

“Yeah,” I said unenthusiastically. “Pancakes. No mushrooms. Got it.”
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Men and women have climbed Kilimanjaro and Everest for life’s elusive answers.

They have sought the wisdom of philosophers, gurus, priests and shamans in faraway places for higher, spiritual understanding.

They have forsaken the desires of the flesh, choosing rather to immerse themselves in dizzying clouds of incense seeking oneness with the universe.

Silly humans.

The answer has always been ricotta cheese pancakes with lemon zest. Just like my mother used to make after Sunday Mass, accompanied by a rasher of thick-cut bacon and bowl of fresh fruit salad.

On our way back to Mexicantown, Tomás and I had stopped at a twenty-four-hour Meijer’s to get the ingredients.

“Great idea, padrino,” I said, my mood now elevated as we ate pancakes and drank cappuccinos at four in the morning.

“I know, right?” he said, shoveling in his second stack of three.

After breakfast, Tomás went home and I was in bed at five, miraculously sleeping a straight six hours.

No nightmares.

No weird dreams.

Full, recuperative sleep.

When I came downstairs, a thin, young Asian man with a black eye was sitting at my kitchen counter. He was dressed in lime-green paint-splattered coveralls rolled up above his ankles, a forest-green fisherman’s knit sweater and unlaced tactical boots. His long jet-black hair was tied into pigtails. He was eating a cheeseburger out of a McDonald’s bag and sipping a thirty-two-ounce bubble tea. He saw me, grinned and said, “Hey, how’s it going, man?”

“Uh—good, ‘man,’” I said.

Just as I was about to ask him who the hell he was, there was a flush in my downstairs bathroom.

Lucy emerged from the bathroom, muttering, “Fucking bubble tea. Every time!” She saw me and beamed. “Non-fungible tokens!”

“That’s who this guy is?” I said, nodding to the young man cramming McDonald’s grease into his mouth at my kitchen counter.

“What?” Lucy said. “No! That’s Takashi! The legendary Takashi!”

The young man almost choked on his bubble tea. “Stop saying that!” He laughed. “I am not ‘legendary’, ya goof!”

“Takashi is one of the most skilled social media hackers ever,” Lucy said. “He’s, like, the Banksy of the digital world! And that’s how I—we—get into the Vatican, dude! A non-fungible token!”

“You told—I’m sorry—what’s your name?” I said to the young man.

“Takashi,” he said after chewing some of the tapioca balls. “You can also call me ‘Bung-Ladesh.’ Or ‘LeWitcheroo.’”

“Sweet Jesus,” I said, pleading to the ceiling. Then I narrowed my eyes at Lucy and whispered, “You told him about the Vatican job?”

“It’s how we get in, dude!” Lucy said. “It’s how I get in.” She cocked her head. “Do you even know what a non-fungible token is, Sherlock?”

“Why would I even have a reason to know this?”

“Old people,” Lucy said with disdain to her friend. Takashi just shrugged and continued eating. Her tone of voice changed from dismissively cocky to Sesame Street singsongy, which was equally infuriating. “A non-fungible token is a unit of data stored on a blockchain—a set of rigorously encrypted code—that can represent a unique digital item like a unit of currency. Or art. Which is where Takashi comes in. It’s a cryptographic token, but it’s not like Bitcoin. It’s not mutually interchangeable, or non-fungible. Get it?”

“No,” I said, turning on my coffee machine.

“Let me put it this way,” she said, exasperated by my profound technological ignorance. “Two months ago, Takashi sold an original piece of digital art, where the files can’t be duplicated, for over two million dollars!”

I might have choked on my first sip of black coffee.

“The original buyer just sold it again to a collector for eight million!”

I found myself staring at the young man with the pigtails and black eye gorging on a second cheeseburger.

“I just want to work with Lucy,” he said, chewing with his mouth full. “Talk about legendary, dude. The protégé of Skittles who was like—oh, man, he was—is—the Buddha of ‘Black Hats’!”

“Speaking of black, what’s with the eye?” I said, contemplating throwing open a window to air out the stench of greasy fried meat, cold fries and mango-grape bubble tea.

Takashi said he’d been in a convenience store in the Detroit suburb of South Lyon when an older white man punched him in the face and called him a number of derogatory names. The store owner had called the cops and the angry white man told the officers he loved America, loved Jesus and they both—Jesus and America—hated “zipper-heads,” “slants” and “gooks” because of their “Chinese military-engineered biochemical diseases that were trying to kill good, Christian American patriots!”

“Dude! I was born in West Bloomfield!” Takashi shook his head before taking in a mouthful of fries. “Closest I’ve ever been to Japan is watching the ’21 Olympics on TV! That dude was seriously messed up. All I wanted was, like, a bag of Funyuns and some ranch dressing dip!”

“You press charges?”

“In South Lyon?” Takashi said with a bit of skeptical side-eye. “Like, I mean, you get what I’m sayin’, right, dude?”

“Unfortunately, I do,” I said. “And it’s either ‘Mr. Snow,’ ‘August,’ or ‘Your Worshipful Highness’ under my roof. And while I’m loving the energy from you two crazy kids, this non-fungus thing is overkill—”

“Non-fungible tokens,” Lucy said with a hint of youthful embarrassment for me.

“What-ever!” I said, shutting her down in her own parlance. “All I need is a dash of digital lock-picking and a pinch of black-site intelligence gathering. You guys are talking about going thermonuclear when all I need are maybe—maybe!—a few cherry bombs.”

“Okay.” Lucy adopted a negotiating posture. “One job, two parts: information for you”—she pointed at me—“retribution for me. I’m not gonna let the sanctimonious evil of those dead Indigenous kids in mass graves go unanswered, dude. No way.”

I sighed, nodded. “No. No, I didn’t think so. And trust me—I understand. I do.”

“Then we’re all on the same server, right?” Lucy said.

“Just . . . be careful, awright?” I said. “Both of you.”

I filled Lucy and Takashi in on my sub-rosa information needs: Vatican intelligence or security records related to sixty-year-old American clergy reassignments to Mexico. Anything to do with the Vatican Office of Criminal Investigations operations in North America and Mexico. Any scraps they could find on an offshoot organization called Deus X. And just for shits and giggles, any background on Bishop Henry “Deke” McKinney, Viam Crucis Divinity School graduate. Anything and everything that could remove the ever-tightening noose around Father Grabowski’s neck.

I had planned to do as much of Lucy’s computer component shopping as possible, sure that I had no chance in hell of acquiring a T3 line through my local Internet provider. Turned out, I didn’t need to: Lucy had already talked to Jimmy and convinced him to allot her space on Mexicantown’s new healthcare center’s multitude of servers, which included several T3 data lines. She’d assured Jimmy she’d make clean, untraceable work of things. Nothing that would come back to take an unhealthy chunk of butt out of him, her, or me. I was pissed she’d pulled Jimmy into this escapade, but knowing him, he wouldn’t have questioned any part of Lucy or me needing help. In fact, I’m fairly sure he felt a bit excited to be included in something adventurous. Most likely beat the hell out of any facility management meetings and blueprint reviews his life had recently become.

After twenty minutes more of talking logistics, timing and execution, Lucy and Takashi were gone. Like so many of their generation, they left staring into the kaleidoscopic abyss of their phones.

A little later, I thought I’d take a walk down to Jimmy’s house to catch up with Father Grabowski.

I hadn’t exactly been the best of friends with the old man as of late, primarily because I’d been busy with the hard business of keeping him alive. Between the double threat of his cancer and his possible assassination by a radical Vatican sect, there had been little to no room for gin rummy, streaming classic movies, discussing biblical passages or bowling.

As I walked to Jimmy’s house, I thought about Father Petra and Bishop McKinney. Petra, even with all of his purposely oblique obfuscation and vague insinuations, seemed sincere in his mission: to discover the truth of why Father Grabowski was being set up and by whom. On the other hand, Bishop Henry “Deke” McKinney was a seasoned politician; he knew what canonical cards to play and when. Like a chess grand master, he skillfully—and some would say ruthlessly—played the innermost circles of city government and Detroit’s wealthy Catholics. People who made my generous contributions look like loose pocket change. He tolerated me for my money, what Mexicantown influence I might have had, and my two-for-one ethnic demographics, which played well in Detroit’s pockets of Black and Hispanic Catholics outside of Mexicantown. And whenever times got tough, he often hid behind veils of incense and whispered scripture.

I reached Jimmy’s house only to find Sister Nuru walking away from the door.

“Why is it every time I see you, I want to call you ‘Sabrina’?” I said.

“Easy way to remember: Sabrina’s a white witch practicing black magic, and I’m a Black witch practicing white magic,” she said with a gorgeous grin.

We embraced.

“Nobody home?” I said with a nod to the house.

“Nobody home,” she said. “Save for the spirit of an elderly woman named Miralana.”

A chill ran up my spine.

“You serious?”

“Of course I am,” she said. “Why?”

“She was the abuela—the grandmother—of some kids I used to play with that lived in this house.”

“Well, she likes what Jimmy’s done with the place,” Sister Nuru said. “Thinks she might stay for another sixty, seventy years or so before moving on. She loves the sound of her grandchildren laughing that’s still vibrating through the walls and beams. Says it’s the sound of—what’s the word? Resurrección?”

Sister Nuru had stopped by the house to drop off more of the tea she’d prescribed Father Grabowski. That and a candle she’d blessed meant to burn only between the hours of eight and nine in the evening.

“I know you’re not much of a believer, August—”

“That seems to be changing day by day,” I said, still a bit chilled by maybe the presence of an abuela decades in her grave.

Sister Nuru laughed, then cupped my face in her warm hands. Looking deeply into my eyes, she said, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Hebrews 11:1.”

“Once a nun, always a nun,” I said.

“Nuns are just witches whose power has been co-opted and ankle-chained to the patriarchy.”

She planted a kiss on my right cheek, got into her aging Subaru Outback where her dog, Bess, waited patiently, and drove away.

On my walk back to my house I called Jimmy.

“Father Grabowski say anything about going somewhere, Jimmy?”

“He wanted to go to St. Al’s, so I took him,” Jimmy said. “I asked him if he wanted some company, he said he just wanted to pray alone—”

My blood pressure instantly shot up. I said, “You left him alone?”

“Now, you know I didn’t do that,” Jimmy said. “I sat outside the church for an hour watchin’ the doors. Nobody but him went in, nobody but him come out. Then I tailed him to Schmear’s Deli where he got him a sandwich and tea. Right now, he’s sittin’ on a bench on the Riverwalk, sippin’ on his tea and watchin’ the freighters.”

“Good man, Jimmy,” I said.

“Don’t exactly know what’s goin’ on, boss,” Jimmy said. “But I know somethin’ got you and him spooked. So I’ma do what I can, no explanation needed.”

“Thanks, Jimmy.”

“You welcome, boss.”

Back at my place, I started to call the number on Father Petra’s card when I received a call. The screen on my phone read Unknown.

“Detroit Office of Management and Budget,” I said. “How may I direct your bribe?”

“You’re currently an impediment to justice, mortal and divine, Mr. Snow,” the unknown caller said. “We need to speak urgently, or the consequences of your interference may be unexpected collateral damage. Like the young black man shadowing Father Michael Grabowski right now.”

I felt a cold snake coil up my spine and set its icy fangs into the base of my skull.

“Listen very carefully, you pathetic piece of shit,” I said. “You harm either of them and the pain I inflict on you will make hell look like a spa weekend.”

“I appreciate your concern for Father Grabowski’s well-being, Mr. Snow,” the man said. “But you have inserted yourself into a very fluid situation of which you have no knowledge or voice. Follow my instructions precisely. Otherwise, may God have mercy on all of the souls you are putting in danger.”

Reluctantly, I agreed to his instructions.

Afterward, I called Tomás.

“You know that thing I asked you to do a while back?” I said. “That thing you really suck at?”

“Bullshit I ‘suck’!” he said. “You suck for sayin’ I suck, pendejo!”

“Yeah, well, I need you to get real good at it right damn now.”
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Thirty minutes after my conversation with a man who had called me with a threat of “collateral damage,” a classic black 1968 Ford Galaxie 500 with tinted windows and a busted-out right taillight slowly backed into my driveway and stopped eight feet from me. The same car Parker, the bishop’s chauffer, put a bullet in outside of Ste. Anne’s Basilica. I couldn’t see the Galaxie 500’s driver, but he could see me: I was wearing only a T-shirt and slacks, no shoes. I showed him my hands, zip-tied at the wrists, did a slow three-sixty turn, then lifted each leg of my pants so the driver could see I was weaponless. The trunk popped open and I got in. I closed the trunk lid and the car slowly rolled out.

The ride was at times jarring, courtesy of the myriad potholes a Michigan winter left behind. That, plus the loud rumbling of the Galaxie 500’s 6.4L V8 made me much more appreciative of a seat behind the wheel. In an effort to obscure any recognizable road sounds I might hear—construction, overpass grooves, bridge inclines and declines—the driver played the car’s beefed-up stereo system loud and with more bass than necessary: Dave Brubeck, Gerry Mulligan and, for a switch-up, Stevie Ray Vaughan.

As the car began to slow, he was back to Dave Brubeck: “Take Five.” In fact, he was scatting to it.

Who the hell scats anymore?

The car came to a stop on uneven ground. The trunk opened and, after my eyes adjusted, I saw we were at the mud-and-debris-strewn back of an abandoned downriver grocery store. I started slowly, innocuously, mumbling my argument while being frog-marched into the back of the store. From a quick look around, I figured we were somewhere south of the small, working middle-class, sixties-style ranch-house-and-picket-fence suburb of Taylor.

Killers never listen to anyone who begs or pleads with them. Begging and pleading are just juice for the acid battery they run on.

Crying just makes them want to kill you faster; they have little to no patience for weepers, wailers or slobberers.

However, there are times when you can engage even the most stone-cold killer in an argument that will at least delay your execution, allowing you to run one last life-saving scenario in the head the shooter is about to put a hole in.

“I’ll give you this much, ya backwoods hump,” I said. “Your trunk is cleaner than my house.”

The carcass of the store was a sad statement on someone’s lost small business dream: empty shelves caked in dust, cobwebs draped like curtains over light fixtures and endcaps, the desiccated bodies of rats and mice.

The killer was much younger than his voice had led me to believe. Younger than me. Clean-cut. There was almost a collegiate look about him, as if he kidnapped and killed between Marketing 101 class and competing on the swim team.

“Are you what Deus X looks like?” I said.

He pushed me into a dusty and cobwebbed metal chair. “Hoping to be. Until my petition to them is consecrated, I’m just someone they call upon before things get altogether serious. I’m quite good at clearing away persistent little obstacles. And since you’ve proven to be such, I’m the intervention.”

“Did you ‘intervene’ with the dead priest in Troy?”

“Who?” he said.

“The priest found hanged over an altar in the city of Troy,” I said. “That your work, too?”

“No—and it’s an insult to think so,” he said with some irritation. “The brotherhood is never sloppy. Never ostentatious. If he was dispatched by a hand not his own, it was not the hand of the brotherhood.”

“If you’re planning on killing me,” I said. “Can I at least eat that last can of Pringles they left behind? I’m sure it’s past its expiration date. But Pringles really don’t have an expiration date, ya know?”

“You understand why this must be done, correct?”

“Oh, yeah, hell, no sweat.”

“Would you like to pray first?”

“No,” I said. “But there is one thing I’d like to get off my chest, though.”

“And that is?”

“Your choice of music on the drive over. Oh, my God!”

I proceeded to tell the young assassin what I thought of his music selections on the drive over and how I’d much rather he shoot me than make me suffer through his intolerable bourgeois playlist.

“I’m sorry my playlist displeased you—”

“‘Displeased’? It made me wanna vomit! You call that a ‘playlist’?” I laughed. “Monotonous cocktail party jazz for white three-percenters! It’s what fucking oatmeal sounds like! Is that what you Deus X assholes listen to in your little clubhouse?”

“We’re losing our way here, Mr. Snow,” he insisted. “We are brought here today—this moment!—in the defense of God’s church on earth. To kill the satanic infection of abusive priests. If the church is lost to the actions of these priests riddled with cancers of the mind, the body and soul, then the world, we fear, is lost! A God-less wasteland! Can’t you see that?”

“All I can see is Human Resources cutting three percent of the workforce to save a couple billion in cash,” I said. “There’s nothing ‘holy’ about your mission, you fucking idiot. You’re a hedge fund manager with a semi-automatic handgun trying to save the church from becoming Blockbuster, Sears or Lehman Brothers. And Dave Brubeck sucks, asshole!”

He was losing the battle of keeping his emotions in check, easy to see in his narrowed eyes, his trembling gun-hand and tightly coiled posture.

“Your life is in my hands,” the assassin said incredulously, “and this is how you want to spend your last earthly moments?”

“Well, I sure as hell don’t want to spend them listening to you pontificate on murdering in the name of God, ya hump,” I said. “Especially from a guy with highly questionable taste in music.”

“Mr. Snow—”

“Suck on this, Boy Scout: Brubeck was to jazz what Stevie Ray Vaughan was to the blues: easy, non-challenging entry points for white folk to enjoy Black culture’s music without having to feel uncomfortable, guilty, or like they owed Black people for the blood their art cost them.”

“Oh, you are—that is such crap!” The young killer shoved the barrel of his suppressed Ruger-5.7 pistol close to my face. “Absolute, unmitigated horse crap! Race has nothing to do with music! Brubeck was a master composer and a truly gifted pianist—”

“Too many goddamn notes,” I said. “Too much hammering! Not enough thoughtful, provocative musical rests in the measures. He was to jazz what Jackson Pollock was to painting. A goddamn mess!”

“Oh, so, like, what are you?” The young killer’s eyes widened, jittery, and his eyebrows were twitching madly. Taking two steps back from me, he leveled his weapon at my forehead. He had entered the realm of full-on, bloodlust psychopath. “Are you one of those—those pretentious ‘aficionados’ more impressed with the thin veneer of his own intellect than true musicianship?”

“No,” I said with a cavalier shrug. “I’m just a guy who knows what’s true quality and what’s absolute crap. And you, sir, and your musical tastes are abominations before the Lord.”

“Quality is quality, regardless of who’s providing that quality! Black, white—it makes no difference!”

“Why don’t you just say ‘I don’t see color when I look at people,’” I said, glimpsing the approaching shadow crouched behind him. “It diminishes and nullifies the socio-political and cultural experiences of the ethnicity you are looking at. It’s one hand petting my nappy head while the other’s picking my pocket! It’s like Māori shoulder tattoos on a white guy from Flint.”

“You know what?” He huffed. “I am going to kill you. And after I kill you, I’m gonna kill your Dutch girlfriend! While Brubeck is playing!”

My “Dutch girlfriend” . . .

. . . Bishop McKinney . . .

“I got twenty says that ain’t gonna happen,” I said.

He gave my jaw a pretty solid right cross.

“That’s for five-time Grammy-winning Brubeck, ass-hole!” he said.

I spat out a little blood before saying, “Got anything for Art Pepper?”

“You know what?” He laughed while wagging the barrel of his gun at me. “You’re the racist! That’s what you are!”

“How is that even possible, ya backwoods ass peckawood?”

He gave me one across the jaw again.

When the stars in my eyes faded out, I said, “Spatchcocking.”

“What?”

“You know what I like to do with a fresh, whole chicken?”

“What—wait, what are you talking about?” the killer said, untethered for a moment.

“I like to take a whole chicken and spatchcock it.” I smiled. “That’s when you remove the backbone before roasting it with a bit of olive oil, salt and thyme,” I said. “That’s what I’m gonna do to you, ya little pissant prick. Now, take your fucking shot!”

“Oh, I will,” he said. One more step back, slight tremble of the gun barrel.

“Not you,” I said. I looked over his right shoulder, nodded to the shadow rising behind the killer. “Him.”

He spun around.

Not quickly enough.

Tomás swept across the assassin’s head with the stock of his Browning BAR MK 3 rifle, sending the killer splaying out onto the dirty floor.

“We need him alive!” I shouted, struggling against my zip-tied hands.

Tomás took out his six-inch Marttiini hunting knife and cut me loose.

The killer, slow to recover, found his feet and his weapon.

“Don’t you fucking do it!” Tomás said.

The killer shook his head, then slowly raised his handgun.

No choice. Tomás fired, putting a kill-load of buckshot to the assassin’s center mass.

“Culo motherfucker,” Tomás growled before theatrically spitting at the assassin’s body. “Don’t say I didn’t warn him, ’cause I did.” He walked to the collapsed corpse and kicked the gun away from the man’s hand. Then Tomás looked at me. “¿Estás bien, jefe?”

“I’m good,” I said with no small measure of agitation. “I’da been a whole helluva lot better if you hadn’t taken your sweet goddamn time. And we really have to work on your tailing skills.”

“Hey, you ungrateful little shit,” Tomás said defensively. “I didn’t know what ‘spatchcocking’ was and I wanted to know, okay? Sure you ain’t gettin’ too mushy for this kind of life?”

“At least I’m not getting fat and slow,” I said, rubbing life back into my wrists.

“This is the fucking thanks I get for keepin’ your bacon out of the fryin’ pan?”

We placed a bookmark in our argument as I knelt by the dead man and found his wallet. Inside were a professionally done knockoff driver’s license and two hundred forty in cash. I handed the wallet up to Tomás, who stuffed it in a plastic bag before shoving it in a pants pocket. Other than the wallet, the assassin’s pockets were empty. Interestingly enough, beneath his black shirt he wore a cheap leather-weave necklace with a chunky gold crucifix. I took the crucifix and gave it a once-over. It was heavy; I suspected twenty-four karats. I gave the bottom half a tug and it came apart.

“What’s that?” Tomás said.

“A crucifix,” I said.

“I know it’s a crucifix, smartass,” Tomás growled. “Why’s it in two pieces?”

“Because it’s also a thumb drive.”

“One of them computer thingies?”

“Yeah,” I said. “One of them computer thingies.”

I recapped the thumb drive, shoved it in my pocket, stood and said, “I’ll take the wallet to Bobby Falconi at the coroner’s office. Maybe one of his lab geeks can pull traceable prints from the wallet, license and money. The thumb drive, I’ll keep.”

On the killer’s left-hand ring finger was a large gold ring with a big red garnet at its center. I borrowed Tomás’s phone, hit the magnifying app and held the camera lens over the ring. Inscribed around the garnet was Revelation 2:23.

“What’s it say? Is it, like, Michigan State or something?” Tomás said.

“It’s from the last book of the bible: And I will strike her children dead. And all the churches will know that I am he who searches mind and heart, and I will give to each of you according to your works.”

“Don’t sound like fluffy little lambs and halos.”

“No,” I said. “More like the Brothers Grimm end to humanity.”

I thought about prying the ring from the dead man’s finger for further investigation, but got a bit creeped out; I’d done plenty that I wasn’t proud of in my life. Aside from the crucifix thumb drive, taking a dead man’s jewelry wasn’t on my lengthy blacklist.

Rising again, still recovering from the close shave, I said to Tomás, “When did you get so slow?”

“Probably the same day you went soft,” Tomás grumbled. “Now that you’ve got a girlfriend. Who, by the way, is one helluva lot smarter than you.” He began singing, “Octavio and Tatina, sittin’ in a tree, K-I-S-S—”

“Jesus, padrino, grow the hell up!”

A high-pitched whistle.

Tomás and I suddenly fell quiet, listening intently.

“You hear that?” Tomás said, cocking his head.

“Yeah,” I whispered, my ears trying to locate the source of the sound. “Like a—a whistle?”

“Yeah,” Tomás said. He pointed down at the body. “Him.”

Instinctively, we ran and crouched behind a pillar just in time to hear a muffled pop. Then we smelled it: a thick, acrid cloud of decay descending on us. I peeked around the concrete pillar: the killer’s body was twitching, his face and hands smoldering, collapsing in on themselves, all while heaving grayish brown gases. His skull and teeth were popping, quickly disintegrating.

Covering his mouth and nose with a forearm, Tomás said, “You ever seen shit like that?”

“No,” I said. “We out.”

In Tomás’s truck were a thick Eddie Bauer fleece and a pair of Brunt “Marin” work boots he had waiting for me. Both instantly took the spring chill off, even if the boots were a bit small, leaving me to wonder how a man as rough-and-tumble as Tomás could have a ballerina’s feet.

We settled at a nearby Polish restaurant named Let’s Gdansk. Ania and Mieczyslaw, the proprietors, whipped up a nice little lunch for us: thin-pastry mushroom and sauerkraut pierogi and Gołąbki.

Tomás was quiet. A bit too freaked out to complain about the mushrooms in our order.

We nibbled around the edges of the food while taking contemplative sips from bottles of Żywiec lager, attempting to process the nightmarish sight of a human body decomposing in the space of seconds.
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Little was said on the way back to Mexicantown. In an effort to push back the horror we’d just witnessed, Tomás cranked up a song on his satellite radio: Stevie Ray Vaughn’s “Crossfire.”

Neither Tomás nor I could find an adequate, logical explanation. No jet-black jokes in defense of our shocked consciousness were exchanged. Quietly, I reassured myself that the rapidly decaying human would be explainable by science and technology. At least I hoped it was. If not, I’d have to seriously reassess my position as an agnostic Mexican-American Catholic with African-American Baptist metaphysical leanings.

All I knew with certainty was that Father Grabowski could no longer stay anywhere near Mexicantown; his continued residency, whether with me or Jimmy, put the lives of friends and neighbors in danger. I would need Lady B’s introduction to the solution I had in mind, and she was very jealous in the protection and use of her assets.

I knew a retired cop working security on the set of an action movie being shot in Detroit. He owed me one, so I figured I could call in the favor by having him nab a set piece signed by the star, Lady B’s dimple-chinned, blue-eyed movie boyfriend. The one whose stunningly gorgeous wife had convicted some of the world’s worst tin-pot, murderous dictators and despots at the international court in The Hague.

Father Grabowski looked better when we got him to Jimmy’s house. Still, he was bent and walked as if each step took considerable thought and execution.

He coughed. A few drops of blood presented in the palm of his hand.

He saw me staring and said, “Nothing to see here, son.”

I forced a smile. “Not a damn thing.”

I thought a little music would lighten the mood.

I was wrong.

I asked Jimmy’s smart home speaker to turn on WDET, Detroit’s public radio station. Ann Delisi, the venerated host of the station’s Essential Music show, was playing Lyle Lovett and Al Green’s “Funny How Time Goes By.” Not exactly a song that can lift the spirit of a slowly dying elderly man. I asked the speaker to play Jimmy’s next favorite station.

Praise soul and country music from some Virginia station.

While I made Father Grabowski a pot of his witch’s brew tea, Tomás made a cautious, top-to-bottom sweep of my house. No demons save for the ones I brought back in my head from two tours in the lost cause of Afghanistan. No thieves, killers or kidnappers. No haunted dolls or ravenous vampires. Simply the house where I once played LEGOs and felt the warm, assuring security of my parents’ love.

I told Father Grabowski that Sister Nuru had stopped by to see him to drop off more hoodoo-voodoo gift shop chicanery.

“You make fun, August,” the father said. “But I do feel better with the tea and all.”

“Sometimes I make fun of things I don’t understand or are beyond my current ability to perceive,” I said. “Just a sad effort to spare embarrassment to a fragile ego.”

“Like most people.”

I smiled and nodded at the old man. “Yeah. Like most people.”

I told him to pack a go-bag and be ready to bug out in the next twenty-four hours—if not for his safety, then for Jimmy’s. He agreed without argument, saying only, “I’ll be ready.”

“August?” Father Grabowski said as I prepared to leave.

“Yeah, old man?”

“One more favor?”

“Sure,” I said. “Anything.”

“Would you ask the machine to play a song for me? Seems at times to go well with my tea.”

“You can ask it yourself,” I said.

“Alexa, play ‘Dis Is da Drum’ by Mr. Herbie Hancock,” Father Grabowski said.

A throbbing, up-tempo, neon-mélange of jazz and electronica began to play. Not something I would’ve thought was in the old man’s realm. But his slumped shoulders seemed to keep the beat.

I left.

Tomás, satisfied my place was safe, was waiting for me in his truck.

“So, we’re not gonna talk about it, huh?” Tomás said.

“I’m sure there’s a logical explanation,” I said, not particularly certain of anything save for my love for Tatina, the brutal honesty of bourbon, and the life-affirming ebullience of grilled white fish tacos with añejo pepper sauce.

“You know, I don’t get freaked out by most things, Octavio,” Tomás said. “Pandemic? No sweat. Anti-vaxxer fuckbags? Pass the chips and salsa. Proud Boys and Nazis? Kiss my rock-hard Mexican ass. Your crazy-ass life? Big yawn.” He paused for a moment and shook his head. “But a body getting up a head of steam and melting—fucking melting!—right in front of me?”

It was a haunting that might take both of us time to get over: The gurgling of flesh rapidly dissolving. The putrefying stink. Watching a body instantly turn into white bone and steaming reddish brown goo.

“I’ll get answers,” I said without confidence.

“What if the answers are scarier than the questions?” Tomás said. “Keep the fleece. I want them boots back, though.”

“Okay, Misty Copeland,” I said.

He drove off.

Once back inside my house, I took a long, hot shower hoping to wash away the horror and stench of the afternoon’s next-level insanity. I was wearing my nearly threadbare green-and-gold Wayne State University Warriors sweatpants and the red-and-white University of Oslo sweatshirt Tatina had given me. To anyone else I might have looked like a hot-damned mess. I didn’t care. Confusion and anxiety often stoke the need for familiar warmth.

I poured a straight-up half tumbler of Woodford Reserve Double Oaked bourbon, took an excessive pull, then made a call.

“I need to ask you something crazy,” I said when Dr. Bobby Falconi answered. “So—you know—just indulge me for a minute, okay?”

“When have I ever not indulged you?” Bobby laughed.

I took in a deep breath. “Have you ever heard of spontaneous human decomposition?”

“What do you mean?” Bobby said, his voice suddenly hushed and cautious.

I described what Tomás and I had witnessed.

“Wow,” Bobby said. “How deep have you and Tomás been free-diving in a bottle of cheap mescal?”

“I’m serious, Bobby.”

“Okay, so endothermic decomposition reactions are possible,” he said. “Let’s say you take hydrogen peroxide, which can—”

“A person, Bobby,” I said, a bit unnerved. “A human person. Almost instantly after death.”

“You mean skipping autolysis and three other stages altogether?” Bobby said with increasing irritation. “Forget about it! Jesus, August! Some of us have to work for a living! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a real job dealing with the real unspooky dead!”

He disconnected.

I went back to my bourbon.

Twenty minutes later Bobby was frantically ringing my doorbell.

I opened the door and he rushed in.

“Tell me again what you saw,” Bobby said breathlessly. He began pacing back and forth in front of my fireplace. “Exactly what you saw. What you heard. Smells. Initial areas of decomp. Estimated rate of decomp. Everything.”

“You okay?” I said. I was about to offer him a drink when he saw mine on the kitchen breakfast counter. He quickly made his way to it and downed the bourbon like a disgruntled old man dealt a losing blackjack hand.

I told him the situation.

“You know I was in Afghanistan,” he said. “’Bout the same time as your second tour. Medical unit attached to army intelligence, right?” I acknowledged this fact. He handed me my empty glass and I poured another shot for him. “They call it ‘the theatre of war.’ War’s really a laboratory. A big fucking mad scientist’s lab. White phosphorus RPGs. Ammonia gas mortars. Vacuum bombs. Enhanced neurotoxin interrogation compounds.” He took a sip. “I, uh—we experimented with some of those extraordinary neurochemical interview techniques. My unit was ground-zero for a Black-on-Black medical intervention project called Operation: DMW.”

“DMW?”

“Dead Man Walking,” Bobby said. “You know what a dead man’s switch is, right?”

“Terrorists use ’em sometimes,” I said. “Suicide bombers. Explosive vest, handheld plunger held down by a thumb. You kill him, thumb relaxes, boom.”

“Now then,” Bobby said, getting a crazy look in his eyes. “What if you could implant a dead man’s switch—like a pacemaker—in a man? Say a deep cover operative? Maybe attach several subdural balloons or discs or capsules of hydrochloric acid or thermite? Materials invisible or very nearly invisible to X-rays. Microchipped to acknowledge a pulse. Blood oxygenation. Detonation when there’s no pulse and little to no blood-ox.

“Maybe that deep cover operative gets captured? Tortured. A man can only take so much, right? And you don’t want information compromised. Or maybe you don’t want a captured pilot’s beaten corpse trotted out for video broadcast? Double agents. Maybe even an enemy combatant is sedated, implanted, released and tracked. Goes back to the hive. Boom.”

“Jesus, Bobby.”

“Nest dynamics and analytics, all theoretically cheaper than a Reaper with Hellfire missile payloads,” Bobby said. “Medical feasibility studies. Tech and materials. Cost/benefit studies. Target priorities. Recipient category selection. Two can play the suicide bomber game. Patriots and fanatics. Hard to tell where the line is sometimes, right?”

“The more I know about you,” I said, “the less I want to know about you. No offense.”

“None taken,” Bobby said. “I wrote the medical protocols.”

“So, what happened?”

“Defunded,” Bobby said, knocking back his drink. I didn’t offer another. “Somebody in a swell suit getting fat off tax dollars in a swanky office in Langley called the operation ‘ghoulish’ and ‘ethically challenged, patently immoral and un-American.’ Hard to believe any of those guys had ethical limits. After ten months, twenty cadavers, two live-animal field trials and eighty-five million taxpayer dollars we were shut down with prejudice.” He took a moment to assess what he’d told me and, I imagine, the sheer personal weight of his macabre confession. “Funny thing, though,” Bobby finally said. “A year later, some Lithuanian crime organization got a copy of the tech specs and medical protocols. My medical protocols! Then Iran. Saudi Arabia. Israel. All through a Hungarian information broker who’s since been dusted. Car bomb in Calabria. Last anybody heard, pieces of the medical protocols were put up for sale by the Calabrian Mafia. That was six years ago.” Bobby took a breath and stared vacantly at his empty glass. “CIA and NSA gave me a thorough two-year proctology exam and concluded I had nothing to do with the information going rogue.” Again, he paused and searched my eyes, either for recrimination or validation. All I could offer was quiet astonishment. “I love this country, August. I know there’s a thousand reasons why I as a Black man shouldn’t. All justifiable. But—I love this fucking messed-up country. Its promise and potential. I don’t regret my service to this country, even if I did do some screwed-up stuff. I was just trying to—you know . . .”

“I know, Bobby,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I know.”

“So, the op—it’s no longer theoretical?” Bobby said, searching my eyes. “It’s for real?”

“You got any army intelligence contacts who could—”

“Oh, Jesus! No!” Bobby said, spooked. “Everything I just told you is buried deeper than the devil’s ass, August,” Bobby said. “Somebody finds out we had this conversation? We both end up drinking brown water out of a black-site in Jackson, Mississippi or latrines in Guantanamo. Or worse—not needing or wanting water ever again.”

The furnace whirled on and Bobby jumped.

“You okay?” I finally said.

“No,” he said. “No, I am not fucking okay.” He sucked in a breath between his teeth. “You believe in God, August?”

“Yes, I do,” I said. “The more intriguing question is: Does God believe in me?”
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Scorpion City Blues.

That’s the name of the big-budget action movie that’s being partially shot in Detroit.

Hugh Holihan—a big-hearted, tough-as-nails Irish American born and bred in Corktown, Detroit’s oldest neighborhood, which stands shoulder to shoulder with Mexicantown—is a retired DPD detective sergeant and an old friend of my father’s. Hugh’s small security company, comprising retired and active-duty cops plus a couple Cork-town bare-knuckle brawlers, provides local personal security for movie shoots and for top-billed actors and pop music’s favorite-flavor-of-the-month. He told me this movie was a time-travel thriller/murder mystery where the hero might also be the villain in different timelines. Lots of action. Cutting-edge CGI. Hugh swore me to secrecy. I promised Hugh I wouldn’t tell a soul, primarily because it all sounded like a batshit waste of a couple hundred million bucks.

“Me and the wife always include your ma and pa in our prayers, Auggie,” Hugh had said as we walked to the movie’s armory trailer. “I mean, whenever we do go to Mass. Usually after a barney the night before. Good egg, your pa.”

“Your wife,” I said. “Leslie?”

“You’re two behind, boyo.” Hugh laughed. “This one’s Melody. Tits like the bumper of a ’57 Buick. Legs wrap around ya twice. Funny thing is I think she actually likes me.”

“Women are crazy like that sometimes.”

Hugh had access to nearly every aspect of the film set including the actors who loved his “blue-collar-cop authenticity.” Through Hugh’s gift of bullshitting, he was able to acquire a few no-longer-essential props. And because of his access I was now seated in Lady B’s back office at LaBelle’s Soul Hole.

“I done told you, August,” Lady B said from behind her desk. “I ain’t got no assets I can lend you for whatever mess you into. And we just don’t do religion here. Lord knows I got me a heart full of respect for Father G. But politics is messy enough. Religious squabbles and faith crusades are just a shit-filled rabbit hole. People are free to believe or disbelieve in whatever they want, no matter what it costs ’em or don’t. And momma—tha’s me—ain’t about to say who struck John or which way the bear went.”

I reached into the shiny blue string-handled gift bag I’d carried in with me and pulled out a shadow-box framed Walther PPS M2 with Crimson Trace 9mm. Next to the gutted, completely unusable weapon was a photo of the film’s handsome male lead flashing the grin and dimples the world swooned over. There was also a handwritten note that read, To one of Detroit’s great ladies! You’re the best, Lady B!

I grinned wide watching Lady B’s eyes light up. Of course, as quickly as they lit up, they narrowed and scrutinized me for several long, interrogative seconds. Finally, she said, “You don’t play fair, boy.”

“And this is somehow news to you?”

“Whatchu want, you bad boy?”

“A safe house,” I said. “One week. Possibly shorter. Maybe longer. One or two top-tier babysitters.”

After a moment of hard consideration, she started to reach over her desk for the shadow-boxed gun and note.

“Uh-uh-uh,” I said, pulling the framed gun out of her reach. “Not until I hear a definitive, nonnegotiable yes with confectioner’s sugar sprinkled on it.”

“Boy,” she said, her nostrils flaring, “I love you like my own flesh and blood, kith and kin—but you can be one serious pain in my bulbous Black behind sometimes.”

“Just like flesh and blood, kith and kin.”

She rocked in her swivel chair while holding me in her unblinking gaze. Every once in a while, her eyes settled on the gifted memorabilia from her actor “boyfriend.”

“Dean and Daniella,” she finally said. “Grosse Pointe Park. A week. Tops. Then you shoo your pigeon to the curb, or I’ll curb him.” She laced her fingers together, leaned on her desk and in a low, gruff voice said, “And don’t be pullin’ me and mine in any further! I ain’t playin’, boy! That whole Belle Isle mishegas left me pluckin’ Langley-level shrapnel out of my ass for damn near a month!”

“You are, as your Hollywood handsome boyfriend would say, ‘one of Detroit’s great ladies.’”

“I’ma slap the grits outcha mouth you don’t gimme my blue-eyed boyfriend’s gift.”

I gave her the shadow-boxed gift from her blue-eyed actor boyfriend.

Dean and Daniella are a happily married transgender couple living a splendid married life in the northeastern Detroit suburb of Grosse Pointe Park. Dean teaches traditional and 3D animation at Detroit’s powerhouse College for Creative Studies. Daniella manages a tony florist shop in what passes for Grosse Pointe’s downtown.

In another life, Daniella under a deadname, was a decorated former marine sharpshooter. Dean, under a deadname, was a decorated former army ranger, Mountain Division.

They’ve never really left the killing game.

They’re just better compensated now.

The garden leading up to their modest gunmetal-blue and cream two-bedroom cottage-style home was overflowing with flowering plants and shrubs getting an early start on the spring, waiting another week or so to burst into Technicolor bloom. Hung to the right of the door and near the Ring camera doorbell was a small driftwood sign that read MI CASA ES SU CASA adorned by pineapple stencils. A fine sentiment, were it not for the at least seven HD “lipstick” cameras expertly placed in the flower beds and nestled in the porch overhang. Maybe it’s simply my finely honed military and police sense of paranoia, but I didn’t even trust the doormat.

It might weigh me and X-ray my shoes, or be a trapdoor leading to a pit of underfed alligators.

“Beautiful home,” Father Grabowski said, his head on a swivel as he took in the house and neighborhood. “You know, August—all this time in Detroit and I’ve never been to the Pointes!”

“I have,” I said dryly.

I risked my life and pressed the doorbell.

“Hello!” a bright disembodied female voice said.

“Word up,” I said initiating the challenge-response to the doorbell.

“It’s the code word,” the voice replied.

“No matter where you say it, you know that you’ll be heard.”

The front door unlatched and opened. We were greeted by the always fetching, expertly made-up Daniella. She was dressed in Stella McCartney—a style perhaps a bit too young for her. Still, she made Stella look good. While warmly inviting us into her home, Daniella tried to conceal her suppressed Ruger 9mm held behind baggy cantaloupe-yellow pants fitted at her ankles. She closed and locked the front door, then pressed a small LED button on the door-frame, which slowly blinked green.

“That’s not to trigger the doormat, is it?” I asked.

Daniella smiled. “The doormat is a doormat, Mr. Snow. No pressure-plate punji sticks. No paralyzing voltage. No drop into a tank of bull sharks. Cost me ten dollars at Kohl’s.”

“The twelve-year-old kid in me was kinda hoping for bull sharks,” I said.

She gave Father Grabowski a hug. “And you must be our little troublemaker!”

“I guess so.” Grabowski laughed.

“Well, put that bag down, you bad boy,” Daniella said, “and let’s all enjoy a cup of tea!”

“I, uh,” Father Grabowski said hesitantly. “I hope you don’t mind. I have my own special blend.”

“Before we get all comfy with Earl Grey,” I said, “we should talk business.”

“Is he always this impatiently snarky?” Daniella said to Father Grabowski.

“You have no idea,” he replied with a knowing wink.

Daniella invited Father Grabowski to make himself at home while she and I talked in the dining room.

I asked for the lowdown on the house security and how it was monitored by just two people. She told me it was rare when they operated as a full-time safe house, but there were the usual amenities, including twelve camera monitors covering all sides of the house and even a revolving, infrared thermal camera that could monitor any man or mechanical beasts, such as drones. Doors—exterior and interior—were steel-core reinforced and able to withstand a small C-4 charge, Thermite packed into the lock or both shells from a double-barreled 12-gauge shotgun. The windows were double-paned and bulletproof. The fireplace was closed off. Air quality was monitored twenty-four seven. There were weapons in every room, with enough ammo to withstand the zombie apocalypse, and each of the three bathrooms came complemented with French-milled soap, Egyptian cotton towels and M Picaut Calming Cocoon moisturizer.

“Each room is self-containing in case of a breach,” Daniella said. “Each with a stash of food and a sat-phone uplink. Use speed dial one for Lady B. Rapid dial two gets you some moon-eyed first-year recruit working a trouble desk in Langley.”

Operating as a safe house was a freelance thing for Dean and Daniella. They usually “vacationed” once a quarter in France, Germany, Ibiza, Lithuania or Hungary on the CIA’s dime. Beyond that, I didn’t ask and Daniella didn’t say. I did, however, ask how they came to know Lady B. Daniella snickered. “Bitches ain’t snitches, Mr. Big-In-His-Britches.” Even with that said, I came to the conclusion Lady B was a Company subcontractor. The security measures certainly weren’t standard-issue CIA. They were Lady B’s, paid in full by the Company.

“Holy Mother Mary!” Father Grabowski burst out.

He was staring at photos on the fireplace mantel: the most prominent of these were Dean and Daniella’s Sanibel Island beachfront wedding. There were other photos: as kids growing up in different parts of the country, as adults working the backyard garden together, and so on. Then there were the other photos. The ones of them in their military dress uniforms before they transitioned.

Father Grabowski spun to face Daniella and me, his eyes wide.

I held my breath.

He pointed to the framed photos of the no longer Dean and Dan. “I have these exact frames!”

I exhaled.

“I know for most people, that’s nothing,” Father Grabowski continued, “but when you’re a Franciscan who gladly doesn’t have a pot to piss in, nice frames are a bonus, ya know?”

“T.J. Maxx,” Daniella said. She gave me a wry smile and whispered, “I may have to adopt him.”

Father Grabowski’s upstairs bedroom was large and nicely appointed. It even had its own spacious bathroom and a fully stocked Galanz refrigerator in retro turquoise. Daniella opened the large white armoire. Cedar hangers for clothes, a chest of drawers. And what armoire was complete without a KRISS Vector CRB semi-automatic rifle?

“Now, I know as a man of the cloth—” Before Daniella could finish, Father Grabowski had grabbed the weapon, scrutinized the chamber, checked the magazine, shouldered the rifle and checked the sight.

“Cartridge type?” Grabowski asked.

“It’s a twenty-two LR,” Daniella said. “Direct blowback.”

“Capacity?” he said.

“Ten and thirty,” Daniella replied. “Two tens in the armoire. No need for the thirties—”

“Because that would be a full-on war,” Grabowski said. “Not a tactical strike.”

Daniella gave me a look of surprise.

“You can take the soldier out of Vietnam,” I said to Daniella. “But you’ll never take Vietnam out of the soldier.”

“Half of my servants carried on the work while half of them held the spears, the shields, the bows and the breastplates; and the captains were behind the whole house of Judah,” Father Grabowski mumbled as he peered through the rifle sight. Then he put the weapon back in the armoire before looking at Daniella and me. “Only in the defense of others, of course. Not of myself. Never me. We clear?”

“Very,” I said.

“Oh, honey—so clear,” Daniella said.

“What’s next?” he said.

“Next, lunch followed by the shampooing, trimming and moisturizing of that jungle of a thing hiding your face,” Daniella said, twirling a manicured forefinger in the general direction of his beard. “Am I clear?”

Father Grabowski’s cheeks rose in a smile. “Very.”
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My initial thought, after dropping Father Grabowski into the very capable hands of Dean and Daniella, was I’d go home and cook. Cooking was my zen. A way to transcend the rigorous mental and physical gymnastics I might put myself through on any given day. But I was exhausted and achieving a zero-G state of zen just seemed like too much damn work. I stopped by Taqueria el Rey and had the fine folks there prepare my evening meal: two tacos de pescado, two de chorizo, and one de chile relleno just to keep the other tacos moving along.

“How many folks working tonight?” I said in Spanish to the cute brown girl with the nostril diamond adding up my order.

“Why you wanna know?” she said in English. “You gonna rob us?”

“I count five including the busboy,” I said. I paid for my order, then fished out five fifty-dollar bills and handed the money to the girl. “One for each as my gratitude.”

Her eyes brightened. Tenuously, she took the bills. Flipped one over with her fingers, held it up to the light and squinted at it.

“Not fake?” she said in Spanish.

“Real deal,” I said in English.

She called the busboy over—a skinny, zit-faced teenager named Marco—and handed him a fifty.

“Gracias, Señor Snow!” Marco said with a slight bow.

“Snow? That’s this dude?” the cashier said to Marco. She gave me the once-over from head to toe. “Word is you ‘fix’ things in Mexicantown. My mom’s been having problems with her Netflix. Can you help her with that?”

“How many people does she share her account password with?” I said.

“My Uncle Tito in Pasadena; my Aunt Rosita, who’s really not my aunt but she’s been my mom’s friend, like, forever; Donnie—my brother—he’s at Kalamazoo College . . .” She went on to name three others before I stopped her.

“Whoa, hold on,” I said. “She’s maxed out the number of people her account’s allowed. She needs to change her password and tell everybody else to pay for their own Netflix.” Mexican people love to share. “How do you not know this?”

The young woman shrugged.

“I don’t have a TV,” she said. “I got a phone. All my media’s YouTube, Spotify and friends who rip-’n-run.”

Lucy taught me the term “rip-’n-run”; stealing from somebody’s “cloud” servers—film and TV studios, streaming services, music recording studios—and posting the content free on the dark net.

Then, while she handed me my food, she gave me side-eye and said, “Wow. Maybe you are that guy.”

It seemed every light was on at Carmela and Sylvia’s house and music was blaring when I rolled my 442 down my driveway and into my shed. I know I should have minded my own tired-ass business, just scarfed my tacos and flopped in bed. But minding my own business had proven difficult over the past few years.

I found myself knocking on Carmela and Lucy’s door at ten o’clock in the evening.

Much to my surprise, an ebullient Sylvia answered.

Carmela turned the music down (the Halluci Nation) and rushed to the door to greet me. Both women giddily pulled me into the house.

“I’m home, Mr. Snow!” Sylvia said. “I’m actually, truly home! Here! Right here!”

Lucy greeted me by saying, “Mmm! Tacos! Yummy!” before digging through my carry-out bag until she found one of my fish tacos.

“That’s my dinner, Lucy!”

“Finders keepers,” she said.

“You found them in my hand!”

Too late.

She destroyed the fish taco, grabbed a chorizo one and, adding pique of insult to grievous injury, washed everything down with one of those godawful fruity alcohol-brewed seltzers.

I found myself sandwiched between Carmela and Sylvia on their cranberry-velvet Victorian sofa. Sylvia’s doctor had pronounced her fit as the proverbial fiddle. He had found reason to question her mental health; though she put up a good front, she was depressed. Her son, daughter-in-law and grandchildren had done everything possible to make her stay at their suburban home comfortable and conducive to a speedy recovery. They were loving and considerate and genuinely concerned for her health and well-being. But Sylvia, like a number of seniors who had selflessly sacrificed to raise their families, had found renewed energy in living independently. Especially elderly women whose husbands had died young, leaving them with the daunting task of raising children and keeping a roof over their heads in a society that paid women sixty cents for every dollar their husbands used to make.

Sylvia’s son wanted what was best for his mother. Relinquishing his caring hold on his mother, he moved a Peloton treadmill to an upstairs spare room of the girls’ house, along with a few other pieces of exercise equipment.

After a nice visit, I stood to leave. “Don’t party too much,” I said to Sylvia. “You’re still in recovery mode, dear.”

Before I left, Lucy cornered me. “You got a sec, Sherlock?”

“Depends,” I said. “Did you leave me any tacos?”

“One, I think,” Lucy said, handing me the lightened bag. “The chile relleno one. Those kinda give me explosive diarrhea.”

“Wow,” I said. “Thanks for whetting my appetite.”

Lucy rattled off a synopsis of what her hacking activities had yielded at my request. Results that brought me uncomfortably close to some disturbing conclusions.

“You’re sure about this,” I said. “You’re absolutely sure.”

“Dude, nothing is ever a hundred percent ‘sure,’” she said. “But what I got is what I’m giving you—straight up from deep Vatican personnel files and DOD records. I can’t make shit like this up, Sherlock. I wish I could, but I can’t. Don’t have the bandwidth.”

I’d given Lucy the additional request to read the assassin’s crucifix thumb drive. It was a ruse. Initially, it promised a wealth of information. In reality it was a malicious delivery system burrowing its way into US Department of Defense records. The assassin, in the event of his death, had counted on someone else’s curiosity of the drive’s content to plug it in and release a malware “worm” that would erase the last bits of his identity and protect his association with Deus X. Lucy (being Lucy) crushed the worm but extrapolated its trajectory: records that revealed the killer with the classic Ford Galaxie 500 and love for Dave Brubeck had once been Army Chaplain Dexter “Dex” Camenberry‚ graduate of Yale’s Divinity School, devout Catholic—with a tour of Afghanistan under his belt. After his army stint, he’d knocked around Boston before he became untraceable. No credit card history. No DMV trails. No housing records. Nothing.

To go that completely off-the-grid takes some doing in today’s surveillance tech and “Terms of Agreement” world.

And to go off-grid for that many years and emerge a stone-cold killer with a classic car takes money.

Lots of it.

“I owe you,” I said. “Big time.”

“Damned straight you do. You wanna hear what Takashi and I are up to with this NFT thing?” she said.

“The what?”

“The non-fungible token scam me and Takashi got going!”

“The less I know, kiddo, the more vestal virgin I feel,” I said.

“That mean no?”

“That means no.” I gave her a hug. “Just be careful.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Lucy went back to partying with the girls.

I went home and made dinner out of a tub of Win Schuler’s bar cheese and Triscuit crackers paired with a glass of 2018 Bergstrom Cumberland Reserve Pinot Noir. Not bad for a wine made in Oregon.

After ten minutes of SportsCenter, my eyelids were incapable of defying gravity, so I went upstairs, took a quick shower and slipped without a stitch into my bed. I hadn’t talked to Tatina in a couple of days, so I decided to FaceTime her before I drifted into the land of Nod. When Tatina was teaching, she was usually up early, well before sunrise and birds awakened, going over her lesson plan and lecture, so I wouldn’t be interrupting her sleep. I’d be interrupting her job.

Five minutes into a curt and stilted conversation, I said, “Something wrong?”

“No,” she said with reluctance. “No, nothing’s wrong. I’m—I’m just a bit tired, and I haven’t been feeling all that well.”

“You’re around students all day,” I said. “Who knows what kind of mutations they’re exhaling? You wearing a mask in lecture hall?”

“Of course I’m wearing a mask!” she snapped. “Don’t be stupid!”

I had no clue as to what was going on with her, but I knew I needed at least five hours of serious rack time. Sounded as if she could have used more sleep as well.

She apologized for snapping at me and I apologized for not being with her.

We said our goodbyes.

Then . . .

. . . an uneasy sleep . . .

“I promise not to tell your parents if you promise to do better for me,” he says, looking down at seven-year-old me. “But you have to do this, August. For me as well as yourself. And God. There will be no satisfactory conclusion to this if you refuse to do what I ask.”

“But—I don’t want to,” I say to the priest with the dark salt-and-pepper beard. “It’s not fair!”

“It’s not a matter of what you want, young man,” he says. “It’s a matter of what must be done.”

Then . . .

. . . the priest’s beard burns away, revealing a grotesquely grinning hobgoblin face covered with spiderwebs . . .

I want to scream . . .

. . . but I can’t . . .

. . . my mouth is sealed shut with spiderwebs . . .
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Mercifully, the next several days were quiet and I managed to put in a few additional hours of solid sleep. No dreams. No nightmares.

This was partially achieved through the judicious imbibement of GlenDronach twelve-year-old malt whisky, a warm Pendleton wool blanket, the drone of talking bobbleheads on SportsCenter, and, of course, my forest-green leather sofa. Over the past few days, I’d made a point of calling Father Grabowski at Dean and Daniella’s twice a day: mid-morning and early evening. The old man sounded better than I’d heard him sound in the past couple weeks: Dean and Daniella were spoiling him with good meals and gin rummy—I knew the father was a laser-focused competitive sonovabitch. He wanted to know about any developments. I lied and told him nothing in particular, but I would keep him posted.

The truth was Lucy had uncovered some very disturbing information in the dark corners of Vatican records, DOD records and a deep dive into Viam Crucis Divinity School records—leading straight to Bishop Henry “Deke” McKinney and a since disbanded school secret society, “Electus Virtuous.” But at the end of the day, I had everything and nothing. All circumstantial and speculative. The question remained: Why would the bishop unleash hell on Father Grabowski through decades’ old forged priest transfer documents? Outside of a chain-of-command Detroit clerical relationship, how well had they known each other, if really at all?

The answer had to be hidden somewhere behind the shroud of McKinney’s membership in the disgraced and purposely redacted history of Electus Virtuous.

I thought about quizzing Father Grabowski on my nightmare of him and me, but couldn’t find the right interrogation method—a calm talk over a good lunch or waterboarding in my basement.

While I tried to piece together the puzzle of Bishop McKinney’s connection to Father Grabowski, I also wondered what—if anything—was troubling Tatina.

Yes, in the time we’d been together, there had been hard silences and vigorous disagreements. But no indecipherable shifts, opaque veils of deception, widening orbits or even the slightest of jealous mysteries between us. In fact, we both insisted on one nonnegotiable goal of our relationship: no secrets. The whole of us would be sacred ground, without shrouds, masks or shadow lives.

In order to take my mind off matters with Tatina, I walked next door to the ladies’ house only to find Lucy diligently working two laptops.

“They’re at the DIA for lunch,” Lucy said. “You don’t know how good it feels to have the bitches back together.”

“I think I do,” I said. “Only I don’t think I would have put it quite that way.

“So,” I began, “you got any dark secrets for me?”

“Did the old priest remember the names of the priests transferred to Mexico and put into his care?”

I told her I didn’t know but I’d find out.

“That would add a little more depth and dimensionality to my snooping around.” Lucy gave me a cockeyed look. “You okay, Sherlock? I mean, you’re not your usual pissy self.”

Without defending myself against her CliffsNotes assessment of my person, I told her Tatina seemed to have distanced herself from me the last time we’d talked. Maybe she had grown exhausted from our transatlantic relationship. Grown wary from my varied and sundry exploits. Husbands and wives, girlfriends and boyfriends all made promises of love and fealty to those they sent off to war, but bonds can break from unimaginable tension, stagnation and malaise. These days, I’d chosen what wars I fought and Tatina’s love and unquestionable commitment to our relationship had sustained me, like cool water to someone lost in a desert. But there’s only so much you can demand from a loved one—even those who, through their words and deeds, have imprinted the solemn vow of laying down their life for you on their heart.

When I finished bearing my burden to Lucy, she had both hands clamped over her mouth and her eyes began flooding.

“What?” I said. “What’s wrong?”

She unclamped her mouth. “Dude—you don’t speak ‘Womanese’ very well, do you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean you’re slick, awright,” she said, a quivering smile on her lips. “And you’ve got the fuckin’ moves, I’ll give you that. But as a guy, you’re just as dense as a regular old knuckle-dragging mouth breather when it comes to understanding women.”

“What are you saying?”

Lucy grabbed me by the shoulders, gave me a bit of a shake. “She ain’t sayin’ much, because I’m bettin’ she has a lot to say. I mean, like, words that shift the whole world’s axis.”

“Jesus,” I said with a mouth full of arid dust. “Not—”

“Yeah, dude!” Lucy screamed. “That!”

And while I stood immobilized by shock, Lucy hugged me tight, cried and said, “This is so cool! So freakin’ cool! Oh, my God! Pleasepleaseplease make it a girl!”

A kid?

Me?

You heave a buddy’s fallen body into a bag.

Then you go back to the cold calculation of war.

You watch a friend’s eye explode as he takes the enemy’s bullet.

Then you say “Sir! Yessir!” to your next crosshair assignment.

You arrest a mother who overdosed her two children on a bottle of NyQuil then set fire to the house in which they slept—all because she had no job, no heat, no food, no hope.

You do the grim paperwork, then drown yourself in beer and cheap tequila shots with colleagues in a Herculean effort to wash away this damaged earth.

But this?

The possibility of Tatina being pregnant with my child?

Hard to compartmentalize.

Difficult to fathom.

I had a girlfriend long before Tatina . . .

. . . and she was pregnant . . .

. . . both she and the child died on the filthy linoleum floor of a convenience store, shot by a tweaked teenage robber.

Fading stars in a universe spinning in a perpetual state of entropy.

I would call Tatina later.

Until then . . .

. . . forward.

I was walking to Jimmy’s house when my phone rang.

“Hello?”

“What the hell have you done?”

Lady B.

“What do you mean ‘what have I done’?”

“Security’s been breached at the safe house!” she said. I heard a siren in the background. “Now I gotta roll out a team to—”

“Father Grabowski,” I said, my heart in my throat. “The others—”

“Just get there, goddammit!”

She disconnected.
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When I arrived at Dean and Daniella’s house, there was an emergency medical bus, a Detroit undercover cop cruiser and a Grosse Pointe cop car parked outside, all with lights flashing. The Detroit undercover cop was talking with the two GPP uniformed cops. A few neighbors stood on their porches glaring at the proceedings, but most chose to peek through pleated blinds and shades. The Detroit cop, a tall, young Black man with a full beard, positioned his body in an effort to turn the GPP cops’ attention away from the house. I ran up the stairs of the house’s porch. I recognized the Detroit cop: one of the bakers at LaBelle’s Soul Hole.

An expensive signal scrambler had been positioned on the lawn; video surveillance and radio communications would have been muddled at best.

It was fairly easy to see how someone gained entrance to the house: the main door lock and hinges were nearly melted away. Hydrochloric acid dropped judiciously at key points.

Inside, Lady B and another woman were dressed as med techs. Lady B’s assistant was wrapping Dean’s bleeding leg in gauze.

Lying on the floor was a badly wounded man: tall, black turtleneck and slacks, young and clean-cut. Two bullet wounds in his chest draining his life away. Kneeling over him was Daniella, holding a suppressed Sig Sauer 9mm at his temple.

“Who are you?” Daniella asked. “Why are you here? Who sent you?”

The dying man had maybe forty-five seconds of life left in him. His eyes were glazed over, lolling in their sockets. He was babbling, or so I thought. I listened closer . . .

“Pater noster qui es in coelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum; adveniat regnum tuum . . .”

Father Grabowski was seated on the staircase, trembling. Cradled in his arms was the rifle from his bedroom armoire.

“ . . . fiat voluntas tua, sicut in coelo et in terra.”

“What the hell’s he saying?” Daniella said.

“The ‘Our Father’ prayer,” Father Grabowski said in a shaky voice. “In Latin.”

“Oh, shit!” I turned quickly to Daniella. “Get me a pair of heavy garden shears! Now!”

“What the fuck, August?” Lady B said.

“No time!” I said. “Get the shears! Now! Everybody, back away from this guy! Do it!”

Daniella ran, quickly retrieved a pair of heavy-duty garden shears and tossed them to me. I knelt by the dying man. “Get me a bag of ice!”

“Panem nostrum quotidianum da nobis hodie—” The dying man wheezed. Cheyne-Stokes breathing. Ten seconds tops.

I positioned the shear blades just above the gold ring with the garnet stone on his left hand, then jerked the blades together with enough force to cut through flesh and bone.

“Fucking hell, August!” Lady B said.

Daniella brought me a bag with ice. I dropped the killer’s severed finger in the bag, sealed it and told her to drop it in her freezer, hoping distance and the freezer’s insulation would block any kill-switch signal the ring might emit.

Not a second too soon: the man exhaled his last breath.

“August,” Daniella said. “The fuck is going on?”

“Wait for it.”

A high-pitched whistle. The dead man’s body convulsing. His face twisted and began collapsing in on itself. A few small packets of hydrochloric acid in his body had received an interrupted self-destruct signal from the ring. The rest of the packets were denied the dead-man switch signal by virtue of distance and the freezer’s insulation.

Watching the killer convulse, Father Grabowski instinctively shouldered and aimed his rifle at the partially dissolved assassin. Then, he slowly lowered the rifle and made the sign of the cross.

“Everybody outside. Now!” I said. Then to Lady B, I said, “You got any MOPP gear in your bus?”

“Masks, gloves—all of it,” she said, covering her nose and mouth with a forearm while staring in unabashed shock and no small amount of awe at the foul-smelling, partially disintegrated body. “What the hell is that?”

“The idolatry of science,” I said.

A Consumers Energy gas line service truck rolled to a stop in front of Dean and Daniella’s, completely obscuring the house from the curious stares of neighbors. With the truck in place, it was easier to get Dean and the acid-eaten body of the assassin into Lady B’s medical transport bus. The two LaBelle’s Soul Hole bakers/operatives dressed as Consumers Energy technicians set up orange cones around the house, then played “close-up magic” with the neighbors, asking if they had smelled gas in the neighborhood the past several days, then leaving them with real Consumers Energy pamphlets on the safe use of natural gas and how the company was there to help twenty-four seven.

One of the fake Consumers Energy employees talked briefly with the two Grosse Pointe Police uniformed cops. Much to my surprise, the GPP cops began going door-to-door in the cul-de-sac, reassuring neighbors that everything was now under control and there was no need to worry.

God bless the thin blue line.

Within twenty minutes all of us—fake Detroit undercover cop, real med bus, fake Consumers Energy truck, real Dean and Daniella, very real partially disintegrated remains of the killer, Lady B, Father Grabowski and me—were gone and the house was dark.

Lady B was furious with me.

She called me as Father Grabowski and I hastily drove back to the city.

“What the fuck happened back there?” she yelled. “What the hell do I have in my goddamn bus?”

“Besides Dean and Daniella?”

“You know good and goddamn well ‘besides Dean and Daniella’!”

“Not good over the phone,” I said.

“You little pissant—”

I hung up.

After dumping the fake undercover cop car, EMS bus and Consumers Energy truck, we all met back at LaBelle’s Soul Hole. Much to my surprise, Lady B had added a small triage room where Dean was taken for the bullet in his leg. The body of the assassin was rushed to one of the shop’s two walk-in freezers.

“I hope you’re not putting his remains next to the éclairs,” I said. “I like those éclairs.”

“My office, smartass,” Lady B snarled. “Now!”

After five minutes of being excoriated by the short, round Black woman, I told Lady B what was going on. Including the “dead-man’s switch” that had reduced the assassin’s body to pockets of brown and pink sludge. I told her about Deus X and all of my suspicions that led to no conclusions.

“So, this is what a ‘holy war’ looks like up close and personal?” Lady B drummed her pudgy brown fingers on her desk. Hard to believe those pudgy fingers could squeeze the trigger of a Smith & Wesson long-barrel with deadly accuracy. Abruptly, she stood, walked around her desk and hovered over me. Sitting, I was nearly as tall as she was standing. “I told you, we don’t do no religious engagement shit. But this?” she said. “This sounds like geo-political black-ops shit. And it looks like the Vatican done gone from permanent observer status to full-on crazy-ass United Nations member.”

“I think the Vatican is in a protective plausible-deniability bubble with this,” I said.

“Deniability or not, they—you!—done fucked up one of my high-end rental properties, which them Company mothafuckas I occasionally contract with don’t look very kindly on.”

“Government work isn’t a very good look for you, Lady B,” I said.

She brought her round face within inches of mine. “My foot buried up yo ass isn’t a very good look for you, August.”

“How much and how long to fix the house?” I said. “Or is it completely blown?”

She returned to her desk chair. After a moment of quiet calculation, she gave me an estimate of time and cost to repair the damage.

“That’s a lot of donuts,” I said. “Tell you what: I’ll front you a third, cash. Seems the least I can do—”

“You’ll front me half,” she said. “That’s the ‘least’ you can do, boy!” Then she looked out at Father Grabowski seated in the kitchen, exhausted and still in a state of shock. One of Lady B’s employees gave him coffee, a croissant and wrapped a blanket around his narrow shoulders. “Lord knows, I love that man,” Lady B said. “He’s done gone the distance for a whole lotta folks ’round here.” Lady B paused and narrowed her eyes at me. “Where’d a damned priest learn to shoot like that?”

“Vietnam.”

“Tha’s some hard phát điên road,” Lady B said.

“Uphill all the way.”

“Think he’ll be awright?”

I told her about his cancer.

She made the sign of the cross.

“You’re Catholic?” I said.

“When the occasion warrants it,” she said. “I can also recite the Bhagavad Gita in Hindi by heart.”
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It was late morning when I got Father Grabowski settled back in the spare second-floor bedroom at my house. These killers seemed to have a nose for finding hidey-holes, and since I’d clumsily inserted myself into the ugly situation, the hidey-hole might as well be my house.

“I’m ready for death,” Father Grabowski said. “Ready for my judgment.”

“I’m not ready for your death, old man,” I said, carrying his beat-to-hell overstuffed duffle bag upstairs. “Judgement, yes. But death? You don’t get off that easy.”

“People say, ‘Oh you’re so blessed to live such a long life!’” He laughed. “They have no idea how much work it is! It’s a big-block V8 struggling to hit sixty miles per hour on five busted cylinders and a bent tie rod.

“I just don’t want anybody else hurt because of me,” the father continued as he sat on the side of the guest bed, looking mournfully at the floor.

“A drill sergeant at Camp Lejeune once told us, ‘You chose the marines because you’re good’n fuckin’ ready to die. Just don’t die a sucker,’” I said, standing in the doorway of the spare bedroom. “I know you’re ready to die, Father, but not as someone’s sucker. Pardon my language, but let’s put those motherfuckers right before we make your funeral arrangements.”

Then I asked him, “Did the Knights Templar ever mentioned anything about three-to-a-bowl? I mean, considering the killer at Dean and Daniella’s was the second wired Deus X assassin that’s been put down.”

“Nothing I can recall,” he said, bouncing slightly to retest the mattress’s firmness.

“Then we should be good,” I said, doubting the validity of my statement. “We’ll just leave things with Father Petra. It sounds like he’s on your side.”

I told him there was food in the fridge, a loaded Glock 9mm in the left drawer of the writing desk, and not to open the front door of the house for anybody that wasn’t me.

“I—I think I’ve had quite enough with guns for a while,” he said.

“Wish I could say the same thing.”

After getting the old man settled, I needed to clear my head.

I also needed a stacked turkey pastrami with hot mustard on toasted challah bread with a mound of “buffalo” seasoned fries.

I was seated in the last booth nearest the kitchen at Schmear’s Deli with my back to the front door. Usually no one sat in this booth, even at the height of the weekday lunch hour, since the deli’s fluorescent lighting didn’t reach back that far and the remaining ambient light wasn’t enough to chase shadows away. It was usually reserved for waitstaff taking a break or advertising people enjoying illicit affairs. It fit my mood; a life lived between blinding illumination and muddy darkness.

Ben Breitler, the aging and long-suffering hippie proprietor of Schmear’s, could tell I was slogging through a rough patch, so he blocked off the restaurant behind me so that I could embrace my isolation. Instead of the usual cup of Detroit Bold 8-Mile Blend black coffee, Ben brought me a tall glass filled a third of the way with his favorite after-hours beverage—Maker’s Mark 46.

He asked if I wanted ice.

I must have given him a grim look.

“Okay, so no ice,” he said before walking away.

Deus X, the Vatican sect of suicide assassins, might have been surgical in their pursuit of abusive priests, but they were battering rams to any noncombatants that got in their way.

Everything I knew led me to the Detroit Catholic Archdiocese office.

Bishop Henry Deke McKinney’s office.

“Your Dutch girlfriend . . .”

The joke Deke enjoyed saying about Tatina knowing full well she wasn’t Dutch. The threat made against Tatina—“your Dutch girlfriend”—by the classic Ford Galaxie 500 Deus X assassin in the abandoned downriver store.

McKinney was a pompous, arrogant, power-hungry sonuvabitch dressed in gold-thread vestments and Ferragamo shoes, signing letters and decrees with Montblanc gold nib pens. He would have been the perfect corporate CEO—his impressive desk perched atop a mountain of poor and prostrate inner-city worshipers. To McKinney, the church was a spreadsheet: profit and loss statements, drill-down demographics and scotch-fueled conservative political machinations. He’d cut by half the social services downtown parishes offered and pressured his richer, more right-leaning Northern Oakland County congregations to contribute to the much poorer downtown congregations since they would garner the most press. Ones that had to plead for money to buy communion wafers for their parishioners. Charity was a task the richer congregations mostly embraced; an opportunity to pat lil pickaninnies on their heads. “Oh, you unfortunate poor—here’s a few crumbs from the master’s table. My table. Bon appétit!”

I’d made contributions—sizable donations—to the church to keep programs for the elderly, the poor, the homeless in place.

Of course, my money was just a teardrop in the seemingly never-ending tsunami of church money.

While ruminating over the amber abyss of a morning glass of bourbon, I had to conclude simply because someone was a sonuvabitch didn’t necessarily mean they should be condemned to death. If that were the case, ad agencies, car dealerships and congressional internships would be hard-pressed for people.

“Your Dutch girlfriend . . .”

Based on the wispy connection between a Catholic bishop and a killer using the same phrasing when it came to Tatina being Dutch, I had little to no hard evidence linking Bishop Henry “Deke” McKinney or any of the 250 priests under his command to the Deus X expiration date put on Father Grabowski’s life. As I sat sipping Ben Breitler’s bourbon at the last booth in Schmear’s Deli, all I had was my blind man’s directionless desperation to save an old man’s life. A family friend. A guardian of Detroit’s poor and forgotten. A priest through whom my late mother found strength, solace and affirmation of a Living God. An old, dying man who wished only to shelter my war-broken spirit in his heart.

I was depending on Lucy Three Rivers to confirm my suspicions of Bishop McKinney . . .

. . . and that was a part of my problem.

Aside from my godfather Tomás, the thought of my depending on anyone was unthinkable to me. It was an admission of weakness. An unstable crutch which might collapse under my weight. Relying on others left me feeling pathetically caught between divine yearning for miracles and grabbing a tangible justice in my own fists.

“The biggest killer of men,” my father said to me on the day I left home for the marines, “is doubt. Graveyards are full of men and women in dress uniforms who doubted themselves in a moment of challenge. Do your duty without doubt. Come back to us without question.”

I had my phone on the table and was mentally preparing myself to call Tatina when a tall, broad, well-dressed Black man leaned against the back wall booth near my table. Hung around his neck was a garish gold crucifix on a thick chain. His wrists were adorned with all manner of silver and gold bracelets capped off on the left wrist with a two-tone Rolex Submariner watch. Personally, I’ve never been much of a Rolex man. Then again, you could get one for a couple hundred bucks on most any street corner near West Lafayette and Calvary Street.

“Woodward and Chicago Boulevard,” I said.

The big, expressionless Black guy cut his engorged bloodshot eyes to me and grumbled, “What?”

“Or maybe Woodward and Rivard,” I said. “That’s where I got my first Rolex. Guy named Smookie. Five-foot-nothin’, bad left leg, lazy right eye. Didn’t break a C-note. Lasted maybe six months before it stopped at three-seventeen and my wrist turned green.”

He stared at me as if each of my words took a couple seconds to make it from his ears to his brain. He started to say something when a thick stevedore’s hand settled on my shoulder.

“Hello, Brotha Snow.”

I looked up.

The man who got me fired from the Detroit Police Force.

The former mayor who once ran a criminal enterprise out of Manoogian Mansion, the mayor’s opulent residence.

“I tried to stop him, August,” Ben Breitler said frantically. “He just—”

I tried to stand, but the bodyguard pushed me back down in my seat. He kept a hand firmly on my shoulder.

“Tell your meat-puppet to take his hand off my shoulder,” I said. “Or the next place it’ll appear is up your fat ass.”

“Whoa!” Jackson Kumani, former Detroit mayor and convicted felon, said with a broad laugh. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Brotha Snow! I just want to talk, man. A minute or two. That’s all.”

“You need to move your ass to the door, shitbird,” I said, “before I gut you with dull cutlery.”

“A moment,” Kumani said, holding the same toothy, Hollywood-white grin that had won him two mayoral elections. He nodded to his bodyguard to remove his hand from my shoulder. The bodyguard obeyed his master.

Kumani—formerly Jackson Terrell Johnson—was smaller than a Buick SUV, but still substantial in height, width and weight. He had traded in his prison-issued jumpsuit for a navy-blue pinstriped pimp suit, white shirt and shiny gold print tie. He wore a large gold crucifix on a ghetto-fabulous rapper’s gold chain around his nineteen-and-a-half-inch neck. Kumani looked like the popular high school offensive lineman who had let beer, women and graft soften him.

An outsized choir boy you’d never suspect of ravaging the city he once ran.

“You got two minutes to say whatever you’ve got to say, ex-con,” I said to Kumani. “Then you’re out of here, either by your own power or by stretcher.”

Just beneath my skin’s surface, lightning flashed across my nerve endings, snaked through my veins and spiraled around my muscles. Thunder was forming in my clenched fists. I saw my father, gaunt and ashen, in Kumani’s eyes. I saw my mother wasting away, her jet-black hair now gray and patchy, her once bright eyes dark and sunken. I saw myself in a courtroom witness box examined and cross-examined again and again, fighting not for a $12 million settlement, but for my dignity. My honor. My integrity. My parents’ lives.

Jackson Kumani was now a free man.

Not because of any successful appeals: each of his three appeals on federal convictions of running a corrupt enterprise, extortion, misuse of city funds and perjury had been summarily rejected. Time had not diminished the mountain of Michigan State Police and FBI evidence against him.

No, he was free based solely on an overcrowded corporate prison system, the “nonviolent” nature of his crimes and the plague of coronavirus as it had run rampant throughout prison systems and across the world in its first two unearthly years.

Now, he sat across a table from me; the man who had left me wealthy beyond my imagination through my wrongful dismissal lawsuit against the police force and broken in so many ways.

“If I recall,” Kumani began, a wide grin accenting his deep cheek dimples, “this was a popular place with our boys in blue. Trevor McHoward. Bryce Collingwood. Jennie Fielding. Ray Danbury. Leo Cowling. Manny Estevez. You. I mean, before it went all bougie. Ah, well.” All I could think while he spoke was how I could take him; he was not without imposing muscle, but the weight of muscle slowed a man down. A fork in the eye might be a good start. “Things change,” he continued in a soft baritone. “So do people, Detective Snow. I have been changed. Transformed. Reborn unto the Lord’s Eternal Light. All by your dogged integrity and uncompromising honesty. Strangely enough, I am indebted to you for my rebirth.”

If it wasn’t brutality in the name of God, it was the long con for fun-and-profit.

No man who is not himself honest can be free—he is his own trap.

“If we’re talking another prison conversion, the line forms to the left,” I said. “And you jumped the line, Tubby McFatfuck.”

“Trust me, Brotha Snow,” he said with unctuous sincerity. “I do so feel your anger and mistrust. Your justifiable skepticism. We have both trod the dark and rugged roads of our own personal hell. But I assure you, I am a changed man. Renewed by the blood of my holy Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, who reigns on high and—”

“Ya know, some folks do find Christ in a cold eight-by-ten cell,” I said through clenched teeth. “To them, I say, ‘God bless and carry on.’ Just remember—in the end, Christ finds everybody, even if they’re hiding under the hem of his cloak.”

“He does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.” Jackson quoted, his eyes reverentially closed. “For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.” Slowly, he opened his eyes. “Chain me not to my sinfully corrupt past, Brotha Snow—”

“Spare me whatever God grift this is,” I said. “Ya got fifteen seconds. Then, I will beat the diseased piss outta you.”

His bodyguard put a hand back on my shoulder.

I gave him a Red Wings hockey elbow-check to his crotch. With him doubled over, I grabbed the pimp chain around his neck and jerked it down hard. His head hit the table hard before he sprawled on the floor near the kitchen double door. A waitress came out of the kitchen with a tray of lunch orders and slammed the bodyguard’s head with the door. She gave the prone bodyguard a brief glance before carrying on with her duties.

Only people tougher than me in this city are Detroit restaurant waitstaff.

Tip accordingly.

Much to my surprise, Jackson stared down at his fallen slab of gristle beef and laughed.

“Oh, damn,” Kumani said, eyeing his splayed-out bodyguard. “Personal protection ain’t what it used to be.”

“Time’s up, ex-con,” I said. “You fucked this city when you were mayor. You fucked me. And now, under cover of God, you’re gonna fleece whatever flock you can latch on to. You’re just an all-around bad guy, Kumani. Cross paths with me again and I’ll send you on a southbound bullet train to hell.”

Kumani stood from the booth and reached into his inside suit coat pocket.

I grabbed his meaty wrist and squeezed.

He slowly withdrew a brochure with a business card stapled to it and gently laid both on the table in front of me.

“Have a blessed day, Brotha Snow,” Jackson said, lifting and escorting his grumbling and confused bodyguard.

“Gargle my balls, you pathetic shit-hound,” I said.

After I was sure Jackson Kumani and his less-than-protective-protection had left Schmear’s, I looked at the brochure: Temple Salvation’s Grace African Baptist Church, est. 1897, 2187 Joy Road. Over two thousand parishioners strong. Then I looked at his business card: JACKSON TERRELL KUMANI, ASSOCIATE PASTOR, I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.

There was no biblical verse attribution for the quote (John 14:6).

One might easily assume Kumani was referring to himself.
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Tatina and I were FaceTiming.

“Lucy said that?”

“Yes,” I said, a lump forming in my throat. “She did.”

“And how did that make you feel?”

“Scared,” I said. “Happy. Upside down. Maybe a little worried.”

“Well, I assure you, August,” Tatina said, smiling. “I am not pregnant. I thought I might like to be by you. But now—honestly—I have . . . concerns.”

It took me a couple of days to get my appetite back after seeing former mayor and current ex-con preacher Jackson Terrell Kumani. Probably the same amount of time it would take most people to get over being in close proximity to a bucket of worms covered in vomit.

With my appetite’s ravenous return, I craved the cleanliness, honesty and bright artistry of sushi. I was at Maru Sushi & Grill, showing off my moderately impressive chopstick skills to no one in particular as I devoured my Crouching Tiger Roll. I washed the roll down with a nicely chilled Kirin Ichiban lager. The way my conversation with Tatina was going, I seriously considered ordering the Ex-Girlfriend Roll and a lineup of saké martinis.

“And those concerns are?”

With uncharacteristic hesitance, she said, “I believe you have a strange relationship with the ‘rabbit hole,’ August. It’s almost like you think you’ll finally find out who you truly are the further down the hole you fall.” Her eyes were flooding, her bottom lip trembling. “I have my mother—my sister and brother to think about. My uncle, August,” Tatina said. “If I follow you down the rabbit hole, they’re left alone. I can’t do that to them. I won’t do that to them.”

I’d stopped eating.

To continue might be interpreted as not giving a shit about our relationship (when, in truth, my heart was breaking).

But big boys don’t cry.

At least in public while eating sushi and drinking beer.

“I saw how affected you were by the murder of those girls here in Oslo,” Tatina said. “How you sacrificed a part of your sanity—your soul—pursuing their killer.”

“Weren’t you the one who volunteered me for that?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I’d hoped you wouldn’t become consumed by it—”

“It’s hard not being consumed by the murder of three young women by some blue-blood psychopath.”

“It drew a part of you away from me. Into silence. A distant silence,” she said. “I’ve been by your side through dangerous situations. And we were a team. We were equals. Partners. You seemed to forget how I’ve seen and experienced horrors, and how we together have risen above them.”

Other people in the restaurant were beginning to stare at me. I turned my phone’s volume down.

“I’m sorry,” Tatina said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“No apologies,” I said. “I love you.”

“And I love you.” She wiped her eyes. “That’s not the issue. That will never be the issue, August. But love—sometimes that’s not enough.” She took a ragged breath. “It’s the fear that one day—you’ll have fallen so far down the rabbit hole, I won’t be able to reach you. Or you’ll have pulled me into a darkness where even spirits suffocate. A place beyond the reach of my mother. My sister and brother. My uncle. My ancestors.”

“I swear to you this will never happen, Tatina.”

She tried to speak, but whatever words she might have said were caught in her throat. After a moment, she shook off her emotions and stared at me with unblinking, hardened eyes. “He’s dead.”

“Who’s dead?”

“The killer of those young women,” she said. “He hanged himself in his cell.”

I wanted to say, Good riddance and thanks for saving court costs.

But I didn’t.

“I’m not ready to throw in the towel, Tatina,” I said. “Nowhere near ready. Give me a week to finish up things here. To get Father Grabowski settled. Please. A week.”

My phone began to beep.

Another call coming in: unknown number. I ignored it.

After a moment, she nodded. “Take the time you need. Family is family, August. And you know I love Father Grabowski, too.”

“I know.”

“It just—just feels good to talk about these things with you,” she said. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.”

We ended the call.

I looked at my phone’s recent call logs.

Nothing.

The lean, angular sushi chef pointed the shiny tip of his Sakai Takayuki Seiryu Damascus knife at me and said, “You okay, pal?”

“Yeah,” I said, still staring at the screen of my phone. “Just—you know—talking to my broker.”

“I know that’s right,” the older Japanese man said with the shake of his gray head and a laugh. “Dow Jones and NASDAQ suck today!”

On the ride home, my phone rang—and once again it was an unknown number.

I answered, hoping it wasn’t a threat from an old enemy, challenge from a new enemy or an offer to extend my car’s warranty.

“Yeah?” I said.

Nothing.

I wasn’t in the mood for games. “Do I have to shoot you through the phone, ’cause I will, motherfucker, whoever you are!”

A laugh. Then, “Hello, August.”

My blood ran cold.

Dieter.

The erudite European assassin I’d come to know as the Cleaner. A loner who had known wonderful lunches in Paris and terrific dinners in Berlin as well as precision two-hundred-yard sniper head shots and folding a body into a piece of luggage in less than twenty seconds.

“Well, this is a surprise,” I said, my throat closing, mouth dry. “Should I classify it as a ‘pleasant’ surprise?”

Dieter had taken me in as a friend on a job that brought him to Detroit some time ago. Whatever the reason he adopted me as a confidant. One whose killing skill set he admired and sense of ethics he found both childish and endearing.

“I should indeed hope you do classify my call as ‘pleasant.’ I’m retired, my friend.”

“How exactly do you ‘retire’ from your line of work?”

The sound of various pitches ticking in the background. Delicate crystal chimes. Small, clear metal bells.

“One retires very carefully.” For Dieter, a.k.a. the Cleaner, killing was high art. It was sculpture, poetry, dance and theater. He was a painter of pain, a craftsman at killing.

. . . plenty of company as down the rabbit hole we tumble . . .

“I sell and repair watches and clocks now,” he said. “My own shop. How about that, eh?”

“Seriously?” I heard myself say.

“Oh, yes.” He lowered his voice. “As I’m sure you know, live retirement from our business is a rarity—”

“It’s not ‘my business,’ Dieter,” I said. “I’ve never been a hired gun—”

“But you’re so good at it!” he said. “One of the best I’ve ever seen! You sell yourself short, August.”

“Dieter?” I said. “Not that I’m not flattered, but—why are you calling me?”

“Is it too much to ask to wish to hear the voice of a friend? The voice of a living friend. You don’t mind, do you?”

I found myself laughing.

“No,” I said breathing easier. “Not at all. I’m glad you’re retired. Glad you’re happy. You can always call me, Dieter.”

“Good,” he said. “Das ist wunderbar.” In the background, the tinkle of a bell over a door. “Ah! Good afternoon, Ms. Larken! Wonderful to see you!” To me, he said, “Well, anyway, August, I simply wanted to call. To say hello to a friend.”

“May I ask you a personal question before you service Ms. Larken?”

“Of course! However, I wouldn’t quite put my service to Ms. Larken that way, you naughty boy. But yes—you may ask me anything you wish.”

“Are you at all—religious?” I said. “I mean do you believe in something—outside of yourself?”

“Of course I do!” he said. “If it’s a single benevolent, wrathful, personal God you speak of, then no. A hopeful fantasy. A children’s story designed for intellectual and behavioral modification. I do, however, believe in the interrelated spirit of the natural world of which we are a part of. I believe each of us—humans, wolves, beetles, Komodo dragons—is a synapsis firing, communicating along immeasurable interconnected particle strings. Of course, some of those connections must be severed for the health of the string itself. As I’ve said to you before, in the absence of God it is we who must prune this garden.”

We were silent for a moment before he said, “Crisis of conscience, August?”

“You know me, Dieter,” I said. “Every fuckin’ day’s a crisis.”

“I really must go, my friend. The lovely Ms. Larken awaits her refurbished 1924 Junghans animated wall clock,” he said. “But I leave you with this: a German poet once said, ‘Faith without interrogation is a poor substitute for a good breakfast.’”

“One last question,” I said. “Where can I find you should I decide to visit?”

“Check your mailbox when you get home,” he said. “Wonderful to catch up with you, August! Auf Wiedersehen, mein freund!!”
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In my mailbox, wrapped in plain brown paper, was single fresh cherry, a small tissue-encased square of Northern Michigan fudge, and a copper shell casing set neatly in a small, black velvet jeweler’s ring box.

I smiled.

I knew exactly where Dieter, clockmaker and former assassin for hire, had retired: Traverse City. Oddly enough, I was happy for Dieter, a.k.a. the Cleaner. At least someone had made it out of the killing business with, I assumed, a bit of their soul and a dash of sanity.

No sooner had I entered the small foyer of my house than I had a Mossberg 590A1 Tactical rifle pointed at my head and a young Black man in close quarters with brass knuckles standing within easy reach of my jaw.

“Lucy! I’m hoooome!” I said.

Tomás lowered his rifle and Jimmy sighed in relief before taking off his set of brass knuckles and stuffing them in a pocket of his painter’s pants. Seated at my kitchen island was Father Grabowski holding a fanned-out hand of cards. There were two other hands laid out on the island.

“Brass knuckles, Jimmy?” I said. “Really? Where do you even get those these days? Walmart? Amazon?”

“You could’ve at least called,” someone said behind me.

I turned: Lucy, in half shadow, was eating a slice of apple off the glistening tip of a Marttiini Full Tang hunting knife.

“He cheats,” Tomás said, nodding back to Father Grabowski.

“You’re just mad because I cheat better than you, Tomás,” Father Grabowski said, pulling a grouchy face.

“I take it everything’s hunky-dory?” I said, taking off my jacket and hanging it in the foyer closet.

“Unless one of them Deus guys is outside lining us all up with a grenade launcher, yeah, it’s hunky-fucking-dory,” Tomás said.

“I don’t think these guys like things loud.” I walked to the kitchen and pulled out a Motor City Brewing Nut Brown Ale. I took a long, cold pull on my beer. “You guys can go home now if you want. I got this.”

Lucy, having sheathed her outsized hunting knife, said, “I got something you might want to take a look at, Sherlock. Real seventh-circle-of-white-folks’-hell kinda stuff—”

“Okay, Jimmy, out,” Tomás said.

“I meant you, too, Tomás,” I said.

“Aw, come on!” he said.

“This is need-to-know stuff, padrino,” I said. “And because I love you and Elena—you don’t need to know.”

“Seriously, Uncle T,” Lucy said, giving Tomás a hug and looking up at him. “You should go.”

“See?” Tomás said, flashing me a hard look. “She knows how to ask politely. Not like some gilipollas con mierda por modales.” He turned his ire to Father Grabowski. “And a freakin’ priest should not cheat at cards!”

“Oh, grow a sack, Tomás,” Grabowski said, gathering up the cards and shuffling. “Cheating has always been inherent in the game. Poker’s not a game of valor, son. It’s a game of deception, obfuscation, and craven self-preservation. It’s a quiet conversation between liars and thieves.”

“Think I’ll stay, baby girl,” Tomás said, looking down at Lucy.

Lucy gave a dismissive shrug and left with Jimmy.

Laying his rifle on my kitchen counter, Tomás took a seat at the island. He gruffly told me to get him a beer. I got him one, and we drank in silence for a while before Tomás said, “So you gonna tell me what’s got a choke hold on your balls? Or do I have to beat it out of you?”

“He—is the thing—” I nodded toward Father Grabowski.

“I’ll, uh—I’ll be upstairs,” Father Grabowski said.

The Marine Corps had taught me how to evade capture, to survive the unsurvivable and to hard-shell the truth under torture. But if there was anyone capable of prying even the smallest nugget of secretly embedded truth out of me, it was Tomás. He, at his heart’s core, carried on my father’s dedication to honor, integrity and selfless sacrifice. To family first and all others take a number.

Talking to Tomás was, in effect, talking to my father.

“Tatina,” I finally said.

“What about her?” Tomás said. “She awright?”

I shrugged. “She’s worried about me going to places she can’t come. Doesn’t want to go. The ‘rabbit hole’ she calls it. Thinks one day I’ll fall so far down the rabbit hole no one—not her or anybody—can retrieve me. And that scares her. Scares me. I don’t want to lose her, padrino. But I don’t know what I can do about it.”

Tomás, sitting on an opposite side of my kitchen island and well within reach of his Mossberg rifle, stared at me, half frowning, half smiling. Then he said, “This so-called ‘rabbit hole’ bullshit is exactly that—Alice in Wonderland fantasy bullshit. Every time you fast-scroll through thirty pages of ‘Terms of Agreement’ just to click ‘Accept’ for some fucking game on your phone, you’re swirlin’ down the rabbit hole! Every day, the government legislates new black holes for folks to get quietly sucked into: Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, El Salvador, Argentina, Iraq, Afghanistan, Ukraine, Florida and Texas! We had a fat-ass, Cheetos-colored, clown suit mini-Mussolini as president for four fuckin’ years and watched him suck Moscow cock. Ain’t that a fuckin’ ‘rabbit hole’?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Tomás said. “When I’m done, I’ll let you know, cabrón.” He gulped down the rest of his beer and slammed the empty bottle on the kitchen island. “Here’s the thing, Octavio—life is a rabbit hole. Some of us know how to handle it. Some of us don’t. You know how to handle it. You know who you are. God knows, I love Tatina—but she should know by now you’re a stand-up guy in a world of lay-down-ass-up-half-awake people. You’re like that kid—what’s his name?—in that book?—the white kid who keeps other kids from going too far in a wheat field?”

“Holden Caulfield?” I said. “The Catcher in the Rye?”

“Yeah!” Tomás said. “That little fucker!”

“You actually read The Catcher in the Rye?”

“I’m not as dumb as you look, pendejo,” Tomás snarled. “Bottom line is, you guys need to lay it all out there. None of this lovey-dovey-smoochy-coochy shit. But real shit. Love ain’t nothin’ but a commitment to compromise. What you’re willing to sacrifice in your own lives and for each other’s life. That’s one of the only reasons Elena’s with me today. That, and I how to deliver the goods in the sack.”

Tomás carefully picked up his rifle from the kitchen island, stowed it in its carrying case and prepared to leave.

“Time you and Tatina did some next-level talkin’, ahijado,” Tomás said. “And I ain’t talkin’ marriage or bambinos. Relationships—the ones you really want—take work. Real fuckin’ work. So roll up your sleeves, pendejo.”

“Did you know about my mom?” I heard myself say to him as if in a dream. “That she was unable to have kids?”

It took Tomás a while before he turned to face me. “Where’d you hear that?

“Never mind where I heard it,” I said. “Is it true?”

Tomás, looking as if he’d been caught in a decades-old cover-up, stood silent for a long time, searching my eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s true. Elena told me. Three doctors. Always the same. No kids. Ever. And if anybody was born to be a momma, it was your beloved saint of a mom.

“I can count the times I’ve prayed on one hand, Octavio, and still spare a few fingers: One, for your momma bear to have her cub. And two, that you’d come to your goddamn senses after your second tour of duty and stop gambling with the life your mother begged Jesus to bear.

“Me? I believe people make their own miracles, Octavio. One foot in front of the other. Grind it out. Grab your own fate, hold it upside down and shake everything you want, need and have to have out of its stingy fuckin’ pockets. But your mom? You? Some shit can’t be explained, Octavio.” He started out the door, then stopped. “Maybe there is a God. And if there is, He’s got a lot of goddamn explainin’ to do. All I know is the blood of my elders put me here under this big fucking sky to do something.” He took in a deep breath, turned and smiled at me. “Don’t be such a pussy, hijo favorito. Man the fuck up. Get what you want. Or quit your bitchin’ about not havin’ it. Sí?”

“Sí, padrino.”
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“This is costing you too much, August.”

Father Grabowski sat on my forest-green leather sofa, sipping his second cup of prescribed witch’s brew tea and staring at my TV screen as viewing options slowly scrolled down. The tea had a licorice aroma to it, and he seemed to enjoy it. Plus, it had increased his appetite and he no longer looked ashen.

Blood still presented itself in his occasional coughing jag, but not as much as I’d noticed before.

Hope against all hope.

“You’re family, old man,” I said. “There’s no cost for helping family out.”

“There’s always a cost to helping out family,” he said. “Sometimes more than helping a stranger.”

Mitigating the aroma of his tea was the seasoned “trinity”—braised pork, dirty rice and red bean tomato-based stew—I was making; a recipe my father once swore gave Black men the strength and acuity of legendary African gods: Aganju, Shango and Ogun. As with most everything my father cooked, reaching godlike status required a bit of help from the King of Beers. From what I remember of his occasional stew, it never imbued me with super-strength, the ability to fly, telekinesis or teleportation. It did, however, increase my production of natural gas and a particular randy feeling. Bottom line was, on a lukewarm, overcast spring day with Michigan schizophrenically vacillating between windy low forties and humid mid-seventies, what could be better?

“Wha’d your padrino have to say?” the old priest asked after a sip of tea.

“‘Man the fuck up, Octavio.’”

Grabowski laughed. “Where would we be without the wisdom of our elders?” He fell quiet for a moment, his eyes staring vacantly at the TV’s endless offering of shows. “I’m ready to face any judgment the church, man and God have in mind for me,” he said.

“It’s a futile exercise trying to read the mind of God,” I said, rough-chopping a yellow onion. “As for reading the minds of men, you’ll only find a preoccupation with pornography, war, money and meat.” I added some finely chopped jalapeño pepper and kosher salt to the gently bubbling stew. “And for the sake of full disclosure, I think you’re being set up by the church, specifically Bishop McKinney.”

“Why?” Grabowski said, genuinely surprised. “I hardly know the man! Yeah, sure he’s a bloated, ego-centric statistician with Vatican inner-circle dreams—but most of them are. What have I ever done to him?”

“Know anything about some outlawed Viam Crucis Divinity School secret society called the Electus Virtuous?”

“The what?” he said. “Who are they?”

“Do you remember what kind of paper your instructions came on when you shuffled abusive priests in Mexico? The kind of envelope? Quality? Watermarks or stamps? Anything?”

“August, that was a lifetime ago,” he said apologetically. “I was a young Vietnam war veteran with a head full of snakes and a soul weighed by the almost hourly need for forgiveness of his soldier crimes.” He coughed into a napkin. Glistening speckles of blood. After wiping his mouth, he said, “All I can remember is the heat. That—Mexican noonday sun. Sometimes the faces of the poor. The children. Playing soccer with the kids.” He paused for a moment. Then he muttered, “Heavy.”

“What was heavy?”

“The—paper—I think,” he said, unsure of himself. “It was . . . the paper was heavy. Like—linen. Fine linen. In the Mexican heat, it smelled like freshly ironed linen. And—a watermark. The letter S leading up to a T. Maybe—maybe something on either side of the T. Birds perhaps.” He paused, his eyes searching mine. “Why—would I remember that?”

“Let’s eat,” I said. “Then get some rest, Father. You could use it.”

“Frankly, I’m thinking you could, too, son,” the old priest said.

“I won’t disagree with that.”

My father.

Blue patrolman’s uniform. Fully strapped: sidearm, walkietalkie, ammo, vest.

He walks down the center aisle of St. Aloysius Church.

The echoing footsteps of a giant.

Fire in his eyes.

Me.

Polishing ornate gold altar candlesticks.

Eyes red, swollen from crying.

Father Grabowski.

Sitting in a pew.

“The hell’s going on here?” my father says to Grabowski, irrespective of his holy surroundings.

“This,” Father Grabowski says, holding up an issue of Spider-Man comics. “Instead of this.” He holds up a copy of the Catholic catechist handbook for young people.

“Dad!” I say.

“Keep cleanin’, boy!” my father says, a forefinger pointed at me like the barrel of a Colt Peacemaker. He sits in the pew next to Father Grabowski. Lowers and shakes his head—embarrassed, disappointed, angry. “If his mother finds out—”

“And she won’t,” Father Grabowski says. “You and me. That’s the loop.”

They say nothing else for a while, simply choosing to stare at me as I mutter, “It’s not fair,” while polishing gold candlesticks.

Then my father says, “That the new issue with Spidey and the Green Goblin?”

“Yeah,” Father Grabowski says. “Pretty good, too.”

My father shakes his head. “Good money after bad,” he says. “Have to hand it to that Kirby guy, though.”

“Helluvan artist,” Father Grabowski says, flipping through my confiscated comic.

“Yep,” my father says. “Helluvan artist.”

I wake up on my forest-green leather sofa, laughing.

Crying.

Christ, I miss my father . . .

Lucy Three Rivers was standing over and staring down at me as I lay on my sofa.

“Jesus!” I said, startled. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“Uh—why?” she said, genuinely confused by my simple question.

I made a quick mental note to call Lady B to have her people install tier 1 security measures in my home. Everything up to and including an alligator-filled moat and machine gun turret.

“What do you want, Lucy?” I said with exhausted frustration.

“Two gigabyte Aero eighteen prototype laptops, a pair of Christian Louboutin Simplerui platform sneakers and your eternal gratitude,” she said. “Oh, and the new PlayStation!”

“And I would get you these—because?” I said, standing and walking to the kitchen.

“You got any pie?” Lucy said. “I mean, like, real pie. Like Sister Pie pie?”

“Lucy!”

Lucy climbed over the back of my sofa—a habit I’d tried unsuccessfully to break her of—and opened her laptop.

“How’d you like a big freakin’ tour of the muy mucho sicko Electus Virtuous club, Sherlock?” She brought her laptop to life. “Nearly everything on this dirtbag bishop’s little shop of horrors. It was buried deep in university archives where digital dragons and demons breathe fire through T3 lines. But my spirit is strong and my goddesses dress me in song.” She looked at me. “They digitized forty-eight percent of the fifty-year-old club’s records and interviews before the project was unceremoniously stopped. My guess is somebody just wanted that piece of school history gone. But what I found? It’s enough to gag a mule. Be forewarned, dude: take a couple of Rolaids and keep a barf bag handy.”

I brought a bowl of my father’s braised pork and dirty rice stew along with a chunk of French table loaf bread from Avalon Bakery into the living room.

“You want some?” I said, sitting next to Lucy.

“Normally, yeah,” she said, “but I gotta go. Me and Takashi are still working on this NFT thing.”

“By the way,” I said after a mouthful. “You were wrong. Tatina’s not pregnant.”

“Seriously?” Lucy said, typing quickly on her laptop. “I could have sworn she was banged up. You firin’ blanks, dude?”

“‘Banged up’ isn’t—and, no! I am not firing ‘blanks’!” I said with an embarrassed male indignation that surprised even me. “Chrissakes, Lucy—you can be—”

“You want me to smudge your underwear?”

“I can do that all on my own!”

“Ew!” Lucy said as she opened several files.

I gave a cursory look at the first document on Lucy’s laptop screen. Felt my jaw slacken.

“Voilà, monsieur! Hell awaits thee!” She stood and climbed over the back of my beloved sofa and was nearly out the door.

As I stared at the screen, I said, “Hey, kid.”

“Hey, what?”

I fished out my American Express “Black” card from my wallet and held it up.

“You deserve it,” I said, my eyes transfixed on the contents in front of me. “Don’t go crazy.”

“Still feelin’ like pie from that Sister Pie place.”

“Get two,” I said, slowly scrolling down the lengthy document entitled “Disillusionment of Unauthorized University Individual/Group Activity for Collective Actions and/or Activity & Subsequent Disciplinary Measures and Actions Concerning: Electus Virtuous, An Unsanctioned Student Organization.”

“The strawberry pistachio crumble, if they have it,” I said.

She snatched the credit card from my fingers—“Yoink!” Then Lucy said, “Doubt you’ll be able to choke a slice down after you read that shit.”

The first three paragraphs of the report were muddy, but readable. Like old-fashioned microfiche that had been digitally scanned at a low pixel rate. At the top of the page in Old English typeface was the school name: Viam Crucis Divinity School. Underneath the school name was their logo: an S-shaped road leading to a cross on the highest center of three hills—beneath the right side of the cross was a dove, beneath the left side was a sword on fire.

An S with a T on top, two birds on either side of the T, as Father Grabowski had vaguely remembered.

I feared Lucy might have been right.
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Father Grabowski was still asleep at nine-thirty the next morning.

A couple times, I’d tiptoed into his room just to listen to his breathing and check out his color—both seemed fine, leaving me less worried. If he wasn’t up by ten-thirty, I’d rouse him just to get his special tea and a bit of breakfast in him. If anything looked or sounded off with the old man, I’d get him to Mexicantown’s emergency health center straight away. The marines spent a lot of time teaching every one of us battlefield triage; since marine training cost over a hundred grand from boots to battlefield, they wanted to make damned sure their investment had a heartbeat.

There’s no ROI on DOA.

The marines taught me how to reach into another man’s still-warm, bleeding body to pull out bullets and shrapnel. Unfortunately, they couldn’t teach any of us how to reach inside a human body and extract cancer or stitch up a tortured soul.

I was enjoying corn fritters (made with a natural sugar substitute), thick-cut pepper bacon, simple scrambled eggs with chopped jalapeño, spinach and feta cheese and black decaf coffee when Jimmy waved to me through my front window, then knocked on the door. Jimmy had Sister Nuru in tow. I motioned both of them in. I’d long given up on relying on locks as a stop-gap safety measure, especially when it came to keeping Jimmy and Carlos out.

“You’re not wearing a suit today, Jimmy,” I said as the two entered my house.

“Nope,” Jimmy said with a wide grin. “I told Carlos he was in charge for a couple days so I could actually do something with my hands instead of push a pen on paper. I need to fix or install something. Anything!” Jimmy happily planned to get his hands dirty and knuckles bruised tuning up Lucy’s used 4x4.

“And the good-looking lady?” I said.

Jimmy started to answer, but Sister Nuru cut in, “Oh, he knows who I am, young man. He’s yankin’ your chain.”

“When don’t he be yankin’ my chain?” Jimmy laughed. “Miss Nuru—”

“Sister Nuru,” she insisted.

“—she come up to the house lookin’ for Father Grabowski,” Jimmy continued. “I told her he wasn’t stayin’ with me no more, so she start walkin’ down your way. Thought it best if I tagged along, ya know?”

“Did Jimmy tell you he’s a fourth-degree karate black belt—with brass knuckles?” I said.

“I just figured—you know—what with the father’n all—”

I invited them to join me for breakfast, but only Sister Nuru and Bess, the Wonder Corgi, took me up on my offer. Bess hungrily snapped up a couple strips of bacon from my hand, then, satisfied, moved quickly on her stumpy legs to my sofa for her midmorning nap.

I fixed Sister Nuru a plate and she sat at my kitchen counter.

“I brought some salve for Father Grabowski,” Sister Nuru said between dainty and approving bites of corn fritter. “Nothing exotic—five percent THC, five percent CBD. Forehead and temples when he’s stressed. Or on his pulse points. Where is he, by the way?”

“Why?” I said.

“What do you mean ‘why’?”

I nodded to her canvas shoulder bag lying on the counter next to her; it was easy to see the canvas was draped over a rather large gun.

“I had a visitor at the store yesterday,” she said. “White dude, early thirties, trim, chiseled features, whitish-blond hair neatly cut—almost military in fashion—maybe five-eleven, six feet. Easy to see he was coiled tighter than a watch spring. When I asked him if I could be of any help, he gave me this cold, disapproving look and shook his head. He stayed for about five, ten minutes wandering around. Usually, I can sense someone’s aura. With him—it was like he had no aura. On his way out, he looked at me and said, ‘You really believe all these things?’ And I said, ‘I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.’ He just looks at me with those cold blue eyes and says, ‘Pity. Ego sum lux, et via, et veritas.’ I noticed this ring on his hand. Big, gold ring with a bulging red stone—not ruby. Maybe carnelian or fire opal. The ring had an aura—old and dark. After he left, all I could think about was Father Grabowski.”

She reached into her shoulder bag, pulled out an HK VP40 handgun, let it lie on the counter between us and gave it an empty stare for a few seconds.

“You know how to shoot?” I said.

“I do indeed,” she said. “I don’t enjoy it, but . . .”

I had her put the gun away, then escorted her upstairs to where the old priest was still sleeping.

“Has he been drinking his tea?” she whispered.

“Religiously,” I said. “So to speak.”

Quietly, she stood over him. Closed her eyes. Slowly moved the palms of her hands over the space slightly above him.

On our way back downstairs, Sister Nuru became wobbly. I steadied her. Her eyes were fluttering, nearly rolling back in her head. A seizure. I got her down the remaining steps and to my sofa, where Bess was “grooming” herself. She looked at her unstable human, gave me a look, then went back to the business of her crotch.

Sister Nuru wasn’t convulsive.

But she was whispering . . .

“Pater noster qui es in coelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum; adveniat regnum tuum, fiat voluntas tua, sicut in coelo et in terra.”

The Lord’s Prayer in Latin.

After a moment, she regained control of herself. I asked her if she needed any medication. She gave me a frightened look. “He’s not asleep, August. He’s in deep meditation. I’ve . . . I don’t know anybody who’s ever been that deep before.” She took in a breath and slowly released it. “He’s talking with God. Faster than any human, any computer or runaway star is capable of. Talking in skeins and braids and collisions of light in colors I’ve never seen before. Beautiful, terrifying colors.”

“But you heard him reciting the Lord’s Prayer in Latin?”

“I—I think I caught a glimpse—felt something that defies definition.”

“Like?” I said.

“Like—I don’t know—maybe the actual, true face of God,” she said. “I’ve never been so scared of something so . . . beautiful. Incomprehensibly, excruciatingly beautiful.”

I was tempted to ask her if she’d been dipping into her own stash of witchy products and potions, but Tatina had often demanded better of me when it came to my snarky assessments of beliefs that didn’t quite jibe with my own. “Don’t talk unless you can improve the silence.”—Jorge Luis Borges.

After a few minutes and a couple birdlike sips of cold water, Sister Nuru seemed recovered. She stood, gathered up her canvas bag and, knowing they were soon to depart, Bess leapt down from my sofa and was at her side.

“You sure you’re okay?” I said.

Sister Nuru smiled. “I’m good. At least I think I am.”

“Keep your head on swivel,” I said.

“I’m a Black woman in twenty-first-century America, ma dear,” she said. “My head’s always on swivel.”

Bess sat at my feet and looked up at me.

“I think she likes you,” Sister Nuru said.

Suddenly Bess was on her hind legs and humping my right shin.

“Yep.” Sister Nuru laughed. “She definitely likes you.”

I looked down at Bess and said, “I thought we agreed—never with other people around.”

Bess stopped humping my shin and walked briskly on her stumpy legs to the door.

Then, they were both gone, leaving me with a damp shin and thinking about a man with whitish-blond hair, dead blue eyes, no aura and a killer red and gold ring.
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Pro cooking tip: if you like crème fraiche with desserts but hesitate at buying something that sounds expensive and pretentious, just buy a pint of vanilla ice cream and let it melt (keep the melted cream cool). While the ice cream melts, make a silkier, richer chocolate frosting for those box mix cupcakes or brownies you just made by emptying a can of store-bought chocolate frosting into a mixing bowl, add four tablespoons of softened salted butter and blend. Slather the creamy frosting on your cupcakes or sliced brownies, then pour a thin layer of your everyman’s crème fraiche on a plate and place your ingeniously frosted cupcake or square of brownie in the middle of the vanilla pool. Garnish with a palate-cleansing side tumbler of un-iced Uncle Nearest 1856 Premium Bourbon Whiskey.

Mmmm . . .

. . . delish.

I was missing Tatina.

When I find myself missing her, a nice sweet and a spot of bourbon helps to ease the brief malaise.

I was about to pair another bite of cupcake and faux crème fraiche followed by a soul-satisfying draw of bourbon when my doorbell rang.

Killers rarely if ever ring the doorbell.

Still, I put my fork down and filled my hand with my Glock, keeping it slightly behind my right thigh as I walked to the door.

To my surprise, the visitor was Parker, Bishop McKinney’s driver.

“Deke too lazy to ring my doorbell himself?” I said. “Or is he embarrassed to be seen on this side of town?”

“The bishop’s not with me,” Parker said. “I’m picking up his dry cleaning, a Clive Cussler book from the library and a case of Kosta Browne Pinot Noir at Cost Plus in Eastern Market.”

“Where are my manners,” I said, keeping my weapon close to the back of my right thigh. “Please. Come in.”

Passing by me as he entered, I realized what a big, solid man he was: a good two inches taller than me and a great deal wider at the shoulders. Not hard to see through a black wool car coat that, for a guy showing gray in his mid to late sixties, he kept in shape.

With his back to me he casually looked around my place. He said, “I just stopped by to talk, Mr. Snow, so I really don’t see the need for your weapon.”

“Wow,” I said. “You’re good.”

“I know.”

I secured my weapon between my belt and the small of my back, took his wool car coat and hung it in the front closet.

“Something smells good,” Parker said as he continued to survey my surroundings.

“Chocolate cupcakes and bourbon,” I said. “I got plenty of both, if you’re so inclined.”

“Don’t eat sugar, don’t drink,” he said, coming to a stop in his wandering in front of my mother’s oil painting self-portrait. “Still, the aroma of both takes me pleasantly back a ways. Like home. My momma and daddy. Sundays. Speaking of ‘momma’—this yours?” He nodded to the painting.

“How’d you guess?”

He turned and smiled at me. “The eyes. They are indeed the windows to the soul. Both of you, good souls.”

“What can I get you, Parker?” I said walking back to my kitchen. “Coffee? Tea? Seltzer water? Kombucha? Which I bought purely out of curiosity. Tastes like the last piss of a dying buffalo. So I’m told.”

“Water,” he said. “Tap water. In a paper cup if possible.”

“No paper cups,” I said.

Hesitantly, he said, “That’s fine.”

As I poured his water, I said, “I showed you mine, so you show me yours.”

I had Parker’s glass of water in one hand and refilled my other hand with my Glock.

Slowly, Parker opened his suit coat and, with forefinger and thumb, extracted his weapon from a shoulder rig. He placed it carefully on the coffee table in front of my forest-green leather sofa. Then he sat. I placed the glass of water in front of him and kept my weapon in my hand.

“What the hell is that?” I said looking at his weapon.

“A Pardini GT9, six-inch, 9mm semi-auto,” he said. “Italian. Got it as a retirement gift when I left the sheriff’s department. Always was fascinated with Italian weapons craftsmanship.” He paused, took a quick sip of his water, then said, “You’ve piqued my interest in my employer, Mr. Snow. When it comes to you, he seems especially—how shall I say—”

“Irritated?”

“Yes. Irritated. Especially in the matter of Father Dominioni Petra and Father Michael Grabowski. I’d like to know why.”

“Don’t take this personally, Parker,” I said, “but you sit in the car while he’s gorging himself on expensive dinners. You pick up his dry cleaning and buy his wine. Like all good ancillary help, I don’t doubt you’ve got X-ray eyes and your ears are permanently on, but what’s your interest in any of this?”

“My conscience,” he said without hesitation. “My family’s embrace and commitment to Catholicism goes back almost three hundred years, Mr. Snow. Through generations of right and wrong in the church, in the country, we have an unbroken relationship with the church’s expression of faith. We have been indentured servants and slaves, priests and professors, nuns and astrophysicists, firemen and sheriffs. We are a continuum. Strongly forged links throughout generations. And I need to know if the link that I am is being compromised by a man unworthy of his vestments.”

We gave each other hard looks for a moment before I said, “Put your gun away, man.”

Slowly, Parker picked up his Italian gun and holstered it.

Then I said, “I’m trying to decide if you’re doing deep recon for Deke, or just a man living at least most of the story he just told me.”

“Maybe this will help you decide,” Parker said. He reached into his opposite inside coat pocket, slowly extracted several sheets of folded paper and handed them to me. Good quality, light tan, writing paper. A medium to heavy linen blend. I unfolded them. They were blank.

“The watermark at the top,” Parker said.

“What is it?”

“A letter second sheet with the Viam Crucis Divinity School watermark,” Parker said. “Why would a bishop in his early seventies need unused letter second sheets from a school he attended over fifty-odd years ago?”

“And you found these how?”

“Bishop McKinney was going through the day’s correspondence in his study at the mothership—” Parker said.

I laughed. Nearly everyone I knew called the archdiocese on Twelfth Street “the mothership.”

“He asked me to find his favorite letter opener in his office,” Parker said, instantly dismissing my laugh. “Gold handle, two ruby insets, platinum blade—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I said. “Really?”

“I found the letter opener,” Parker said. “But a stack of maybe twenty or thirty of these second sheets were at the bottom of the drawer.”

“Something tells me you did a little more digging than that, Parker,” I said. “Because, frankly, I like you—but something about you is a little off. Like cottage cheese a day after its expiration date. Either way, here’s what I’m thinking: I’m thinking the bishop has put a target on Father Grabowski’s back for whatever reason. I think it’s a deadly time-sensitive target since Deke’s on his way to the Vatican. Father Grabowski has been a close family friend since he first dribbled holy water on my forehead at my baptism. Because of that, I’m willing to stand in front of him and take the force of whatever blow is coming his way. And I think once I find out what’s going on, I’m going to put my foot so deep in Deke’s ass he’ll taste expensive shoe leather.”

“So,” Parker said calmly. “I keep driving until your foot decides?”

“Nice catching up with you, Parker.”

“A pleasure, Mr. Snow.”

We shook hands and he was gone.

Five minutes later, I was on the phone with Bobby Falconi at the Wayne County Coroner’s Office.

While I spoke with Bobby, I held up and scrutinized a clear plastic half-gallon food storage bag that held the water glass Parker had drunk from during his visit.

“You know it’s not the way it was, August,” Bobby said. “I can’t just slip your shit in on a whim anymore. You been following the news? Some local TV station’s been investigating the coroner’s office. ‘Karen Uncovers.’ That’s the segment. Well, this Karen What’s-Her-Name has uncovered some pretty damning shit around here: misplaced bodies, lost bodies, bad lab diagnostics—all of it! Nobody in my department’s under the heat lamp, but the chief of police, the commissioner and the mayor all have their hair on fire and knives out.”

“It’s just running a water glass for prints, Bobby.”

“And that requires queue-time, money, time code and case number.”

“I’ll pay,” I said. “You figure out the time code and case number stuff. You’ve done it before.”

“Yeah, well, ‘before’ ain’t ‘now.’”

“Pretty please, ma brotha?”

“Don’t gimme that ‘ma brotha’ shit.”

“Pretty please with sugar on top, massa Falconi?”

“August,” he said, sighing heavily, “you are a uniquely blunt pain in my ass.”

“Thank you, Bobby. You’re tops.”
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Later in the day, I took Father Grabowski to his oncology appointment.

It was difficult convincing him to go, considering he was resigned to his pancreatic cancer fate, but I can be very persuasive. Even without guns, fists or mangled Shakespearean quotes.

Jimmy wanted to tag along for moral support; he and the old priest had developed a special bond. One of mutual spiritual, moral and ethical admiration. That and the shared guilty pleasures of watching British house-hunting shows and documentaries exploring biblical archeology on a variety of streaming services. The good father taught Jimmy to play a moderate-to-high-medium game of chess and had tutored him on the game’s Indo-Chinese origins.

I told Jimmy it would be best if I were the only one to accompany Father Grabowski so the father didn’t feel his private health issues were being crowd-pitied. That being said, I suggested Jimmy spend some time with Carmela and Sylvia. The ladies loved him. He was their first boarder and, though they now had Lucy to fuss over, he still held a very special place in their hearts. They had watched him as a loving mother watches a beloved son grow into an honorable, talented man. His visit would certainly buoy Sylvia’s spirits, aiding in her post-surgery recovery.

“You know that lady reporter from the Free Press that was doggin’ you for an interview ’bout bringin’ the neighborhood back?” Jimmy had said.

“I think ‘lady’ reporters prefer to be called ‘reporters,’” I said. “But yes, I remember her.”

“Well, now she doggin’ me,” Jimmy said. “Wanna be all up in my bin-ness. I can see why you didn’t wanna talk to her. What kinda job is that anyways? ‘Reporter.’”

“An honorable one,” I said. “At least it used to be.”

While I waited in the studiously drab reception area of Father Grabowski’s oncologist, I gave thought to FaceTiming Tatina; it would be late evening in Oslo, and she would most likely be in the middle of reading or grading unimaginative college student papers regurgitating the latest cultural/social matrix theory or some such hokum.

Instead, I texted, THINKING ABOUT YOU. NO RABBIT HOLES TODAY. JUST BREAKFAST, COFFEE AND A VISIT FROM A WITCH. I was tempted to add a heart emoji, but I’m not much of a heart emoji guy.

Just as I finished and sent my text to Tatina, a new Twilight Zone door opened.

My phone rang and I answered it.

“This has gone on long enough,” the caller said in a throaty growl.

“What?” I replied. “This conversation? Okay.”

I quickly ended the call.

The man called again.

He was not amused.

“If you do not want more blood on your hands, you will come to Woods Cathedral Church at midnight. Unaccompanied. Unarmed.”

“Midnight,” I said with a theatrically exhaustive sigh. “You guys really have a thing for spooky melodrama, don’t you?”

“Perhaps so,” he said. “Some might even call midnight the hour of the witch.”

My blood froze.

Then I heard, “Don’t come, August! I’m not—”

Sister Nuru.

Before she could say any more her voice became a desperate, indecipherable mumble.

“Would you force me to dispense with your friend, this sacrilegious abomination calling herself a ‘witch’?”

“You hurt her,” I said, standing, “and I will knock every last one of your teeth out with my dick. Then I’ll kill you.”

“Midnight. Woods Cathedral Church. Alone. No weapons.”

I paced the narrow hallway outside of Father Grabowski’s oncologist’s office thinking about different ways I would kill the Deus X assassin with my bare hands. How I would tear out his liver and shove it down his throat. Then, instead of seeing the Deus X assassin, I saw Bishop McKinney. The man who seems to have set this day in motion nearly forty years ago. A man who long ago transitioned from servant of God to servant of himself in gold-threaded vestments. From the hovel of Detroit to the near-impenetrable elysian shroud of Vatican City’s business offices.

Maybe Deus X wasn’t the enemy at all.

Perhaps their fault was a predictably human zealotry that had made them stumble through the House of God.

. . . those without bread will feed from the palm that offers hope . . .

The Knights Templar.

Al-Qaeda.

The Taliban.

Ku Klux Klan and Proud Boys.

The Southern Baptist Convention.

From the molten beginning of light to the last dying red ember of this earth: bigotry, fear and fanaticism—carnage in the name of God.

While I waited, I took a call from Bobby Falconi.

“This is a joke, right?” Bobby said in a tone belying the fact that he found little to nothing to laugh at.

“What’s a joke?” I said.

“The water glass?” he said. “The one you sent over to have prints lifted and run?”

I felt my spine stiffen a bit. “What’s funny about it?”

“The only distinctive prints on the glass were yours,” Bobby said. “There was a grouping of smudges, but no ridge-and-valley patterns. Absolutely nothing discernable. Are you fucking with me, August? If so, then the joke cost you twenty-five hundred.”

“Thanks, Bobby,” I said. “I’ll get back to you.”

I speculated for a minute or two without conclusion about who Parker, the bishop’s driver, really was, and where he was on a chessboard where no piece was what it claimed to be.

The physician’s assistant—a strong-looking woman whose nameplate designated her BETTY ANAGOPOSIAN, P.A.—opened the door to the doctor’s office and gave me a clinically practiced smile. “Mr. Snow? The doctor would like a word with you.”

“Me?”

She gestured for me to come in.

As I entered, Father Grabowski emerged from his doctor’s office into the hallway. We exchanged a shrug as we passed.

“Mr. Snow,” the doctor said, grinning, as he stood from his desk and shook my hand. He gestured for me to have a seat. “Michael—Father Grabowski—tells me he’s been living with you as of late. Would you mind at all telling me about that arrangement?”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“Oh, you know,” he said, slouching in his high-tech swivel chair. “Daily routines. Schedules, if any. Types of meals you share. General environment. Is he taking any medication or supplements other than what this office prescribes?”

“I hate to cut to the chase, Doc,” I said, “but I’m a cut-to-the-chase kinda guy. What’s going on?”

“I appreciate your directness,” he said, “so I’ll get to the point. Michael has assured me that any doctor/patient confidence and candor I have with him can be shared with you. Essentially, he refers to you as ‘family.’ With that in mind, I am trying to wrap my head around how a man with, perhaps, four or five months to live has added perhaps eight to twelve months to his prognosis. Something that is, as I’m sure you can imagine, uncommon with a diagnosis of stage-three pancreatic cancer. So, consider me both bemused and intrigued.”

I gave Dr. Jacobs a bullet-pointed overview of my relationship with Father Grabowski, nearly from the time he drizzled holy water on my forehead over a baptismal font at St. Al’s to the “commitment ceremony” he improvised for Tatina and me. I did not, however, tell Dr. Jacobs about Father Grabowski’s daily “witch’s tea” and “coven candles” routine.

As skeptical as I might have been of the mystic and mysterious, I wasn’t going to foment an argument with the good doctor around the veneration of science and technology versus the possibility of a spiritually sentient universe.

“Well,” he said, “whatever you’re doing, keep it up. Maybe next visit we can add another four to six months to that crusty son of a gun’s life.”

We shook hands and I left his office.

On our way to my car, Father Grabowski said, “Wha’d he say about me?”

“He called you a ‘crusty son of a gun.’”

“And?”

“And, I agreed.”

I told the old priest I’d be going out later in the evening. No big deal. Jimmy would be by for company and the possibility of winning some of his gin rummy money back.

Then we went to Schmear’s Deli.
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For all of Detroit’s recent progress and growing global appeal, there are still far too many neighborhoods that reflect the ravages of a cruel sociopolitical and economic past. A past rife with enraged ghosts and corpses barely buried. In Detroit, there are places even the devil would dare not tread, day or night. And for every revitalized, reinvigorated and resurrected church, synagogue and mosque with opened doors and hearts in this city, there still remain scores of hundred-year-old brick-and-mortar husks leaning into desperate streets and overgrown urban fields. Forgotten houses of the holy with shattered stained glass. Copper plumbing wrenched from floors and wiring yanked from walls. Hundred-year-old oak and walnut pews sold for pennies on the dollar to antique dealers. Altars desecrated by the quick need for food money. The only regular parishioners these places saw these days were rats, roaches, feral dogs and a few desperate men searching for the last hidden scrap of salvageable metal or a quiet place for a last cooked injection before dying nameless and alone.

At midnight, I was at such a place.

A long-ago, mostly forgotten Catholic church on Webb Street slouching red brick by red brick into its decrepitude.

No gun.

No knife.

Only the fading hope that a religious zealot targeting abusive priests and nuns would for one brief moment listen to reason backed by incontrovertible proof. One moment that might mean the life or death of a good priest and Sister Nuru, a good woman.

Seated where the altar had once been and bathed in moonlight was Sister Nuru, bound and gagged.

Behind her was a tall, thin man with whitish-blond hair and no aura.

He was holding Sister Nuru’s head back and a long gold-plated knife at her throat.

The tall, thin man dressed in black slowly took his long-bladed knife from Sister Nuru’s neck, stowing it away in a shoulder-rig sheath.

“Mr. Snow,” the man said calmly. “I was certain I told you to come alone.”

“I did! And I don’t have any weapons!”

“Then who”—he gestured his head toward the shadowed balcony—“is that?”

“It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood.”

A singsongy voice from the dark rafters.

Tomás.

Emerging from the shadows to the right was Jimmy.

“Goddammit, Jimmy,” I said. “How many times do we have to have this talk?”

Without acknowledging me, Jimmy addressed Sister Nuru’s kidnapper. “Man what threatens a lady ain’t much of a man.”

The kidnapper replied, “And a ‘lady’ who professes to be a witch is certainly no woman of God.”

“Please,” Father Grabowski said, appearing at my side. “Let her go. She has nothing to do with any of this.”

“You know,” I began with as much calm as I could collect in the moment, “I kinda lied about not having a weapon on me.” I slowly reached into a coat pocket and brought out a Bic ballpoint pen. I held it out so that Sister Nuru’s kidnapper could have a good, clear look at it. “The untrained might use this to attack the eyes, a carotid artery or the chest. Me? I’m trained. A couple quick holes in your kidney, liver, spleen or femoral artery and you’re slowly, painfully done.” I took a step forward and pointed the pen at Sister Nuru. “You even think about hurting this lady, and I will kill you with this fucking pen.”

“All I want,” the man said, “is him.” He pointed his knife at Father Grabowski. “His crimes against children under the guise of a holy man of the church must be addressed. Judgment must be rendered.”

“I’ve committed no such crime,” Grabowski said. “Still, I am here to freely give myself to you. To address your concerns. What are you called, brother?”

The question took both the Deus X assassin and me by surprise.

After a moment, the man-without-an-aura said, “Bartholomew.”

“Then please, Brother Bartholomew—I beg of you to grant me two simple requests,” Father Grabowski said. “The first? Let the young lady go. She’s an innocent—”

“She’s a witch,” Bartholomew said, calmly. “Hence, her ‘innocence’ is forfeit. She is neither heaven-bound nor hell-condemned. She is without form or meaning.”

“If what you say is true, then letting her go will be of no consequence,” Father Grabowski said. “For pity’s sake, Bartholomew—”

“Goddammit, old man—” I muttered to Father Grabowski.

“I know what I’m doing, August,” he said calmly.

“I will abide by your first request,” Bartholomew said, “only if I can agree to your second request—which is?”

“That you take five minutes—simply five minutes!—to read some documents.” Father Grabowski produced Lucy’s laptop. “You and your brothers have been duped. You’ve been used to fulfill the agenda of a desperate man. All in an effort to clear his one last hurdle before he reaches the pinnacle of his ambitions. We’ve both been made fools by Bishop Henry McKinney.”

“And am I to read this so-called proof with a gun to my head?” Bartholomew said.

Father Grabowski spoke over his shoulder. “Tomás?”

Silence.

Again, Father Grabowski spoke. “Tomás? Please?”

“Goddammit, old man,” Tomás grumbled from the inky blackness of the rafters. The red dot disappeared from the killer’s forehead. “Hey, Octavio!”

“Hey what?”

“When am I gonna get a chance to test this new rifle, huh? I mean, seriously! Jesus!”

“Not the Mossberg?”

“Are you kidding?” Tomás said. “A shotgun? At this distance? Everybody gets shredded! No. Modified AR15. Full auto. Got it through the mail.”

“God bless America,” I said.

“Ain’t it great?” he replied.

“I’d like it if you didn’t have to use it tonight, padrino,” I said.

“Enough,” the man calling himself Bartholomew shouted. He quickly unholstered his handgun—an Italian semi-automatic 9mm I’d seen before—and leveled it at me. “You are here by my command, not your whim!”

“Listen,” I began.

“August,” Father Grabowski whispered. “No.”

I chose not to listen to the old man. Rather, I walked slowly toward the barrel of Bartholomew’s gun. “I’ve got more money than most people. Still, it’s not nearly enough to stop people from trying to give me shit. You know how I got that money?”

“Stop,” Bartholomew said.

I continued to walk toward his weapon.

“I got it by being broken in two and cut into quarters on a witness stand. I’ve buried beloved friends and relatives and with each, I’ve buried a big, bloody chunk of myself. And I’ve pieced myself back together with spit, sutures, hollow promises and angry prayers. I’m telling you this so that you completely, absolutely and clearly understand that I’m here not because I fear you. In fact, if you let me get any closer, I will snatch the last breath of air from your lungs. No, I’m here because you want to kill one of the last people on this earth that I love. A man who’s done more good work on this earth than I suspect you’ve seen in your pathetic lifetime.” I placed my forehead against the cold barrel of his gun. “So, what’s it gonna be, sparky? Shoot me to get to kill him? Or listen to him for five minutes and spare everybody the blood play?”

“You are an apostate—” he began.

“No,” I said. “I’m a true believer, saddled with a few chronic doubts and a couple of serious goddamn questions nobody seems able to answer.”

My phone started to ring and vibrate, setting off an exchange of disturbed and confused glances among those gathered. Even the bound and gagged Sister Nuru gave me a look of incredulity as her life hung in the balance.

I pulled my forehead away from the gun.

“Oh, for shit’s sake, Octavio—answer the fucking phone!” Tomás shouted from the shadow-encased rafters.

“Yes,” the assassin said, obviously annoyed. Slowly, he holstered his weapon. “For the love of God—answer your phone.”

Inadvertently, I apologized to everyone, including the killer, Bartholomew, and took the FaceTime call.

Tatina. Six in the morning her time.

“Hi!” she said energetically. I loved her voice at six in the morning, pre-coffee. She sounded like Lauren Bacall on a bender.

“Hi,” I said.

“I—I just wanted to apologize,” she said.

“For what?”

“Laying my insecurities at your feet the other evening,” she said. “It’s just—it’s, what do you call it? My own PTSD. Dodging one civil war after another as a child—” She paused, cocked her head and gave me a knowing look. “Are you in the middle of something?”

“Uh, yeah—yeah, you might say.”

“Guns and bad people?” she said. “That sort of thing?”

“I am currently sans weaponry,” I said. “Unfortunately, the people I’m negotiating with—they appear to be equipped to hunt bear and boogeymen.”

“Why would you ever agree to meet with someone who is ‘equipped’ when you aren’t?” she said sternly.

“Part of my negotiation strategy.”

“And how’s that working out for you, love?”

“Not as well as I’d hoped—”

“Dammit, August,” Tatina said before drawing in a deep, temporarily calming breath. “Do you need me to call for help?”

“No,” I said. “I’ll explain everything later, okay? Everything’s okay.” I forced a laugh. “Different day, different rabbit hole.”

“If I don’t hear from you in two hours,” she said, “I’m calling that DCI Constable Leo Cowling.”

“Love you,” I said.

“Two hours,” she said.

Then my phone screen went dark.

Simultaneously embarrassed and anxious, I looked around the room. “Uh—yeah—you guys know how it goes, right? Am I right?”

“No,” Bartholomew said.

“Unfortunately, me neither,” Father Grabowski said.

After a tense moment, Bartholomew untied the gag from Sister Nuru’s mouth and cut the zip ties from her wrists.

“You are nothing compared to the power of our Lord and Savior, witch,” Bartholomew said.

“I have absolutely no fucking idea who you are or what you think I am or have done, you psycho sonuvabitch!” Sister Nuru said breathlessly as she quickly stood and moved toward Jimmy. She gave me an evil look and, choking back sobs, said, “And you! Taking a call from your girlfriend while I had a knife to my throat?”

“Yeah, about that—” I started.

“What the fuck is the matter with you people?”

“Get her home, Jimmy,” I said.

“I may be a witch, but I’m not crazy like you sick bastards!” she said through her flood of tears. Jimmy gently took her arm and coaxed her out of the abandoned church. “Murder and misogyny, that’s your religion! All of you! You believe in nothing! You create and nurture nothing! Nothing is what you are! Nothing!”

Her voice trailed off into the night, the remains of an angry curse or furious prayer.

“You killed my partner,” Bartholomew said once Sister Nuru was gone.

“Which one?” I said. “The ex-army pledge in the black Ford Galaxie? Or the one who tried to kill him at the house in Grosse Pointe Park?” For a split second Bartholomew appeared confused. “Seems like instead of two-to-a-bowl, somebody put three in this particular one. Maybe you weren’t doing the job fast enough. Either way, it doesn’t matter. Both of ’em are dead. And that leaves you looking like the weak link in the Deus X chain.”

The hollowed-out body of the abandoned church fell into an eerie silence, save for the occasional burst of cold wind that whistled through its bones.

Bartholomew nodded. “Agreed.”

“I don’t give a microscopic pinch of rat shit if you ‘agree’ or not,” I said. “Fact of the matter is, you’ve been played from the second you took this assignment. Your search for the truth has been predicated on a lie. Now, if you want the truth, let’s get to it. And if all you want is more killing, then let’s get to it.”

Bartholomew pointed to the rafters.

“Why don’t you take the rest of the night off, Tomás,” I called out.

“You’re kidding, right?” Tomás said from the shadows. “And leave you and the old man with this batshit puta sonuvabitch?”

“We’re veterans,” I said, meeting Father Grabowski’s eyes. “We can take care of ourselves.”

“Hoowaa,” Father Grabowski said.

“Some dude once said, ‘Stupid is as stupid does,’” Tomás said. “Your funerals. I’m out.” Clamoring and grunting in the rafters, Tomás muttered, “Cockroaches. I fucking hate cockroaches.”

Then he was gone.

At least I was fairly certain he was gone.

Father Grabowski started walking toward me and Bartholomew.

“Be very careful, gentlemen,” Bartholomew said. “I still have weapons with which, I assure you, I’m quite proficient.”

“And I’ve got a Bic pen, shithead.”

Father Grabowski held out the laptop. “I have the most powerful of weapons, son: the truth.”

Bartholomew gave each of us a hard look.

“We’ll see.”
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Brother Bartholomew read through the voluminous documents Lucy had uncovered in the deep digital archives of Viam Crucis Divinity School’s administrative body. Transcripts of disturbing conversations. Unsettling allegations. Relentless examinations from the dean and the provost. Photos of the student members involved in what they themselves called the Electus Virtuous.

And one muddy fifty-year-old photo.

A coroner’s picture along with two coroner’s reports: one original, the other hastily falsified.

The picture was a head-and-shoulders cadaver close-up of a second-year divinity student named Richard Carlisle.

The falsified report concluded Carlisle’s death was accidental “food-induced tracheal impingement, i.e., asphyxiation.”

The first report was the ugly, unvarnished truth written only hours before the second report was submitted to Boston PD: Carlisle had hanged himself in his dorm room.

Carlisle, not unlike most of the other members of Electus Virtuous, was a “legacy” student; powerful white money perpetuating the ongoing churn of rich white privilege from business and politics to religion. The scandal of an eighteen-year-old student’s divinity school suicide could most certainly disrupt such a time-honored flow of donations for degrees, calling into serious, embarrassing question a two-hundred-year-old Catholic school’s reputation.

Brother Bartholomew’s eyes were red and flooded as he read. Tears streamed down his now ruby-red cheeks.

There was a barely perceptible rocking of his body, as if he were trying to comfort himself in the midst of a waking nightmare.

“This isn’t true,” he muttered as he scrolled through the documents. “It—can’t be true!”

“What does your heart tell you, son?” Father Grabowski said.

All the assassin could do was look at the old man through wet eyes, shaking his head in both denial and shock. Then he went back to scrolling through the records and photographs Lucy had culled.

“Listen,” I said quietly, cautiously. “I need to call my girlfriend back—”

Without taking his eyes off of the horror unfolding on Lucy’s laptop, Brother Bartholomew extracted his Italianmade 9mm semi-automatic from a hip rig and pointed it rock-steady at my head.

“If I don’t call her back in the next five minutes, she’s going to make a very long-distance call to a cop I know,” I said.

“Ms. Stadtmueller,” the killer said without lifting his eyes from the laptop screen. “The ‘Dutch’ girl, as the bishop has referred to her—even if she is Somali and German living in Norway.”

My blood ran cold.

“So, you have been in touch with McKinney?” I said.

“Initially,” Bartholomew said. “He provided some—background—on the situation.”

“‘Background,’” I said. “He was the Judas goat, luring you and your little gang of head cases to do his bidding.” I took a breath. “I’m making my call. Shoot me or don’t, Bartholomew. I don’t give a shit.”

Reluctantly, he nodded and stowed away his gun.

I slowly brought my phone out of a pocket and backed away from Father Grabowski and Bartholomew as much as I could while making sure I was still in Bartholomew’s approving line of sight.

I called Tatina.

“August!” she said.

“Yeah, hi,” I whispered into my phone. “Listen, I’m still at work, but everything’s okay.”

“You’re sure?” Tatina said. “I don’t have to call DCI Cowling?”

“No,” I said. “Whatever you do, do not call Cowling. That would be the bad thing to do.”

“You’re positive?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.”

“You’d better,” she said.

Immediately after the call I slowly walked back to Father Grabowski and Brother Bartholomew. The laptop was now closed. Though his cheeks were glistening from his tears, Bartholomew calmly said, “I’ll need time to verify this information.”

“It’s verified!” I pointed to Father Grabowski. “He doesn’t have any more time for bureaucratic bullshit! Men have died for a goddamn lie! It’s over!”

“It’s over when I say it’s over!” Bartholomew brought out his gun and pointed it again at me.

A popping sound from the shadows. Bartholomew’s gun flew out of his hand and skidded on the dirty altar floor. He stood quickly and let fly one of his arsenal of knives at an advancing figure.

Bartholomew reached for a third knife, but by then the barrel of the gun’s silencer was snugged to the center of his forehead.

The same 9mm semi-auto Bartholomew pulled on me and one I’d seen before: an Italian Pardini GT9.

My house.

The brief visit from Parker, the retired Houston sheriff’s deputy and Bishop McKinney’s chauffer.

“Missio tua finita est. Nunc ad pacem esto,” Parker said to the assassin. Your mission is over. Be now at peace.

Bartholomew, near weeping, nodded.

“I’m guessing you don’t just drive the bishop’s fat ass around,” I said to the Black man in the black suit holding the expensive Italian gun.

“I am Compliance,” Parker said.

“What the hell does that even mean?”

“It means this is over,” Bartholomew said quietly, Parker’s gun still pressed to his forehead. “I—apologize for any—unease—I’ve caused you, Father Grabowski. I will take my leave of you in hopes of your forgiveness and that of my Heavenly Father.”

“You’re not gonna shoot this man, are you?” Father Grabowski said, taking a bold step closer to the much larger Parker. “There’s been enough killing in the name of God and the church! Enough killing in my name!”

“I am Compliance,” Parker repeated, his steely eyes still holding Bartholomew in their grip. “Remember the second-century Encratites?”

“Uh—no?” I said.

“Theodosius the Great outlawed that Gnostic sect nearly two millennia ago,” Father Grabowski said to me.

“Still, tha’d be a hard no,” I said.

Parker smiled and cut his eyes to Father Grabowski. “What’s old is new again, Father. Only this time we can eat meat, and we look kindly on the sanctity of marriage.” He lowered his weapon from Bartholomew’s head. “While the actions of Brother Bartholomew and his organization are hardly sanctioned by the church, they are intentionally left unacknowledged. Until a specific situation requires a course correction. Such as this one.”

“You knew all along about the bishop, didn’t you?” I said.

“I knew half of the story,” Parker said. “You provided the rest, Mr. Snow.”

“Is your name even Parker? Or is everybody in your department named ‘Parker’?”

He smiled congenially. “My name is, in fact, Parker. Just Parker. And, no—we’re not the Vatican Office of Criminal Investigations where everybody is ‘Father Petra.’” Bartholomew, his head down, was praying. Parker put a hand on his shoulder and said, “You are no longer lost, brother. Renounce Deus X and we will welcome you back into the flock with open hearts.”

“What I’ve done,” Bartholomew began, “is . . . unconscionable.” He looked up at Father Grabowski, his eyes red and swollen. “Deus X—I—was misled by your Bishop McKinney. We followed the few and ultimately suspect bread crumbs he laid out for us.” He paused to take in a ragged breath. Then he said, “I mean—I meant—only to protect the church. Its young parishioners. Baptized and confirmed. Perhaps—instead of responding so quickly—enthusiastically, maybe I should have asked for—demanded more information. More background and intelligence—”

“Gee,” I heard myself mutter. “Ya think?”

“If it’s my forgiveness you seek, Brother Bartholomew,” Father Grabowski said, placing a boney, liver-spotted hand on the assassin’s shoulder, “you have it.”

“And me?” I said. “How ’bout my forgiveness?”

“Mr. Snow,” Bartholomew said, “I don’t know how I will atone for my actions against you—”

“Begin by praying for the souls of the three men you sent after me—at discount fucking prices, mind you!” I said. “All because the bishop wanted to tie off a bloodstain from his college youth by sending Father Grabowski down.”

Then . . .

. . . from the darkened rafters . . .

“That’s it?”

Tomás.

Parker and Brother Bartholomew spun and fired several shots into the shadowed rafters.

After the echo of Parker’s and Bartholomew’s gunfire receded, Tomás said, “Jesus! It was just a fucking question, you sanctimonious knuckle-fuckers!”

“He’s got a point,” I said to Parker and Bartholomew. “Not the ‘knuckle-fucker’ part. But even the evidence we presented of Deke’s malfeasance and possibly murder is too old and dispersed to verify and too circumstantial to prosecute. So whatever you—whatever I—decide to do about the bishop comes under the heading of ‘off book.’”

“A man that studieth revenge keeps his own wounds green,” Father Grabowski said. “I don’t need vengeance, August. I need rest.”

“Then me!” I said. “I need a piece of Deke’s ass nailed to my wall. He’s responsible for three low-rent thugs and a Deus X pledge trying to cash in on killing me.”

Parker said, “We’ll take it from here, Mr. Snow—”

“The hell you will.”

I whipped out my weapon and held it inches from Parker’s nose.

“Is that a—ballpoint pen, Mr. Snow?” Parker gave an enigmatic smile, then said, “You have something in mind? Something that does not require more blood sacrifice?”

“I do indeed.”

I told Father Grabowski and Brother Bartholomew what my intentions were. And I specifically told Bartholomew and Parker the one thing they could do to get right with me. Reluctantly, they agreed to participate. Only Father Grabowski declined, saying, “All I want now is a cup of tea and my bible. Maybe a Western later.”

“Try Duel at Diablo,” I said. “Sidney Poitier, James Garner. Not the best. Far from being the worst.”

Then I heard the soft echo of snoring.

“Tomás?” I said to the geometric jumble of cathedral shadows.

“We about done here?”
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On the drive back to my house, Father Grabowski said, “‘Only fools rush in where angels fear to tread.’”

“Psalms?”

“Fortune cookie,” he said. “I got a lot of inspiration for at least a third of my homilies from fortune cookies. Still, August—are you sure you want to do this?”

“It’s the way forward, old man,” I said. “My way forward.”

Sunlight was beginning to peek over the horizon by the time we got back to my house. I suggested we throw the clothes we had worn to our meeting with Brother Bartholomew—including our shoes—in a garbage bag, then take hot showers; the abandoned church was filled to overflowing with all manner of vermin and the last thing I wanted to bring home was half of the creepy-crawly Arthropoda world. After we both cleaned up, I made the old man breakfast, even though he denied being hungry.

“How’d you know where I was going last night, old man?” I said as we ate.

“You told me you were going out late,” he said. “Hardly anyone goes out that late for any good reason. I called Tomás and Jimmy. Let them know you might need backup. Tomás and I followed you in his truck.”

“You shouldn’t read that much into a simple conversation, Father,” I said. Simultaneously I thought either Tomás had gotten really good at tailing me or I had gotten really bad at noticing a pickup truck driven by a two-hundred-forty-pound tattooed Mexican man behind me.

Finishing breakfast, I told the old priest to get some shut-eye.

“While you do what?” he asked, mounting the staircase.

“Ruminate on my future,” I said after a sip of hot mud.

“I’ll put in a prayer for you,” the old man said as he slouched his way upstairs.
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I was wearing a charcoal-gray Tom Ford Windsor Base Sharkskin suit, white shirt, no tie and black suede penny loafers when Tomás and I arrived at the Detroit bishop’s residence two mornings later. Tomás was wearing black Tony Lama linesman boots, starched black jeans with creases that could cut rib eye, a highly polished silver and turquoise studded belt, which looked like he’d won a championship lucha libre wrestling match, white sleeveless undershirt and a black Carhartt chore jacket. This ensemble had long been Tomás’s idea of Sunday worship formal wear. I had told him weapons weren’t necessary. Still, I detected a telltale bulge under his left armpit.

“I take it you’re carrying?” I said to Tomás as we walked with gangsta swagger to Bishop McKinney’s office. “I thought I said—”

“You’re not the boss of me,” Tomás said gruffly.

“What are you? Twelve?”

Seated outside of the bishop’s office was the young, impossibly thin, bespectacled priest and secretary to the archbishop, Father Brown.

When he saw us, he panicked.

Standing from his desk, he frantically waved “jazz hands” at us to stop. “No! No, Mr. Snow! No! You—he’s in a very important—”

“Tomás,” I said. “This is Father Brown. The Brits love this guy! Like Pee-wee Herman in a priest’s frock!”

Tomás put a big arm around the young priest’s narrow shoulders. “I was raised a Humanist Jew, but I’d like to know more about Catholicism. You know how rebellious us kids can be. Maybe you could tell me about the conversion process? Is there any math involved? Let’s get a cup of coffee, you and me.”

“But—”

“Coffee,” Tomás reiterated. “Now, little brother.”

Tomás opened his jacket just enough to show Father Brown the grip of his gun.

As the two men toddled off, I opened the heavy double doors to Bishop McKinney’s office.

Seems I was interrupting a heated conversation between the bishop and Father Petra. Sitting next to Father Petra was Parker, looking unbothered and composed. As if all was right with the world. I entered and Parker stood.

“Dammit, Parker!” McKinney said as he pointed a pudgy finger at me. “Get him the hell outta here! In fifteen hours, I’m on a flight to Rome. Whatever little problems, requests or beseechments you may have, August—save ’em for the next guy in this chair!”

“I’m afraid Mr. Snow is here at my invitation,” Parker said.

“Your—Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” McKinney stood and pounded his fists on his desk. “You’re my driver! You pick up my dry cleaning and drive me to lunch! Just who in bloody hell do you think you are?”

“I,” Parker said calmly, “am Compliance.”

Bishop McKinney’s jaw went slack and his eyes widened. He flopped back into his chair, as if blown over by a bitter, cold wind.

Father Petra stood and, much to my surprise, gave a quick, slight bow to Parker.

“You—you’re a liar,” McKinney muttered to Parker.

“I am,” Parker said. “But only in the pursuit of truth. And the truth, Bishop, is you’ve been a very, very bad boy. Would that be your assessment, Father Petra?”

“Bishop,” Father Petra said, “I can find nothing—not one iota!—of any evidence of maleficence on Father Grabowski’s part. He has served the church and the Franciscan Order in exemplary fashion.”

“He cheats at cards,” I said with a shrug.

“He has not once displayed abusive or aberrant behavior in over sixty years as a Franciscan priest!” Father Petra continued. “You can end this, Bishop! Or at the very least bring about a peaceable delay while I investigate further!”

Tomás entered the room. In the distance I could hear Father Brown banging on a door, pleading to be freed from whatever room he was in.

“No,” I said. “He couldn’t, Father Petra. He doesn’t want you to investigate further. His brass ring is within reach—a nice garden-view office in Vatican City. The ear of the pope. Like going from dishwasher to regional manager at Stuckey’s!”

“They still around?” Tomás said.

“Ask Deke about the Electus Virtuous,” I said.

McKinney went ashen.

“Electus Virtuous?” Petra said, his eyes darting between me, Parker and the bishop. “What’s that? What is he talking about?”

I walked to the chair once occupied by Parker the driver, sat and crossed my legs.

“You want to tell ’em, Deke?” I said. “Or shall I?”

“Vicious rumor,” the bishop croaked. “Spurious speculation. And just—just damned lies! Jealousy!”

I began my story fifty years ago when Bishop McKinney had been a junior enrolled in Viam Crucis Divinity School. A legacy student whose wealthy New Haven, Connecticut, parents were influential because of their massive donations to area Catholic churches and charities. A fortune gathered and jealously guarded since the family’s generations-old beginnings of selling nutmeg (said to have been cut with wood shavings). Conservatively devout Catholics and politically well-connected.

McKinney was intellectually sharp and grew to be politically astute. He’d been the pride and joy of his family, who were all the prouder and more joyous with their son’s decision to study divinity before entering the priesthood. Having power and play in American politics was one thing. Building and maintaining family influence in the Vatican was a higher calling.

“How’m I doing so far, Deke?” I said. “Every shred of your perverted young divinity school life is on a laptop, including the morgue photo of some poor second-year student and a falsified police report.”

“I’m—this is ridiculous!” Deke said, pounding his desk with a fist. He reached for the iPhone in his suit coat. “I’m calling the police—”

Father Petra walked briskly around the bishop’s desk and yanked the phone from McKinney’s hand.

“I am the police, Bishop,” Father Petra said. “I represent the sovereign nation-state of Vatican City, of which you are a citizen. And I have handcuffs.” Petra resumed his seat, then looked at me and said, “Continue.”

“You like power,” I said to Bishop McKinney. “Love it, in fact. Always have. Love the viselike grip it has on people, don’t you?” He simply glared at me, his jaw flexing, his carotid arteries pulsing. I kicked his desk. “Don’t you!”

“Power is how shit gets done!” he bellowed. “Power is what moves the sheep as a herd! It’s the fire that burns dead wood and allows for new growth! Power is not a sin! It’s not a crime! Only simpletons—fools!—think in those absolutist, provincial terms!”

I turned to Father Petra. “He used his power to play games with other legacy students at the school. He started Electus Virtuous. Pledging the club was Dante’s auto-erotic and bestial circle of hell. The young, influential Henry McKinney had a theory: only the strong—mentally, physically and spiritually strong—could withstand the upclose-and-personal temptation of carnal sin. The young McKinney would pay for young sex workers—teenage girls and boys to test the steel, so to speak, of new pledges while you secretly watched.”

“I was testing them for the benefit of the church!” McKinney shouted. “To know their moral, spiritual strength! Their resolve in fighting temptations! I don’t have time for this!”

Angrily, McKinney stood.

“Sit the fuck down, Your Holy-Shittiness,” Tomás growled.

McKinney sat.

“Membership had its privileges,” I said. “Sex, money, debauched weekend club trips. And it also demanded secrecy. But above all else—loyalty. And you imposed a steep price for disloyalty. Remember Richard Carlisle—the second-year divinity student, Deke? The one whose murder was sold as food asphyxiation? He paid that price for calling your power into question, didn’t he?”

McKinney stood again. Pounded a chubby fist on his desk. “I have grown tired of your baseless accusations and vulgar flights of fancy. I have a plane to catch, gentlemen.”

Before he could round his desk, Parker had his chest in McKinney’s beet-red face.

“Sit down, Bishop,” Parker said.

“Get out of my way!”

“Sit.”

“Out of my way, you pathetic nig—”

Parker smiled. Then he put a firm hand on the bishop’s shoulder and pressed McKinney back into his chair.

Crimson-faced, veins pulsing, McKinney looked up at his Black driver.

“Parker,” he said softly. “I didn’t mean—you know I’m not—”

“Maybe you didn’t personally garrote your schoolmate. People like you, Deke, are good at getting others to do your bidding,” I said. “Like Deus X.”

The room took on the feel of hermetically sealed silence.

“We were . . . just boys,” McKinney said at last. “Impetuous, stupid boys.”

“Here’s the real kicker,” I said. “After you became a priest, you began your quick climb of the church ladder. IBM, GM, Ford, the church—it was all the same to you. Levels of management. Profit/loss statements. Quarterly reports. One of your other club buddies—a priest by this time, too—wrote to you maybe thirty years ago and said he could no longer live with the guilt and shame of his participation in your little divinity school club. He was going to confess to his local diocese. And you couldn’t have that, could you?”

Deke stared at me, hard and dry-eyed. The veins in his thick neck gave away his quickened pulse.

“You used Father Grabowski to solve your problem,” I continued. “Didn’t even know him. On paper he was just some young Franciscan schmuck assigned to Mexico. By then, you were high up enough in the organization you could change and manipulate assignments. And that’s what you did. That’s how you got rid of your remaining witnesses. Through a young Franciscan priest fresh from his duty in Vietnam. Father Grabowski. Transfer orders typed on official-looking diocese paper. Paper that smelled like freshly ironed linen under a warm Mexican sun. Watermarked second sheets you’d taken from Viam Crucis Divinity School.”

“Speculation,” McKinney said. “You’ve proven nothing save for your power of imagination.”

“Father Grabowski was the last domino that needed to fall. That’s when you invited Deus X to come in,” I said, looking back at his opened office doors. In a louder voice, I added, “And that’s where Deus X came in!” After a pregnant pause, I said, “Jesus! Can’t anybody take a cue anymore?”

Two seconds later, Brother Bartholomew came through the doors, his suppressed 9mm handgun leveled at the bishop.

The look of terror on McKinney’s face was genuine, made all the more real by the two bullets barely missing his head, burying themselves in his plush desk chair. McKinney tumbled out of the chair and pushed his trembling body into a corner.

“I thought we agreed—no live ammo,” I said to Brother Bartholomew as he passed me.

Bartholomew was pointing his weapon down at the cowering bishop. He pulled the trigger three more times. Each time, a metallic click. No bullets.

“What do you want?” McKinney cried out. “I won’t take the Vatican job! Okay? I promise! I won’t take it! I’ll step down!”

I walked around his desk and inserted myself between Bartholomew and the bishop.

“Is that what you think I want?” I said softly. “Geez. Come on, Deke. We’re old pals! You should know me better than that by now.” I put a hand on his quivering shoulder. “No, I want you to take the job! But here’s the deal: when somebody from Detroit calls—when I call—make sure you pick up the goddamn phone. Pick it up and get me what I want. Understand? Including reinstatement of Father Grabowski to the Franciscans.”

I stood, gently pulled Bartholomew away and gestured to Tomás that it was time to go.

As the three of us walked to the door I said, “Your flight’s in fifteen hours, Deke. Get packing! You’ve got a first-class window seat. Brother Bartholomew has the aisle seat next to you. And may the peace of the Lord be with you.”
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Bishop Henry “Deke” McKinney made it to Rome. In what he had hoped would be a triumphant moment in an illustrious career, Bishop McKinney found himself escorted into Vatican City by one of the many “Father Dominioni Petras” working at the Vatican Office of Criminal Investigations. No pomp and circumstance. No flutter of doves or trumpeting seraphim. Just a broken man, bled of secrets and sins, delivered to a gilded cage. Watching over him through a crosshair telescope was the Deus X assassin named Brother Bartholomew.

I imagine the Vatican knew very well of the bishop’s manipulative and possibly murderous past. His type was nothing new to them; they had afforded the same house arrest conditions to the now mercifully dead Boston Archbishop Bernard Law who, after his ignominious fall from grace, continued life in Rome as a cardinal.

But even the worst of sinners have their uses.

“That’s a whole other department!” McKinney whined from his carefully watched office in Vatican City. “I have no say in that! I can’t—”

“You can,” I said. “And you will. If you can’t be useful to me, you’re of no use to anyone.”

I had the sense his phone was bugged by the Vatican Office of Criminal Investigations. I also had the very distinct inkling the “Father Petra” I knew found some measure of cynical amusement in listening to this call several times before erasing it.

The week I’d planned to help Father Grabowski move back to Jimmy’s house before my return to Oslo, I heard an NPR Morning Edition story about the church “fast-tracking” the canonization of Venerable Pierre Toussaint (1766–1853) and Servant of God Mary Lange (c. 1784–1882), two African-American Catholics soon to be designated “saints.”

“This sudden move to canonize Pierre Toussaint and Mary Lange,” the public radio reporter said, “couldn’t it be viewed through the cynical lens of revitalizing a weakened church through a campaign to widen the base of middle-class African-American parishioners? How would you answer that, Father Montanelli?”

The priest, on the phone from Rome, laughed heartily. “Well, you see—that’s part of the problem! We live in a cynical age! An age that insists on myopically peering into the shadows, looking for cracks in the foundation instead of seeking—embracing—a horizon of light! The Venerable Pierre Toussaint and Servant of God Mary Lange are two magnificent examples of having lived amazing spiritual lives. Lives that reflected the Word of God and the immense, miraculous charity of Jesus Christ. Inspirations well beyond American borders. And I’m proud, very proud indeed, of this pope and the Holy See for bringing these two canonized African-Americans closer to the sainthood they so richly deserve!”

A good answer.

Unfortunately, the priest from Rome had no answer for the reporter’s follow-up question concerning an Italian billionaire’s donation of a five-million-euro work of digital art depicting Jesus as different ethnicities from around the world. A “non-fungible token” that, after its installation in the Vatican’s main gallery, began displaying the sepia-toned black-and-white photos of the faces of Native American and Native Canadian children; the nameless dead of “residential schools.” A single question in fifteen languages faded in and out over the faces: “Why is the path to White Man’s Heaven paved with the bones of Native Peoples?”

“The pope has sincerely apologized for this most regrettable history,” the Italian priest said. “And we are vigorously pursuing ways to mend the church’s broken relationship with Native peoples around the world.”

The interview ended.

My doorbell rang.

It was Detective Captain Leo Cowling, looking dapper as ever. He wore his gold shield outside of his deep purple lightweight turtleneck and black leather motorcycle jacket. Guess he wanted any of my neighbors peeking out from behind curtain sheers to know he was “official” and a potential embarrassment to me as a police presence.

“Well, isn’t this a semi-pleasant surprise,” I said, opening the door. “Here to arrest me for something? Anything?”

“That would be the icing on the cake. But no,” Leo said, a faint smile forming on his handsomely carved obsidian face.

I invited him in.

“Coffee?” I said.

“Yeah, I’ll take a cup.”

“Straight up, espresso, cappuccino, latte?”

Cowling saw my fancy coffee machine on the kitchen counter. “Oh, damn, Tex-Mex! It’s good to be king, even if you’re a shitty one! How ’bout a vanilla macchiato, light cinnamon.”

“Like I said—straight up, espresso, cappuccino or latte.”

“Black, no cream, double sugar.”

“No sugar, just that Stevia sugar substitute,” I said. “Us folk gotta watch out for diabetes.”

“By ‘us,’ who am I talking to?” he said. “The Black Snow? Or the Latino Snow?”

“I am one with the ethnic universe.”

As I made his coffee, Leo took a seat at my kitchen counter. He casually looked around, nodding approvingly.

“Nice place,” he said. “Could use a woman’s touch to make it look less—I don’t know—boring.”

I served his brew. “So, what brings you by, Detective Captain Gold Shield?”

“It is pretty, isn’t it?” he said, looking down at his shiny badge. A quick polish with the sleeve of his turtleneck. “You know how you have a tendency to make shit unnecessarily complicated? I mean, somebody slaps you upside yo peanut-shaped head, suddenly everybody’s aiming fifty-millimeter chain guns at each other? Well, sometimes, Snow, life just ain’t that complicated. That priest in Troy that was strung up over his altar? Simple, uncomplicated revenge murder. A professor of comparative religious studies at Oakland University found out his eight-year-old altar boy son had been ‘touched’ by the priest. Teacher-of-the-Year went shit-house crazy. Video has him buying the rope at Home Depot twenty miles away. Printed that card with the X on it off his home computer. Based it on some old-ass Vatican story about X-something-or-other. Dudes like Knights Templar, only with sharper swords and shorter tempers. Can’t say I blame Teacher-of-the-Year.”

“Can’t blame him at all,” I said.

“Killer Teach walks into the Troy police department couple days ago, cryin’ his eyes out, confesses to the whole damn thing,” Leo said. “Troy cops get the win, DPD gets paid for the assist. See, life just ain’t complicated sometimes, Snow. Sometimes you just have to accept the easy W.”

“I suppose so,” I said before taking a sip of my capp. “So, let me guess—you’re just here to brag?”

“Why else would I choose to socialize with you?”

“True enough.”

“Life ain’t always gotta be shocka-locka-boom-boom, Snow.”

“I really hate these rare times when I have to agree with you,” I said.

“I know,” Leo said with a wide grin.

Cowling stood and looked around once again. “Somehow, this ain’t how I pictured a millionaire living.”

“Ever hear of Warren Buffett?”

“The ‘Oracle of Omaha’?” Cowling said. “Sure. But even his regular-ass crib makes yours look like a crack house.”

“Always a pleasure, Leo,” I said.

“Good coffee, Snow,” he said. “Maybe I come back for more.”

“Without a warrant? Tha’d be nice.”

Before he left, we did the unthinkable: we shook hands.

After Cowling left, I made myself another Detroit Bold French Dark Roast cappuccino and a cup of Father Grabowski’s foul-smelling witch’s tea and took both upstairs. I had intended to move him back in with Jimmy, but shuttling him back and forth had proven exhausting for him. He could stay with me longer just to get a little wind back in his sail.

It was time to rouse the old man so he could enjoy another day of not being literally under the gun. I figured we’d enjoy our morning drinks, then I’d take him for a late breakfast at Schmear’s Deli.

I knocked on his bedroom door, then shouldered my way in.

“Hey, old man—time to—”

Father Grabowski lay on the twin bed, dressed in his brown Franciscan frock and well-worn sandals, rosary looped around his right thumb, both hands holding his fifty-year-old bible to his chest.

He was gone.

I put my coffee and his tea on the small writing desk in the room, dragged the desk chair next to his bed and sat. I put a hand on his cold hands and muttered, “Leave ’em wanting more, eh, old man? Jesus . . .”

Then, while hot tears stung my eyes and cut molten trails into my cheeks, I heard myself recite The Lord’s Prayer.

In Latin.

I made his funeral arrangements with Elena, Sylvia, Carmela and Lucy. I had wanted him buried somewhere where I could reminisce on a bright summer’s day while looking at his headstone and eating a sandwich. He had long ago chosen cremation. Still, I bought him a casket because I knew people would want a viewing. He would have his way with cremation, but his ashes would rest in the coffin. I imagine he couldn’t care less what was done with his remains.

It wasn’t hard finding pallbearers. Half of Detroit wanted to bear his body to its final resting place.

Father Oliver “Big O” Burkholtz of the Capuchins said he’d be proud to be a pallbearer. I thanked him and told him he’d be joined by Rabbi Mira Solomon, Imam Mouhammed Al-Sharif, Jimmy and Carlos.

“What about you?” Big O said.

“Other plans.”

How do you fit the miracle of a man’s life into a two, three-page oratory?

“Think you can do it?” I’d asked Jimmy.

“I—I don’t think I can get through a speech, Mr. Snow,” Jimmy said, choking up. “I—just don’t—”

“I understand,” I said with a hand on his shoulder.

Tatina had asked if I wanted her to fly in. She had formed a warm attachment with Father Grabowski.

“No,” I said. “Stay there. I don’t even want to do this.”

“It’s losing another family member,” Tatina said. “You shouldn’t be alone, August.”

“I’ll be fine.”

The day of his funeral at Ste. Anne’s Basilica, Father Michael Grabowski, in his pearl-gray casket with polished chrome rails, and I arrived early. All manner of flowers and plants surrounded the old man’s coffin. I made sure his Vietnam War medals for bravery and other army commendations were displayed prominently on his casket along with the photo of him at a protest rally against the Vietnam War in Chicago. Also on his casket was a Franciscan medallion and a folded American flag.

It was closed casket.

Easier for me to stay in character.

And my character that cold spring day was August Octavio Snow, U.S. Marine lieutenant, full dress uniform, standing at attention.

People poured in—several hundred. Old parishioners, new ones, most of Mexicantown, including my neighbors on Markham Street. Ben Breitler came with one of his waitresses. A flow of area priests. A few Baptist reverends, rabbis and imams, a couple pūjari and acharya. Even the leader of an influential local atheist group. Children Father Grabowski baptized fifty years ago and children he’d baptized five years ago.

Then there was Jimmy Radmon.

On Jimmy’s arms were two beautiful women dressed in couture black: Tatina and her mother, Momma Stadtmueller.

Seeing them, I felt the salty burn of my first and only tear on my cheek.

Raindrop on a stone.

Goodbye, old man.

It was an honor to know you.
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There’s a reason why I always buy a first-class window seat and the seat next to me: I don’t want to feel obligated to chitty-chat with a stranger. A lesson I learned the hard way the first time I returned to Oslo to see Tatina.

“And you know why I find the bond market exciting?”

“Gee,” I’d said to the man, who smelled of cigar smoke, Philly cheesesteak and way too much cologne. “Why do you find the bond market exciting?”

For forty-five minutes he’d regaled me with his self-enriching adventures. A torture I would wish upon no man, woman or four-legged beast.

Then he fell asleep.

Snoring, gagging and farting his way across the Atlantic.

I’d related this story to Lucy Three Rivers in hopes she would return to her seat four rows up and across the aisle. A seat that, not unlike mine, offered first-run movies, video games, premium wine and liquor, classy snacks, extra butt room and hot towels.

“Are you trying to get rid of me?” she said, holding a flute of champagne.

“Am I that obvious?” I said.

“I don’t think I like champagne,” she said, turning her nose up at the flute. She thrust the glass toward me. “Here. You finish it. Tastes like bubbly salt water and dirt to me.”

I took the glass and knocked it back.

“Is first-class always this cool?” Lucy said, craning her neck to look out of my bought-and-paid-for window. “I mean, have you ever seen, like, movie stars or hip-hop artists up here? Like Brad Pitt or Drake?”

“I think they have their own planes,” I said. “Like I wish I had right now.”

“You’re rude,” Lucy said. “Are you always this rude when you fly? I mean, does flying make you cranky? I’m telling Tats you’re being a rude asshole.”

“No,” I said. “Don’t do that.” I choked down my pride and added, “Please.”

I had promised Lucy a trip to Oslo some time ago at Tatina’s suggestion. While Carmela and Sylvia were the loving mother influences Lucy needed, Tatina was the big sister she’d always wanted. And I guess that made me the big annoying brother. Not to mention, Lucy had been the primary caregiver to the ladies since Sylvia’s surgery. The kid needed a break.

Tatina and her mother only stayed a couple days after Father Grabowski’s funeral. Momma Stadtmueller had charity engagements, raising money to fight against the various alienation terrors immigrant communities faced in their adopted homeland of Norway. And Tatina, being relatively new and untenured at the university, had classes to teach. She also knew I needed some alone time to process losing a longtime family friend.

I’m not very good at processing loss, especially around people.

After taking care of Father Grabowski’s affairs (light lifting for a Franciscan priest), I didn’t much feel like dealing with the various and sundry ghosts of Mexicantown. His passing brought my own life into a strange, unsettling focus. The focus of being an angry, unsatisfied loner who in his heart wanted to belong to . . . something. A solitary man who kept a firm distance between himself and those he cared about. Those he loved.

I needed a leap of faith.

A trust fall into a closer relationship with the one woman I couldn’t imagine circumnavigating this world without. We made a commitment. But at 35,000 feet above the Atlantic that seemed merely to be, as my beloved father used to say, “half-steppin’.” A hedge against full, complete, breathtakingly terrifying commitment.

I could see myself with no other woman but her.

We were as close to quantum entanglement as humans could ever get without dying and releasing twenty-one grams of essence into space/time.

Lucy talked for another hour straight, bouncing frenetically from one subject to another, excited and overwhelmed by her first trip out of America over the wide ocean.

“Shit!” she said at one point. “I forgot to pack toothpaste!”

“I’ll see if the pilot can turn around,” I said.

Eventually, she fell into a deep, exhausted sleep, her head lolling on my shoulder.

The NFT Lucy and her hacker friend Takashi had created and manipulated prominently inside the Vatican proved not to be a one-off: they had created two such kiosks, the second landing in Temple Square, Salt Lake City, Utah. Overlapping photos of Native children with their white Mormon adoptive families: “How many Native children did you wire-brush the red from their skin in the name of Jesus, LDS?”

The FBI was now at least peripherally involved.

Good time for that trip to Norway I’d promised her.

I asked the flight attendant for a blanket and bundled it around Lucy, keeping my arm around her shoulders. I listened to the rhythm of her soft breathing, the thrum of the plane’s engines and watched the blue moonlight skip across the tops of clouds.

This world will always be fraught with monsters and demons who need to be put down.

Let this war against their immeasurable evil continue without me for a while . . .
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