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            Golgoltha

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday–Tuesday–Wednesday

      

      

      

      
        
        There is nothing that keeps wicked men at any one moment out of hell, but the mere pleasure of God.

        — Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Angry Men

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday – late afternoon

      

      

      

      “Mr. Reno,” the receptionist said. This second Mr. Reno of hers more emphatic. And a lot louder. Made my head sort of jerk.

      “I heard you the first time, doll. What?”

      “Brother Marxus will see you now.” Hot damn—finally.

      But no reaction to the receptionist’s squawk from my compadre in the waiting room. Still hanging around though, still angry as hell. The vein in the guy’s forehead swollen, straining skin, ready to burst. The hawk eyes in the desert-scoured face glaring upward, as if searching for prey. His patrician nose straighter than sin, nostrils flaring in resentment. And while the guy’s mouth wasn’t exactly a sneer, it wasn’t a smiley face, either. More grimace, the lips pulled thin over teeth bared and ready to bite.

      But bite what? I couldn’t see anything worth getting that worked up over. He did, though.

      “Mr. Reno, Brother Marxus is waiting,” the receptionist said, foot tap, tap, tapping beneath her desk.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Gimme a minute. Okay?” I walked my eyes a little closer to the pissed-off dude.

      His neck muscles clenched, jaws locked—probably stifling a mouthful of wrathful words. But this guy was way beyond just fuming over the jam he was in. The words wanted out.

      Corded muscles knotted the arms. Hard pectorals bunched on the chest, then a taut six-pack before you got to the loincloth. And below the loincloth, leg muscles like coiled springs, ready to roar the guy heavenward. Checked, however, by iron nails pegging body to wood.

      At the foot of the cross, a burnished copper plaque, letters raised in relief:

      
        
        my god, my god, why hast thou forsaken me

      

      

      No exclamation point, no question mark to help frame the words. No need. This Christ on the Cross was one pissed-off dude. Period.

      Well, that made two of us. Except now, unlike Jesus, I was next in line to see the Priory of Golgotha’s head of security.

      “Mr. Reno,” the receptionist yapped yet again.

      “I hear you. Just give me a sec.” I rubbed the back of my neck, rolled my shoulders. “Sort of stiff—just so you know.” Witch.

      My rear had been glued to a hard wooden chair in the waiting room for what had seemed like an eternity—not Eternity with a capital E, but long enough. And He was all I’d had to look at to occupy my time. No magazines, no pictures on the walls, not even a Bible hanging around for amusement. Plenty of neglect though. Place looked like it hadn’t been hoovered and dusted since Tricky Dick Nixon waved good-bye.

      And nary a word from the do-nothing receptionist. She’d sat there ignoring me. Maybe they’d hired her to just gaze at the guy on the cross. Maybe that’s all they’d wanted me to do, too.

      So maybe that’s what Hell is. Doing the same thing over and over—a Sisyphus and his rock sort of gig. No relief in sight.

      But I’m no expert. I never paid attention in religion class. The nun’s droning always made me sleepy. And that’s how I’d felt, sitting there in that too-warm waiting room, contemplating Christ on His Cross—sleepy. I might even have drifted off. Until that damned receptionist had bitch-squawked me awake.

      But I was up and moving now. So maybe this had only been Purgatory.

      “This way, please, Mr. Reno.” Insistent and three steps into the hallway already. “Brother Marxus abhors unpunctuality.”

      “Yeah, don’t we all—lead on, Macduff.” Quite the chatty little thing now, wasn’t she.

      Out from behind her desk, the receptionist wasn’t a bad-looking woman, if you were stuck on a cross. Otherwise, the sort of chick it’s best to run from. And fast.

      Instead, I flipped Jesus a gunman’s salute and followed her decidedly not-a-nun, slit-skirted rear down the hallway for my appointment with the priory’s security honcho. Now I should be pumped, right? Finally gonna meet this Marxus chump.

      And so why, you might ask, wasn’t I all giddy about seeing Golgotha’s very own private cop? Well, maybe, just maybe, because my morning had begun a tad too early today. At least for me. Given the circumstances.
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            A Merry Assignment

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday – early morning

      

      

      

      The calendar on my office wall had let me know today was Monday. The month and the date were up there, too. November the fourteenth. In the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and eighty-eight. Plastered right there along with a Miss November decked out like a Pilgrim lass, almost demure in all the right places.

      The weak sunlight filtering through the grime that coated my office window reminded me the workday morning had barely begun. The dull thudding in my head confirmed what I’d thought last night—drinking all alone in my apartment on a Sunday evening wasn’t the wisest of choices in an otherwise delightful and action-packed universe.

      But if all we ever made were wise choices, where would fun fit in?

      So now here I was, a somewhat grumpy shamus sitting alone in my one-man, two-room, private investigation bureau trying to dissolve half a hangover with aspirins and crappy coffee that tasted like hot tar on my tongue.

      Just sitting there wishing Sharlett would walk out of her travel agency across the hall and into my office, last month’s Travel+Leisure issue cuddled against her petite but perky chest, a come-hither smile lighting her face, long dark hair begging for my touch, even longer legs on stiletto heels hinting at delights I had yet to encounter.

      That’d brighten my mood, clear my head for sure. Maybe even make the coffee taste better. Sharlett had before. But not today. Too damn early, remember?

      On my outer office door, small gold letters proclaimed who and what awaited her within:

      
        
        harry reno

        confidential investigations

      

      

      Small letters, because gold ain’t cheap, and I am. No secretary prowled my premises, likewise because I’m cheap. So if you’re desperate, you have to let yourself in. Then you push the buzzer beside the door lettered private and I’ll admit you to my inner sanctum—if I’m there.

      And I was. Nice and early. On a Monday morning. Penelope’s choice, not mine.

      The outer door opened. I knew it would. The inner door buzzed. I expected that, too. But I didn’t holler Come in. Nor did I yell Go away. Maybe I should have, the Go away that is. But I didn’t.

      Instead, I pushed my butt up and out of my boss-of-the-place chair and strode confidently across the office to open the door and greet my visitors. Two strides—small office. Two clients—because Penelope Phair had called before dawn and said there would be two. And she was right, like always—damn her.

      “Harry Reno,” I said, but I’m sure this pair already knew that. I said it anyway. “Won’t you come in and have a seat.” Luckily, I had two of them.

      One was old, the other a bit newer—the clients, not the chairs. The male the older one, the female a couple decades younger, just not young enough to interest Harry Reno, except perhaps intellectually. And that’s how they both looked—intellectual. In a cherubic, freshly scrubbed, pink sort of way.

      They both wore dark blue suits, the gent’s an older, no longer fashionable cut. Like the one hanging in my closet back in my apartment. He sported a clerical collar instead of a tie. The dame’s outfit demure, concealing most of what passed for her femininity—unlike the Pilgrim babe on my wall almost baring it all.

      “We are in disguise, Mr. Reno,” the man said, his voice a whisper, but the smile in his words discounting any real fear of discovery. Pink cheeks—somewhat concealed by a bushy white beard—a red nose, plenty of white hair up top, too. A pudgy build, hands busy rubbing each other with glee, sharp blue eyes softened by a twinkle now and then—like he knew if you’d been naughty but didn’t really care.

      The woman matched him, except for the beard and white hair and pudgy build and rubbing hands. Okay, Monday morning, remember? Descriptive powers at low ebb. She had the same twinkle, though.

      “So when you’re not alias Smith and Jones, who would you be?”

      “Oh, Mr. Reno! She said we’d like you, and we do! We do!” The woman this time, and with the exclamation marks, too.

      “Okay.” Since Penelope Phair wasn’t around, I could chance letting the okays out to roam. “I like myself and Penelope, too.” When she lets me, which wasn’t often lately. Hence my autumnal grumpiness—by the way, you do know Penny hates the Americanization okay, don’t you? Lousy British transplant.

      “Let’s start over.” I needed and wanted control here. “I’m Harry Reno. And you are?” Didn’t work.

      “He is just like she said he would be, isn’t he, Mother?”

      “Oh, yes, Father. So like she said he would be. Isn’t it a blessing?”

      “A miracle,” Father agreed.

      Jesus H. Christ, Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus, sitting right there grinning at me, wanting to hire me. Maybe Sharlett would walk in. She’d be impressed. I wasn’t. Too damn early. I could feel my morning hangover intensifying, creeping around toward the front of my skull again.

      “All right, you two. Penelope said you wanted me to find something that had been ah . . . mislaid. Mislaid, not stolen. Just mislaid. What? The elves take the sleigh and the eight tiny reindeer? And all the presents, too?”

      “Oh, Mr. Reno. You are a caution.” Mrs. Claus taking the lead.

      “A caution indeed, Mother.” St. Nick singing the chorus.

      “But we need your help—desperately.” Two voices chiming as one.

      I opened a desk drawer, glanced hungrily at a bottle of rye, shook the urge off, took out a yellow legal pad instead, pulled the desk’s little writing shelf out, set the legal pad on it, and picked up my quill—figuratively, of course. I don’t think Bic makes ’em anymore.

      “Let’s start with some names. Father who?” I asked.

      “Father Nicholas, Mr. Reno, from the Priory of Golgotha of the Brotherhood of the Son of Man. This is Mother Superior, spiritual head of the Nuns of Golgotha.”

      A gold cross glinted on Santa’s chest, suspended there by yet more gold. Its silver counterpart hung from a more delicate chain between Mother Superior’s, well . . . there on her chest. She really wasn’t that old-looking. Sort of a tight blue suit she had on, emphasizing . . . I wasn’t handling this well. And it probably showed.

      “A name? Or just Mother Superior?” Why I asked I don’t know. I already knew the answer.

      “Yes,” she said. Sweet, but final, challenging me to make the right choice. Or the wrong one. I left it alone, didn’t probe further.

      “So, Father Nicholas, why have you and Mother Superior dropped by? I don’t do donations.” Maybe levity could lever this pair back out the office door. They sure the hell didn’t seem like my kind of clients.

      “It is a serious matter on which we come to consult.” The twinkle disappeared from Father Christmas’s eyes. “Not a subject fit for comedy, Mr. Reno.” Twin beams of blue bored into my soul. I blinked, and his merriment returned.

      “But we were informed you are the best at what you do, and so if levity is necessary, we do so meekly submit ourselves to your care.”

      Yeah, right. This was a Santa Claus even I was having trouble believing in. And not just because it wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet.

      “Okay,” I said. “Tell me why you’re here. I’ll just sit back and take notes. I may have some questions later. Maybe.”

      “We are of the spirituality of the Priory of Golgotha,” Father Nicholas said.

      I already knew that. He’d said it, so had Penelope when she called. I wrote it down anyway—Golgotha. Even spelled it right. I know because I looked it up after they left.

      “Something has been, as you say, mislaid,” Father Nicholas continued. “In all honesty, we fear it stolen. It must be located and returned—whatever the cost.” Nick’s tongue spoke soft words, but his eyes beamed a harder meaning.

      “I don’t do murder, Father Nicholas. Not even for paying clients.” His laugh came back to life but not the twinkle in his eyes.

      “Of course not, my son. Of course not. Such a wit, eh, Mother?”

      A wit? Don’t know about that. But Harry Reno doesn’t have much of a poker face. That much I do know about myself. I wasn’t happy with their cutesy, bullshit banter. And it showed.

      Father Nick took a handkerchief from his sleeve, wiped his forehead for no reason I could detect, scrunched his eyes a couple of times, and blathered on.

      “We apologize, Mr. Reno. I shall speak plainly. A rare, ah . . . document is missing. Its worth is impossible to assay. It is, as they say, one of a kind. Irreplaceable, incapable of reproduction. The pearls of wisdom within not vouchsafed to other mortals. Or so I have been told. I conjecture no living man or woman has ever perused its pages.” Lord, so much for Nick’s plain speaking.

      “And you want it back. Sight unseen by even my green peepers.” I wiggled my eyebrows at Mother Superior. The majority of my two used-to-be girlfriends say I do a lousy Groucho Marx.

      “Yes, Mr. Reno, we do want it back,” Mother Superior assured me, siding with said majority. I caught the edge in the head nun’s assent—Stop with the adolescent bullshit. Hey, I went to Catholic schools back when they all had nuns, and all the nuns sported hickory-hard rulers.

      “Okay, it’s a rare document,” I agreed. “But what does it look like?”

      “A book. A bound diary of sorts. Less than ancient, yet not new.” Father Nicholas wiped at more sweat I couldn’t see. “More like a ledger, I suppose,” he said, and blew his nose. Handkerchief wet now for sure. No detective doubts about that at least.

      “Oh yes, Father. That is it precisely. A ledger,” the head nun said. Ah, the truth at last. Somebody’s lifted the priory’s books. The financial sort.

      “Why thank you, Mother. What a blessing and comfort your support is,” Santa said.

      Oh God. They were back in character again—two actors feeding each other their lines and showering encouragement. They were enjoying it; their audience of one wasn’t.

      “Hey, you two. Let’s talk about the theft. When did you realize the ledger was missing?”

      “A week ago, Mr. Reno,” Father Christmas said.

      “Yes, yes. A week ago,” Mrs. Claus chimed in.

      “Look folks, Father, Mother. You came to me because I’m a professional, right?”

      I held up my hand, palm out to forestall any words of theirs seeping out into the office air. They took the subtle hint and nodded their agreements.

      “This’ll go quicker and be more professional if I ask the questions and one, and only one of you, answers.”

      I glanced at Father Nicholas, then Mother Superior, then back at Good Old St. Nick. They’d caught my drift. And why shouldn’t they—I’d been trained by nuns, my eyes like rulers smacking down my disobedient students.

      Or so I thought.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Reno. Quite so,” Father Nicholas said. “Much the best way. No question about it. And here is who you must speak with at our priory.” He pulled a business card from his coat, pushed it my way. “Brother Marxus. Head of security, don’t you know. And directions. On the back of the card. Golgotha is just ten miles the far side of Rugby. Such a quaint little town. Near the state line.”

      Father Nicholas’s eyes twinkled. His dimples were merry. I wanted to punch him.

      “And here is your retainer. I trust five thousand is sufficient. We shall of course entertain any reasonable expense reimbursements, to be sure.” My anger ebbed a bit.

      “Mother and I must be off now. You will be at the Priory of Golgotha this afternoon? Brother Marxus will be waiting. He will provide you with answers. I am sure he will.”

      Maybe, but the way I read it, Nick wasn’t any more sure about that than I was. I let it slide, though. And that was that—almost.

      Father Nicholas scooted through the door first. As Mother Superior’s legs pranced after him, she turned, her cross dangling . . . well, right there, and said, “Do cash the retainer quickly, won’t you, Mr. Reno? With our bookkeeper missing too, it’s hard to know what’s in the bank.”

      And then in the twinkle of an eye, they both were gone.
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            A Fairy Tale In White

          

        

      

    

    
      I waited until I heard the elevator doors chime. Open—shut. Then I was out of the office and down the back stairs. I came out of the alley in time to see Mr. and Mrs. Claus climbing into their sleigh—a white Rolls-Royce. But not a spit-shined, just-off-the-showroom-floor, Queen E model. Instead, Father Nick and Mother Superior tooled off in a rather dirty and dinged edition of a ’60s Rolls Phantom—the sort down-on-their-luck rock stars might favor—piloted by a black-capped chauffeur, no less. Who was himself nearly the color of his cap.

      Somehow the car didn’t reassure me about the negotiability of my retainer, despite the chauffeur. I headed down the block to my bank and my favorite teller.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Surprise, surprise, Harry. It’s good. Cash it or deposit it?”

      “A little of both, Margaret. I need some traveling money.”

      “It’d be okay if you spent some on me.”

      “We’ll see, babe. We’ll see. Can’t be today, though.”

      “I can wait, Harry. Just not forever.” Good old Margaret, sixty-five if she’s a day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My belief in Christmas and checking accounts somewhat restored, I headed back to my office and took the sole working elevator all the way to the third floor, smiling wide as I ascended. Man, a decent retainer was almost enough to chase my hangover to hell and gone. Maybe a drop or two or three of rye could soften Mr. Coffee’s tar and finish the job.

      As I stepped out of the elevator, there stood Sharlett, the door to her travel agency open, the door to my detective den ajar. Perfect symmetry. Just like Sharlett herself.

      “Harry, you’re back. Your door’s open.”

      “Maybe you ought to come work for me. You’d make a great detective.”

      I moved in close and tried to run my hand through her hair—Sharlett’s mane lends itself to such endeavors. And she’s usually good with it too, but not today. She swatted my hand away.

      “Cut it out, Harry. This is important.” Sharlett and I don’t always agree on the meaning of the word, but it seemed important not to be swatted again, so I tried to appear eager to be enlightened about important stuff.

      “Harry Reno, I swear.” She shook her head, which shook her almost black-as-midnight hair. “You have a client in there.”

      “That is important,” I said. My arm raised my hand toward her hair again. Didn’t make it. Sharlett pulled the arm and the rest of me into her office.

      “Stop it. Leave my hair alone.” Her hand smacked mine. And not playfully, either.

      “What in the hell are you so worked up over?” I asked.

      “She let herself in, Harry. I heard your door open and I thought it was you and I walked over to see how it went with Santa Claus and instead I ran into Snow White.”

      “Whoa, girl. Take a breath. Snow White?”

      “Yeah, a smart-ass Snow White. I asked her if I could help her, and she said, ‘Not unless you’re Harry Reno in drag.’ That’s what she said to me. Can you believe it?”

      I walked across the hall and into my office to see if I could.

      Turned out, maybe I could. Not Disney’s black-haired version, but a Grimm’s Sexy Fairy Tales for Adults Snow White. Tall, not quite my six feet, but close. Lots of white-blond hair brushing her shoulders—a fetching contrast to my own shorter, grayer locks.

      She wore a white whatever that more than hinted at what it wasn’t good at concealing—a full chest and perfect hips. And all of that perched on long legs sporting high heels making her artificially tall, but so what.

      Snow White had green eyes. I have green eyes. But mine can’t do what hers were doing, which was pulling me in without any invitation spoken aloud.

      I stepped close, kissed her. Hard, then soft. She didn’t just let me, she made me. I let go and stepped back. I’m not sure that was my choice, either.

      “So nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Reno.”

      “How do you know I’m not the janitor?” I said. “Are you clairvoyant?” Might as well see if she was both beautiful and educated.

      “Do I peer into the future, Harry?” Okay, beautiful plus educated. “I do, at least when the right question is asked.” Her arms snaked out, slithered over my shoulders, pulled her body close to mine again. White fingernails tickled my ear, flicked across the back of my neck.

      “Want me to foam at the mouth, writhe around on the floor for you? Do my Sibyl stage show act?” Not really. The writhing she was doing standing up suited me just fine.

      “And I’m also Clare O’Toole,” she said. “Not Snow White.”

      Her Delphic, all-knowing smile became a laugh, lips parting, tongue pushing itself out between perfect white teeth. Perfect, just like the rest of her.

      “A sexy Snow White. Right, Harry? That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?” Who the hell was she to tell me what I was thinking? Time to show this Clare broad who was in charge here.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said. My trademark growl. “That’s it.” Didn’t work, though. The Yeahs sounded a bit soft, even to my ears. So did my That’s it. What the hell was going on here?

      “I hope you don’t mind finding me here in your office. I just had this feeling you’d be back soon,” she cooed.

      “I don’t mind at all,” I said, surrender on my face and in my voice. “If you’d called ahead, I wouldn’t have gone anywhere at all—ever.” Her perfume smoky, like incense.

      The door to the travel agency across the hall shut with a bang that rattled its frosted glass. Guess Sharlett had had enough of listening to fairy tales.

      “Why don’t you ask me in, Harry,” Clare O’Toole said. “Then you could offer me a chair, let me sit down and kick off these wicked old high heels. Maybe I’ll be less dangerous. Sitting, you know.”

      I doubted it, but I took her suggestion and opened my inner office door anyway.

      “Won’t you have a seat, Ms. O’Toole.” With a gallant sweep of my hand, I indicated my choice of client chairs.

      Her smile dimpled her cheeks as she glided past me and sat down on my head-honcho throne. Damn, Goldilocks disguised as Snow White.

      I glared down at her from the wrong side of my desk. Shove Ms. O’Toole out of my chair and onto her ass? Nah, she looked too dangerous for that. So instead, I sat in one of my own client chairs and tried looking in charge. Didn’t work.

      “Harry, I want you to find something for me,” she said. “You do that, don’t you?”

      Her irises disappeared. The green in her eyes pooled, beckoned—deep and luminous. A man could fall in and drown. I almost did.

      “All right, sister. Stop it.” I stood up. “Get the hell out of my chair and sit over here.”

      I reached out to yank her up and out, but she went on her own—around the other side of my desk, the side I wasn’t on.

      Clare O’Toole leaned into the desk, her hands splayed on its top, her top— Well, remember I said her white outfit was having trouble concealing the woman beneath? Right now her twins were just hanging there unfettered for all the world to see. So I took a gander, too.

      “So masterful. So in charge. I like you, Harry, I really do.” Snow White edged her way around the rest of my desk and sat where she was supposed to sit.

      “Good. I like me, too. So whose idea was it to inflict you on me this morning?”

      You would have thought those green eyes of hers could finish chasing my hangover away all on their own. And if not, you’d have thought kissing Snow White would have cured me for sure, rye or no rye. Well, you would have thought wrong.

      I stayed gruff and rough. Kiss or no kiss, damn hangover was here to stay.

      “You want a shot?” I said. The rye came out of the drawer. She shook her head no.

      “Well, I do.” First Santa and Mrs. Claus, and now her. But I only poured a short one.

      “Now, if you’ll tell me what you want me to find, I might—just might—decide if I need another client today or not,” I said.

      The vanilla-white lips pouted, the green eyes leaked a few emeralds. “I’m sorry, Harry. Sometimes I come on a little strong. When I sense an attraction.” Oh, she was good, real good. Faking it, but good. I handed her a Kleenex, a snow-white one, of course.

      “Let’s just say a friend suggested I come by today, and leave it at that, shall we?”

      “We can for now,” I assured her. “But not forever. What is it you want me to find, Ms. O’Toole?” The word ledger floating in free fall inside my head.

      “A sister, Harry. I need you to find a sister.” So I’m not clairvoyant. So what.

      “Okay, find your sister.”

      “No, that is not what I said, Mr. Reno.” She meant it to sting, and it did. But, quick as a light switch being flicked off and back on, her softer self purred, “Do try to pay attention, won’t you, Harry?” And without any hesitation, Clare did something quite physical to insure my continued attention.

      When she’d smoothed her outfit back into place again, I said, “Okay, a sister. Whose?”

      “Theirs.” God, but my head hurt. Paying attention to Snow White was too much like real work this morning.

      “Okay—theirs. Who or what is theirs?” I asked.

      “The Brotherhood of the Son of Man, Harry. Ever heard of them?”

      What the hell. Did Snow White sneak a ride here in Santa’s white sleigh? She’d be hard to spot, she being white and the Rolls all white too—inside and out. Unless she parted those legs of hers again. Then you’d pay attention, then you’d know she was there.

      My mind was wandering. I tried to steer myself back on course. “Yeah, maybe I have, in a roundabout way. What, the brothers have sisters?”

      “Their nuns do, Harry.” Oh, yeah. Mother Superior and her heifer herd. What the hell was wrong with my gray matter this morning? Never mix booze with beer, Reno. Never on a lonesome Sunday night. You got that right, Harry. For sure.

      “Okay. So you want me to find one particular sister, is that it?” I asked.

      Her chin tilted up, her white lips parted, a small Yes chirped out, her chin angled back toward her chest, and frost-white hair fell across her face.

      I was out of my league here—way out. And she knew it. Still, I had to try.

      “This sister, she have something you want or do you just miss her?” I asked.

      “Something I want,” Clare said, like she always got what she wanted. Maybe I should introduce her to the little hula girl.

      “What?” I said instead. “Good looks? Boyish charm?” I can be annoying, too.

      “No, Harry. I’ve plenty of the one and no need for the other.”

      And then she did that thing with her legs and dress again. I caught a glimpse of a tattoo on her thigh. A broomstick? What the hell? But Snow White was right—no boyish charm. None at all. Like she said, no need. Not with legs like hers.

      I focused my eyes and my brain back onto the matter at hand.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What does this babe have that you want?”

      “I’m not really sure, Harry. I just know she has it, and I want it. When you find her, you’ll find it. And then I’ll have it, too.”

      Oh God. My head. I stood up.

      “I’m going to pass on this,” I said. “Ethically, I don’t see how I could represent you and the Brotherhood at the—”

      Then she was beside me, convincing me how I could, why I should. It took a while. My arguments were weak, like my flesh.

      She won.

      “I’ll see you at the priory, Harry. Don’t bother searching for me. I’ll find you. Then we’ll look for the sister together. Brother Marxus won’t mind, but no need to mention our little agreement.”

      Her hand went south of my belt again, rubbing its way to the border, emphasizing her admonition. We broke our clutch, she pecked my cheek, and turned as she reached my door.

      “Oh, and Harry—no need to run to the bank with my retainer. It’s good anytime, anytime at all. Just like me.”

      My office door shut, then widened again for a moment, letting words drift in.

      “And I adore your calendar.” Damn, a voice so sultry the fourteenth of November felt more like St. Valentine’s Day. Oh brother, those hips, those legs, those . . .

      I’m not sure I even heard my door shut when Clare finally closed it, but I bet Sharlett did.
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            A Little Traveling Music

          

        

      

    

    
      No problem hearing my apartment door slam shut a while later, though. No problem at all because I was standing right next to it out in the hallway when I pulled it to with less than a gentle tug. Damn Penelope Phair. I might have kicked the door, too.

      “Harry, are you all right?” Blue-gray hair above an inquiring face, gnarled hands smoothing a red-and-white-checked apron. Concern sparkling in still-bright blue eyes. The scent of pumpkin pies baking in her kitchen drifting into the hallway, soothing my mood.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah, Mrs. Pickard. I’m all right. Just headed out somewhere I don’t want to go. Any chance a pie’s coming out of the oven soon?”

      “Sorry, I just put them in. Penny dragging you to that somewhere, dearie?” Her eyes bright because my neighbor loves other people’s troubles. Brings out her caring, snooping side.

      “Sort of,” I said. Plus Santa and Mrs. Claus. And Snow White. Oh, and the black-capped chauffeur. A whole car full of characters taking Reno for a ride.

      “Harry, wherever you’re going, you are packing heat, right?” Good old Mrs. Pickard, always worried her favorite PI will wander into a tight spot without a gun to blast his way back out. “I don’t see a shoulder rig under your coat.”

      “Just the Airweight this trip, Mrs. Pickard.” I let her have a glimpse of my snub-nosed Smith & Wesson.

      “That’s not very big, Harry. And the bad guys are always big. And mean. Especially in those nice books you lend me.” The paperbacks Penny calls my cheap detective drivel. When she’s in a good mood, that is. Which lately is never.

      “I’ll be fine, Mrs. Pickard. This .38 packs a punch up close.”

      “Harry—”

      “Okay, okay.” Back in I went, nabbed an additional .38 with the four-inch pistol-whipping barrel and its attendant shoulder rig. Stuffed same in my suitcase. Out the door again.

      “Well, what about your cheese wheeze, Harry?”

      “ChessWiz, Mrs. Pickard. It’s a game, not a snack. I won’t need it.” Not with Clare the Clairvoyant around to provide any needed diversion from duty. At least that was my plan.

      “Now, Harry, you be nice to Penny, you hear?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Pickard,” I said, but she’d already closed her door. Gently, like always.

      Nosy neighbors are the bread and butter of a private eye’s world: they know all, see all. I just don’t like it when it’s Harry Reno who’s the target of their all-seeing peepers.

      But old Mrs. Pickard was all right. She baked a mean pumpkin pie. Reminded me every time she saw me to be armed and ready against whatever the world throws my way. And she watched my door with Harry Reno’s well-being her only concern.

      Most of the time. Unless I had female company—nosy old biddy.
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      So a couple of hours or so after Snow White, alias Clare O’Toole, put the bite on me, I was packed and rolling down the road, Golgotha bound. The Animals were bluesing about New Orleans on an oldies station, and Mr. Burden’s growling had the little plastic hula girl swaying provocatively on her dashboard beach. The little bimbo’s hips moved her celluloid grass skirt to and fro just enough so that—every now and then—you could catch a glimpse of her polka-dotted bikini bottoms beneath. If you wanted to. I didn’t. Reno’s sour mood bile in Harry’s mouth.

      I’d called Penelope at the insurance company before I left town, wanting and needing her take on my fairy-tale clients. After all, she’d sent at least Father Nick and Mother Superior my way. Maybe she’d forwarded Clare, too.

      The phone call was short and less than sweet, however.

      “Good morning. Stuart Dillingham The Third’s Office.” Penny didn’t like answering the insurance company’s phone that way, and I didn’t like hearing it, either. Only Stu The Third insisted on capitals, and Stu was boss. So—

      “Hi, Penny. I need—”

      “No time today for you, Reno. Bugger off.” Click. Sometimes I’m truly glad I threw those damn black lace panties in the trash. Along with their little red bows.

      Earlier this year, just as spring morphed its way into summer, Penny had talked me into taking an insurance case up north, in Kipling. A rotten investigation of old memories I should have left buried. The one where the girl died. And a lot of other people, too. Even a couple who mattered. Maybe because I screwed up. Or because I was set up. Hence my sour mood.

      But forget all that. Concentrate on the job at hand, Reno. The one with the five-thousand-dollar retainer. Gotta be better than that gig this summer. No girls at Golgotha. Unless you count Mother Superior and her cloistered crew. So, only monks and nuns. And a ledger on the lam.

      Oh, wait. There is a girl. A woman, really. Snow White with her missing sister and her when you find it I’ll know what it is nuttiness. What the hell. Five thousand bankable clams could convince a poor-as-a-church-mouse detective to dive headfirst into a burning building.

      Come to think of it, that’s sort of how I felt going in to see Golgotha’s head of security.
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        Monday – late afternoon

      

      

      

      “And please remember, Mr. Reno, Brother Marxus abhors unpunctuality,” the receptionist reminded me yet again. I let it slide, though, retaining my five thousand dollars’ worth of good manners, displaying it for all the world to approve of.

      She knocked, opened the door marked security. In I went. Oh, happy day.

      “Welcome to the Priory of Golgotha, Mr. Reno. I am Brother Marxus, of the Brotherhood of the Son of Man.” The glare that went with the handshake matched Christ’s mood out in the reception area.

      “What do you seek?” the monk asked. He turned loose of my hand but not my eyes.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “A broad, a beer, a feel-good Jesus. Am I in the right place?”

      His glare shattered—shards sailed my way. More prickly than sharp, however.

      “Ah, a man uncertain of himself,” Brother Marxus intoned. “Adrift in the material world. Perhaps even—I search for the proper phrase—yes, perhaps even . . . a smart-ass.” Brother Marxus hadn’t searched very hard, but he’d nailed me, all right.

      He sat. I sat. Brother Marxus was grinning now. Maybe he was a wisenheimer, too.

      So I grinned back, like you would if you were staring at a gorilla in the zoo.

      I didn’t voice that thought, though—Brother Marxus being black, Harry Reno being white, him some sort of a priest or monk, and me a very nonprejudicial, ecumenical sort of guy who learned early on we are all the same pieces of shit—no matter what color or religion or sexual persuasion. Or country of origin—I think that’s the current trendy phrase.

      Just curious who and what he was. That’s all.

      “I surmise by the look on your face that you are considering the irony of brothers placing a brother in charge of their security,” Marxus said. The good old Reno poker face, always a dead giveaway.

      The monk’s voice had an island lilt to it, Jamaica maybe. Coffee-with-cream skin, a somewhat aquiline nose a bit broad at the base, a shaved head, and a pleasant smile—when he wasn’t glaring. Sort of a Harry Belafonte character in a green monk’s habit.

      I said as much.

      “You are not the first to offer such an observation.” At least he was still grinning.

      “And you,” the monk said. “Harrison Ford, here in my office?”

      “Who?”

      “Harrison Ford, Indiana Jones? Raiders of the Lost Ark?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “No idea.” But the black monk wasn’t the first to compare me to this Jones dude. Didn’t mean I’d bothered to find out why people kept saying it. At least he didn’t mention I looked older, like someone had said. But that was almost another lifetime ago. Or was it only a couple of months? Just this past summer?

      “Movies?” Brother Marxus was saying, intruding on my internal musing. “Surely you go to movies?” Golgotha’s head of security, perplexed at the ignorance swirling around in his office.

      “No. Well, Bogart sometimes. Otherwise, not since Ben Hur. The one with Heston. What—monks go to movies?”

      “Forget it, Mr. Reno.” Brother Marxus glanced down, brushed a speck of lint from the sleeve of his habit, then fastened his eyes back on mine.

      “But again, do you find it disconcerting that a black man watches over the physical welfare of whites?” Marxus, still head of security, still probing for prejudice. “Well, do you?”

      “No more than you seem to.”

      His smile faded and Brother Marxus sighed. “Shall we address the matter at hand? It is distasteful in the extreme. And complex.” Yeah, Jamaica for sure. I waited a beat for him to add an island-happy mon. He didn’t.

      “Okay. You know I’m Harry Reno. You know I’m here to investigate the disappearance of your ledger. And find your felonious bookkeeper.”

      “Indeed, Mr. Reno, I do. But what else? Surely you do not also seek beer and broads here in the Priory of Golgotha?” His grin was back. White, even teeth. “We do have bourbon, though. For the fruitcakes.”

      Fruitcakes? Damn, did he mean me? I didn’t ask, but I did a sweep, just to be sure. Yep, just the two of us. He meant me. So what. I kept surveying.

      His office was simple. A monk’s sort of setup—as Spartan as the waiting area out front and just as dusty. Four walls, a door, a bookcase, his chair, my chair, a desk. With a desk calendar on it. Except he’d forgotten to flip it. The calendar, not the desk. Still had yesterday’s date—Sunday, the thirteenth of November.

      So much for a sharp-eyed brother watching over the flock. At least the calendar itself was current: 1988. But no Pilgrim, half-naked Miss November pictured. Not that sort of calendar. Not in here anyway.

      Also easy to see Brother Marxus had a window. Maybe because he was security. To help him keep an eye on things. Like he said, a brother watching brothers.

      The view out his picture window was easy too—rolling fields, orchards. A hill farther back, mostly screened by the trees. And above all of that, fluffy white clouds floating along in a vivid blue sky lit by an Indian-summer sun. Clouds floating along right up there next to God the Father, the dad the son in the waiting room wanted to punch.

      Brother Marxus had a smaller version tacked to one of his walls.

      “Some crucifix, mon,” I said. And that killed the party. His grin faded faster than frost on a bottle of Jamaica Red Stripe at the beach.

      Brother Marxus stood up. “Shall I show you about?” The vein in his temple throbbing. “Let you begin your ferreting?” Touchy subject around here—Jesus on the Cross.

      I matched him stride for angry stride down the hallway, our shoulders close but not quite bumping, and on out of the building and into God’s perfect sunshine.

      This promised to be one abysmal experience. Thanks, Penelope. Thanks one hell of a lot.
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      Brother Marxus stomped across the parking lot, then veered off down a cinder path toward the priory’s orchard. I marched along beside him like I had in the hallway. Brother Marxus angry as hell; Harry Reno puzzled as hell.

      “Hey, mellow mon.” We bumped shoulders. “Slow down.”

      The monk whirled—grabbed a handful of my jacket—shoved me off the path—braced me against a tree. I let him. My retainer manners, remember?

      “Do not, Mr. Reno, employ such Jamaican patois in my presence again—ever.” A whiff of peppermint floated into my nose. “Need I reinforce my admonition?” Damn, he hadn’t offered me any mints. But then again, I hadn’t asked him for one.

      Marxus turned loose of my jacket, and I said, “Yeah, whatever.” I wanted to punch him, and not just about the unoffered mint. But something told me this was his showtime, not mine.

      On down the path, not hand in hand, but slower, anyway. He reached under his robe, unwrapped a red-and-white mint, popped it in his mouth. Yeah, peppermint all right—Harry Reno, candy-ass shamus extraordinaire.

      “I’m going to hazard a guess, Marxus. I don’t think you’re happy I’ve come for a visit.”

      “You would be incorrect, Mr. Reno.” What the hell. But that was all he offered up. So on we stomped. We made the orchard without further conversation or grappling—and with me more puzzled than ever.

      Standing in the midst of the priory’s ordered rows of apple trees, what struck you first was a stench of neglect. Sure, if you glanced up, you saw God’s perfect sky. But when your eyeballs flicked down, rotten apples everywhere, their vinegary stink invading your nostrils, overpowering even Marxus’s peppermint breath. And no Eve in sight to tidy up, either. I turned toward the monk.

      “Are you like those apples—dirty and rotten?”

      “You do not mince words, do you, Mr. Reno?”

      “Don’t waste them, either.”

      “Then let us get to it. Just the two of us,” the monk said. “No prying eyes. Unless you count the snakes.” I flinched. He noticed, damn it.

      “What’s the matter, Mr. Reno. Do you, like Indy, fear the serpent?”

      “I don’t know about him, but yeah, I do. The good and the bad look alike to me. So I tend to shoot first, then ask the snake how’s his day going. Any around I should be on the lookout for?” Like a black one in a green robe, maybe—hooded like a cobra?

      “What if the snake is female? What then?” Brother Marxus, probing like a Jesuit.

      “I might apologize afterward for being a tad too forceful. Then again, I might not. Say, how’s your day so far, Marxus?” Anything to get us off the subject of snakes.

      “Rotten, Mr. Reno. Rotten.” He exhaled more peppermint, shrugged his shoulders, said, “Then again, you are here, so maybe it is improving.” Damn, but this brother was one hard dude to get a fix on.

      The monk spied a seemingly decent apple, inspected it, let it fall back to earth.

      “Squirrel beat me to it,” he said.

      “Happens,” I agreed.

      “And you just happen to be here. But why, Mr. Reno?”

      “Aren’t you head of security? Shouldn’t you know why I’m here?”

      He shrugged, said, “The ledger, surely. But I wonder what else piques your interest in our little community?”

      We walked out from under the trees and back into God’s perfect sunshine once more.

      “Look over there, Mr. Reno,” the monk instructed, a coffee-and-cream finger pointing to where his there was. Again I flinched.

      “A skull, is it not?” The head of security chuckled, my surprise noted and cataloged.

      “Yeah, I can see that, Marxus. Real funny. A hill that looks like a skull. So what is it? A Halloween decoration you leave up all year?”

      My eyes swiveled away from Marxus and back to the hill’s skeletal face—sunken cave openings for eye sockets, a nose dent battered into the hill’s solid rock, a weather-chiseled mouth complete with grinning corpse teeth with gaps in between. A loads-of-fun place just waiting for Huck and Tom to crawl in and do a little exploring.

      I raised an eyebrow. Seemed safer than asking another question.

      “Well, certainly not a Halloween decoration, Mr. Reno. A commemoration of a rather different sort of observance.” The monk’s smirk said he knew something I didn’t.

      “Okay, Marxus. Assume I’m stupid. Just tell me.”

      “Golgotha, Mr. Reno. Calvary. The Mount of Crucifixion. The hill on which Christ cried out to His Father, saying—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know what He said. You’ve got it plastered all over the place. And I get why it’s important. Priory of Golgotha.”

      “Ah, but do you know the Chinese connection?” The Reno poker face must have said all I could have spilled if I’d opened my mouth.

      “General Charles ‘Chinese’ Gordon, Mr. Reno. Quite a Victorian-era expert on Golgotha. Our priory’s founder sculpted the hill you see after reading the general’s thoughts on the subject. No longer in print, but our library does have a copy, I believe.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks. So what’s so important about it?”

      “Perhaps it is just as you say. Let us not dwell exclusively on our somewhat distant replica mount. Though . . . Gordon of Khartoum was also one of Charlton Heston’s roles.” A snicker. His, not mine.

      “Do you see our cemetery?” The monk back to playing tour guide. “Now pass your eyes on to the little cottage just over there.” Brotherly concern swirled in my ears for no apparent reason.

      My green sparklers focused on a little house sitting off to the side of the boneyard.

      A small chalet, not as wide as it was deep. Whitewashed stucco, with a peaked roof—two roofs actually, one over the front door and the other set back a bit, rising over the house’s abbreviated second story. Both roofs slate-tiled and blue-gray. The cottage’s front door blood red, banded with iron. A dwarf-size window chiseled into the stucco to the right of the door.

      I walked my eyes over the rest of the fairy-tale abode.

      To the other side of the door, a fieldstone chimney hugged the left side of the cottage, poking its snout skyward. No smoke, though. Guess God’s warm sunshine was enough today for whoever or whatever lurked within. A narrow window nestled tight into the upper story, just under the cottage’s pointy slate roof.

      I caught a quick glimpse of a face up there, peeking between curtains, then it was gone. Might have been a chick, might have been a dude. Hell, might have been a chimp. Just too damn quick for a positive ID. Marxus was talking again.

      “Why don’t you go ask her why you’re here, Mr. Reno,” the monk was saying. “She knows everything. What I’m thinking, what you’re thinking, what we thought about yesterday. What we’re going to think about tomorrow.” Marxus’s good mood had evaporated, vaporized by whatever the cottage held.

      “And that’s where she lives—the snow-white bitch.”

      “Who’s this she?” I asked. I knew who I thought it was. The babe with the broomstick tattoo in my office this morning. Just wanted to double-check my deduction with Golgotha’s man on the spot.

      “Some detective you are, Mr. Reno. She is Clare the Clairvoyant.” Marxus spit disgust from his mouth, quickly crossed himself. Or maybe it was just an annoying sliver of peppermint and he was taking care of an itch. Anyway—

      “Our resident mystic, Mr. Reno. Let us move on. I have more to show you. You may dally with our temptress later. Inhale her brand of ganja another time, mon.” Well, shit. Guess it was all right for the monk himself to talk like that, just not okay if I did.

      Temptress, huh? Yeah, old Harry Reno’s already bumped into that side of the delectable Ms. O’Toole. Hey, wait a minute, maybe I’m not the only one she dallies with. Could it be monkish jealousy I was detecting floating amid sour-apple stink? Just a thought.

      Ahead of us, a setting sun lit a cluster of greenhouses a couple of football fields on down the path, promising glass-encased halls of wonderment to one walk-weary detective. Or at least a place to park my ass for a few minutes. If there was a bench.

      We headed toward the red-orange glare.
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      Golgotha’s ersatz Crystal Palaces appeared decidedly less impressive close up. Two greenhouses sported attached wooden sheds—attached being a relative term. More like collapsed barns for miniature horses.

      As we strolled past, I noted the two greenhouses had a plant or two still trying to eke out a minimalist sort of existence amid accumulated clutter and debris. The stench of decay I detected seeping out through shattered panes was enough to discourage any interior explorations.

      We pressed on.

      Ah, but the last greenhouse—its attached shed of stone sturdily erect and downright spiffy with a recent coat of whitewash. All greenhouse glass intact, too.

      Golgotha’s head of security politely held the door open and chauffeured me in with a wave of his hand.

      What a difference. Tons of greenery. And all of it growing nicely, smelling as it should. Waist-high stone walls supported the glass sides and roof. The floor hard-packed dirt though, affording little comfort for my aching feet. But on the other hand, this was the only spot so far at the priory that appeared like anyone at all gave a hill of beans about appearances. Toasty warm, to boot.

      “Feels like a good place for a hot time—right, brother man?”

      “Must you serve levity at every meal, Mr. Reno?” Marxus sounded a bit testy. You would have thought the heat in here would have reminded him of his island home, cheered him up some. Maybe he needed soft beaches and cold beer for that sort of merriment. Plus a little ganja. And a mystic, perhaps.

      I let that ride for now and focused on the black monk and the orange tree he was petting.

      “What the hell is this place, anyway?” I asked.

      “A greenhouse.” Marxus and I both spun toward the raspy voice. “And the blood oranges my special charges.”

      A scary-as-sin apparition in green monk getup slithered out from between two lemon trees and stared our way.

      “My apologies, Brother Marxus,” the voice said. “I seem to have startled you and your friend.” The raspy voice drew nearer, held out its hand, said, “I am Brother Sceleratus.”

      So I shook it. The hand, not the voice.

      Cold. Damn cold. Like an icicle. Or a snake. Here in a hot-as-Hades greenhouse. I shivered. Pale blue crystals in Brother Sceleratus’s eye sockets sparkled and a sneer corkscrewed his mouth, letting me know I’d reacted as he’d expected I would.

      The frosty monk stepped closer, keeping his grip on my hand, his eyes damn near inside my skull now. His other hand offered a pair of garden nippers for my closer inspection.

      “It is my lot to nurture the oranges, but ours is a communal order. Our bounty afforded to all. So please, feel free to indulge yourself.” The monk’s breath hot, just like his greenhouse.

      The garden nippers wavered uncomfortably close to my nose.

      “Yeah, well, I’m Harry Reno,” I said, and snatched my paw away. “And I don’t date monks, just so you know.” I took a step back, in case the greenhouse gardener decided my rudeness needed pruning, too.

      Man, this new monk was one weird son of a bitch. When I’d carried a shield in the AG’s special investigations squad, we called his sort of icy baby blues pervert peepers.

      But he was more than just spooky eyes. His skin—what I could see of it anyway—pale, sort of splotchy, like he’d been bleached, his throat webbed by scar tissue. And with his cowl pushed back, it wasn’t hard to notice he was short an ear.

      If Sceleratus had been missing both ears, I’d have said I was talking to a snake for sure.

      “Again, my apologies, Mr. Reno.” The monk’s words still scratchy, like a cat who’d swallowed a sandpaper hairball it couldn’t quite hack back up.

      Brother Sceleratus swiveled toward the head of security guarding the orange tree, the one nestled in a concrete container you’d need a forklift to steal. It had plenty of company similarly situated. All far better tended to than the priory’s apple crop outside.

      “If you do not mind, Brother Marxus,” the splotchy monk said, indicating he minded very much the black monk cozying up to his oranges.

      “As you wish,” Marxus said, and stepped aside.

      Sceleratus clipped an orange from the tree’s spiky greenery, walked over to a worktable and ditched his garden nippers. He pulled a knife from his cassock, flicked it open, and sliced the red-tinged orange in two. Blood—or maybe just juice—spurted onto the table.

      “A blood orange, Mr. Reno. The Moro, the most colorful of the varieties.”

      Even Harry Reno, the detective in perpetual darkness, could figure that much out. Orange mottled red by Mother Nature’s quirkiness—a blood orange. Wow.

      “Yeah, I get it, Brother. I only look dumb.”

      “Some say it is an acquired taste,” Sceleratus continued without disagreeing, “yet others devour the Moro once and never after seek anything but.”

      He offered me a slice. I tried it, pulled a face.

      “A little sour, perhaps, Mr. Reno? A taste your palate frowns upon?” Golgotha’s citrus king lifted a shoulder, let it drop again—an elegant little shrug of dismissal. For me, not the Moro.

      He moved down the aisle between the potted trees and stopped to nip another orange.

      “A Sicilian blood orange, the Sanguinello. Sweeter, Mr. Reno. Like revenge. The skin less red, the flesh at times less bloody.”

      A slice came my way. He was right. I told him so.

      “Well then . . . feel free to indulge yourself. We of the spirituality of Golgotha are nothing if not indulgent of the physical desires of others. But not before God’s requirements, to be sure.” Sceleratus flipped his cowl back over his bald head and its missing ear.

      “Brother Marxus,” he instructed. “Do clean up after Mr. Reno, won’t you?” Steam, yeah, that’s what I saw seeping from the black monk’s ears. Nevertheless, communal brotherhood prevailed. The two monks inclined heads toward one another.

      “Sons and brothers in Christ,” they both intoned. I doubt either of them really meant it.

      Brother Sceleratus slipped away as silently as he had appeared.

      “Son of a bitch,” I said as the spooky monk vanished into his potted citrus grove. “Who or what was that?”

      “Brother Sceleratus.”

      “I know that, Marxus, but what the hell kind of name is Sceleratus? For a monk?” Some college Latin tickled a synapse or two, but nothing sparked.

      “Unfortunately, a very apt one,” Marxus said, and left it at that. Guess the head of security wasn’t into handing out anything but obvious clues today. Didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “Dammit, you know that’s not what I mean.” I fist-banged the worktable. Not a Harry Reno trademark, red-in-the-face sort of rage, but hard enough I had to shake the hurt away.

      Brother Marxus appeared a bit miffed at my adolescent behavior.

      “Cut the cute crap, Reno—or I’ll cut it out of you myself.” Not much islan’ smilin’ in him just now, what with the tip of his knife pricking my chin. Guess citrus slicers were standard issue here along with green robes.

      Then Golgotha’s security goon wasn’t in my face anymore and his knife was back to wherever it’d been snoozing.

      “Allies, Mr. Reno?” The island lilt had returned, too.

      “Sure, Marxus. Why not.” Didn’t seem like the time or the place to argue the proposition with Golgotha’s psycho security chief.

      “I seek that which you seek,” he assured me. “Perhaps not for the same reasons, though. Our contemplated resolutions may, however, eventuate upon the same point of contact.”

      Maybe Father Nicholas spoon-fed elocution to his monks at mealtime. If so, Brother Marxus had swallowed a double Santa dose.

      “Look, Marxus. I don’t know shit about why I’m here, except some sort of ledger’s gone missing and you’re supposed to enlighten me.”

      I let my handkerchief out a moment to roam my face, wipe some greenhouse sweat from my brow. Then back it went, safe in my hip pocket.

      “So, once more, who the hell was that shaking my hand? Your resident boneyard ghost?”

      “As I said, Brother Sceleratus.”

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it.” Still testy, but no fist-banging this time. “What the hell does he do here? And what’s this whole dingy Priory of Golgotha setup? And what’s in that damn ledger? And why are you running me all over God’s little half acre?

      “Damn it, Marxus, I know it was you behind the wheel of that white Rolls this morning. Why not use it? Would have made this sightseeing trip a little more pleasant—and quicker.”

      “Ah, so impatient, Mr. Reno. A little monastic solitude might cure such impulses. Please spend the night with us. In our guesthouse.” He tilted his head a bit.

      “I promise you will be fed.” A smile danced across his lips and disappeared. Then the head was back to the vertical. “Simeon himself will nourish you.”

      Now the smile was dancing in Marxus’s eyes. Private joke, I suppose.

      The black monk tossed the remains of the bloody Moro and its less sanguine brother into a metal garbage can, wiped the table, threw the rag into the can, too.

      “Brother Sceleratus tends our greenhouse crops, runs our farming operations, and supervises our Mexican brethren, among other duties. And he requires we remain vigilant, lest we provide vermin more nourishment.”

      The head of security clanged the lid back on the garbage can, and out we went into God’s fading light, circling back toward the spot where we’d started our magical mystery tour.
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        Sceleratus

        Monday – late afternoon

      

      

      

      Brother Sceleratus cupped his ear, listening for the closing of the greenhouse door. Satisfied the pair of idiots had stumbled on their way, the monk moved a broom from in front of a door set in the greenhouse’s back wall, inserted a key, stepped inside, and flipped on the lights.

      Along the sides of the stone storeroom, gardening tools hung from pegboards, plastic buckets nested together in corners. Coiled hoses hung from hooks, along with ropes and chains. A box of rubber gardening gloves lay open on the room’s workbench. Thick rubber mats covered the dirt floor.

      The monk moved to the far end of the storeroom and unlocked another door. He flipped a switch, and again fluorescent shop lights flickered to life, illuminating the second chamber. He pulled the door closed and locked it.

      “Soon, my little saints, soon,” he whispered. “A chance to turn a wasted life back toward holiness. Martyrdom such a delicious morsel.”

      The monk waltzed down one side of the chamber, twirling as he went, acknowledging each of his treasures in turn.

      “Good evening, Saint Pliers. Something soon for you to extract? Oh, I do hope so. Hello to you, gentle Saint Hammer, you knee-busting brute. Ah, so nice to touch you once more, Saint File. How are you today? What? A bit raspy like me, you say? Oh, but I do like that. I do!”

      Turning back toward the room’s door, Sceleratus continued his danse macabre in reverse.

      “Oh, so sharp.” The monk bent toward a tool hanging on the wall and gently skimmed his fingertips along its teeth. “I never saw a saw a body did not crave.”

      The monk chuckled, passing on to the next implement—a short-handled sickle, its blade sharp and bright.

      “Ah, perhaps we’ll have a sickle moon, when next we cull temptation.” Brother Sceleratus drifted a finger lightly along the oiled blade.

      “Oh, you slick and satisfying dispenser of death.”

      Sceleratus stopped beside the door opening into the storeroom and greenhouse beyond to admire a particular favorite.

      “And perhaps a new edge for you tomorrow, you beast you.” He slipped the knife back into its scabbard, hung it on the pegboard once more. “Such a giver of pleasure to us all.”

      The monk turned and addressed his saints. “A ride, I foresee a ride. A journey to help others toward salvation. Which among you will I select? I wonder. Truly I do.”

      Sceleratus reached into a recessed niche beside the door, removing a small, bone-white statue. “And now, for you, My Lady, my never-dying devotion. My never-altering love.”

      The monk’s lips brushed the statute’s skeletal feet. “My freely given promise of an offering. Soon, My Lady.” Sceleratus placed the statute back in the niche. “Very soon.”

      The monk turned off the light and locked the door, his rasping laughter fading as he passed through the stone storeroom and entered the greenhouse once more.

      Yes, soon, another offering. Warmth flooded his body, suffused his mind—yes, soon. Yet seemingly so immeasurably far off. A most delicious combination.

      Brother Sceleratus slipped out of the greenhouse and into the dwindling light.
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            Fool Moon Rising

          

        

      

    

    
      “The guesthouse, Mr. Reno.” Brother Marxus, holy font of information.

      In front of us in the twilight, a burnished copper sign on a pole announced the same info. Across the parking lot stood the administration building with its receptionist, angry Jesus, and Marxus’s office we’d stomped out of a while ago.

      So while we weren’t precisely back at the start of our monastery excursion, it was close enough for me. “Yeah, I get it, Marxus. Thus endeth the three-hour tour. Hot damn.”

      Surrounding the guesthouse lawn, a wall of stone, less than waist high to a six-foot private eye, two simple stone pillars indicating the entrance, inviting yours truly to skip vaulting the adolescent-size stone barrier.

      Overhead, an iron arch connected the two pillars, rain-induced rust streaking the stones. And between the pillars, hanging from the entrance’s curving ironwork, was a spear—or maybe a harpoon—likewise fashioned from iron.

      “You and the brothers into track and field? Tossing the old javelin here and there? Must be good exercise, huh?”

      Marxus ignored my comment and focused instead on the lesson he wanted and needed to preach. A coffee-and-cream hand swept this way and that, indicating the stone wall.

      “A slave wall, Mr. Reno. Hand-stacked, mortarless stones. A skill taught by Irish immigrants to my long-dead black brothers.” The monk wasn’t smiling. His face more like he’d been the one who’d been forced to build the stone wall.

      We headed toward the guesthouse itself, a two-story wooden pile of a building. Dark brown logs, white-chinked seams. More stone pillars—supporting a peaked, wooden-roofed entrance. And above said entrance, Christ in agony on His Cross, head lifted, raging heavenward at God His Father. A second story culminating in gabled roofs rose behind Him.

      More Lincoln Log wonderment branching out each side. Stone chimneys, reminiscent of Clare’s cottage, only taller, wider, grander, abutting the end of each wing. Double-pane windows dotting the first-floor walls, and the second floor, too. Dormers formed from more white-chinked logs jutting out here and there from the steep roofs led me to deduce attic space galore.

      Maybe that’s where Brother Sceleratus lurked when he wasn’t haunting greenhouses.

      “The guesthouse, shall we go in?” Marxus asked, and indicated we should, so we did.

      A lobby reeking of plainness and knotty pine. A television, a couple of springy couches, a clutch of worn-out chairs. Coffee-stained coffee tables in front of the couches, assorted end tables hovering about, littered with old magazines. All enumerated items sorely in need of a dusting—including the magazines.

      The lobby floor could have used a mop and a bucket—or a fire hose. Off to the right side of the lobby, I spotted a dining room, its finger-smudged glass doors wide open. No buffet steaming and ready, though. Maybe I was too early.

      The corridor running off the other side of the lobby sported restrooms and meeting rooms—a pair of each. Or so the appropriate signs informed.

      A rustic wooden staircase rose toward a landing above, more knotty pine corridors branching off. Guest rooms, I bet. With beds in them. I’d staked out a fair number of motels not to recognize the standard setup.

      Brother Marxus dinged the bell on the front counter.

      A face like a yellow harvest moon—the one that hangs in the autumn sky so bright and big you want to touch it, but can’t—sprang up from behind the counter, two yellow hands in the air beside it, fingers wiggling, eyebrows arching above almond eyes.

      The man in the moon’s mouth shouted, “Boo!” while the rest of him danced a furious jig behind the counter—just out of Marxus’s reach.

      “That is quite enough, Simeon. You have a guest to register,” the head of security said.

      A cloud passed over the lunar landscape. “Aw, I didn’t mean nothin’ by it,” the moon face said. Then the cloud cleared and the orb shone yellow-bright again. “Funny, huh?”

      “Yes, Simeon, hilarious. Yet again.” Marxus, sans approval.

      The chubby face fell, pouted. Brother Marxus extended a hand slowly toward the lunar surface, chucked Simeon’s chin—gently.

      “It is all right, Simeon. This is Mr. Harry Reno.” The monk’s words slow, deliberate. “He will be stopping with us for a bit. Perhaps later you and Mr. Reno can play the fool together.” Ouch—but I let it go. Simeon spun the guest register around, and I signed in. Mine was the only name.

      “Full up tonight, Simeon?” I asked. The man in the moon beamed. His teeth yellow, too.

      “Be good dinner tonight. Beans. You see. We be full. You got bags, Mr. Nero?”

      “Mr. Reno and I have more to do,” Brother Marxus said. “Mr. Reno will bring his car around later, Simeon. Then you may help him unload and show him to his room. Watch for him. A green Volvo, I believe.” Marxus, head of security, remember?

      Simeon pulled a high dunce’s stool out from behind his counter. “I wait. I watch. I help you, Mr. Nero. I do good job. You see.” Probably he would. All of it. Hard not to like the kid. Hard not to feel sorry for him, too.

      The guesthouse’s lobby doors squished shut behind us. Automatically, just like they had when we’d walked in. The Brotherhood of the Son of Man—modern monks.

      “Brother Simeon run the place all by himself?”

      Marxus ignored me and headed off toward a two-story, Tudor-style building at the far side of the guesthouse parking lot, and I trudged along after him—slowly. Sore feet, remember?

      “So where’s all the nuns, Marxus? Mother Superior have them off doing good deeds? Praying for salvation? Studying hands-on celibacy with your brother monks?”

      Marxus slowed. Over his shoulder he said, “I think for the present we shall keep you and any nubile young ladies separated, Mr. Reno. Lest lust breed problems difficult to disentangle us from.”

      Nubile nuns? Entanglement problems? Well, maybe Thank you, Penny, instead of Damn you, Penelope. We’d just have to wait and see, wouldn’t we?

      On Marxus and I slogged. Five thirty and near dark already.
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            Golgotha’s Librarian

          

        

      

    

    
      “The priory’s library, Mr. Reno.” The monk’s arm emerged farther from its cassock and a finger pointed toward the library’s roof. “Do you see the dove nesting under the eaves up there?”

      A beady black eye embedded in a gray head gazed down, regarding my presence without concern, ready to call it a night, no doubt. The library’s door clicked open and quickly snicked shut, leaving me and the dove outside.

      I tried the doorknob—locked. I put my face to the glass and peered inside. Marxus shaking his head in mock dismay, white teeth grinning at me from deep within his green cowl.

      The library door clicked open. “However are you going to sneak around on your own, Mr. Reno? A locked door a bafflement? Some shamus you are.”

      Should have socked him, but I didn’t. Holy ground, you know. Sort of. I stepped inside.

      A Bible lay open on a wooden stand dead center in the library’s vestibule. Off to the left, library stacks crammed with books receded into infinity, or at the least into the dusty reaches of my own vocabulary. A stained-glass window at the end of infinity’s tunnel—Jesus on the Cross. Imagine that. Same scene to the right.

      Muted, however, now that twilight’s last gleaming had just about departed. So I tried staring straight ahead. All I saw was black-and-green monk. Up close and personal.

      “Okay, it’s a library, Marxus. Is this where you kept the ledger you lost?”

      The monk touched a finger to the tip of my nose. “Not I, Mr. Reno. Not I.” The finger retreated on its own before I could swat it away.

      “And no, the ledger was not here,” he said. “That will be our next stop. But let us see what is here.” Marxus stepped aside.

      In front of me, behind the front counter, the kind you were always afraid of when you were a kid—You owe the library twenty-five cents, Harry. Horton Hears A Who is overdue. Where is your quarter and the book?—stood a white-haired librarian, the sort who might chastise you in an infinite variety of ways, but would most assuredly demand more than two bits from you. Black glasses perched on the tip of her perfect nose.

      “Hello, Clare.”

      “How’s the crack, Harry?”

      “What?”

      “The crack. It’s an Irish greeting. Only it’s spelled c-r-a-i-c. So put your dirty thoughts aside.” The black glasses slipped lower on the nose, tugged that way by white-tipped fingers.

      “Aren’t you glad to see me again?” Clare O’Toole asked.

      At least she didn’t poke a white fingernail at a white lip. Didn’t put a pretty pout on her face. Didn’t let coy green eyes scour my soul. No need. Her voice alone did all that and more.

      “Ah, yeah,” I said. “Only I thought you were back in your cottage. By the cemetery. Wait . . . I know, ‘Some detective you are, Harry Reno.’ Don’t say it.” She didn’t. I did get a laugh, though—from Marxus.

      “And I’m okay, Clare, since you asked so sweetly. How’s the crack with you?”

      “Don’t be vulgar, Harry,” she said. I quit while I was behind.

      “Okay, Marxus, you’ve had your fun. Clare’s here, not there. I’m sure you both knew that. I thought you two hated each other.”

      “Oh no, Harry. I love Marxus. It is he who hates me.” The librarian’s lips stayed parted, white teeth peeking through, a small smile playing on her face. The security monk ignored her.

      “Search, seek, Mr. Reno,” Marxus said instead. “You may even find a helpful tome or two in here. Perhaps you should begin your reading with this.”

      He plucked a thin book from a shelf, thrust it toward me.

      “The Life of Saint Symeon, Holy Fool of God. Instructive reading. Perhaps you will understand our own version of God’s Holy Fool better. And I am sure our librarian will help you grab anything else you may require. I shall await you outside.”

      His wrist shot out from his cassock. A watch gleamed. Rolex or Ralex? Hard to separate the real from the phony hereabouts.

      “Two minutes. No more.” The watch and its wrist out of sight again. And then the monk was gone, back outside with the dove. Just me and the librarian now.

      “Come see me tonight, Harry,” she cooed. “After dinner. When it’s nice and dark. I’ll leave my porch light on.” Her smile an invitation she knew I couldn’t and wouldn’t refuse. “Maybe we can study my Irishness together. In my cottage. Just the two of us. No Marxus spoiling our fun.”

      Clare walked out from behind her librarian’s barrier. What she had on was too short to be a dress. Too short even for a miniskirt. Only a man’s white oxford cloth shirt—the long-tailed variety at least—concealed what she still wanted to remain a mystery.

      Golgotha’s mystic smiled, did a stripper-sans-pole half twirl, glanced at me over her shoulder, and lifted the shirt a little. No mystery now. No panties either.

      I got the hell out of there, mystical laughter floating after me.

      “The mystic’s your librarian, too? Damn it. You might have warned me, Marxus.”

      “Wouldn’t have been as much fun if I had. For any of us.” And off he went.

      So I did what I did best around here—I trudged after him. Brother Marxus was headed back to his office. At least that much I could figure out on my own.
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      “Our business office, Mr. Reno.” Well, I’d had the office part right anyway. The monk had a key, and in we went. Yet one more attraction at the Golgotha Fun Park. I’d had enough.

      “Look, Marxus. You going to tell me about the ledger, or just run me all over hell and back until I give up and go home—because I just might. I like money; I hate being jerked around.”

      “Really?” the black monk said, and smiled. “Did she use her shirt trick? There in the library? You may have noticed, I did not wait for the show to start.”

      I rubbed my neck. I rubbed my forehead. My pager went off—Penelope.

      “There a phone I can use?”

      “No,” Brother Marxus said.

      “What? Yes, you have a phone, only I can’t use it? Or, yes, you don’t have a phone? Which?”

      “Neither.”

      “What then?” God, no wonder their Christ on the Cross was so damn angry. I was headed there myself.

      “One telephone for the receptionist, one telephone for Father Nicholas,” the head of security said. “No one else has a telephone.”

      “Then what the hell is that on the desk?” Maybe Marxus was just playing the Jesuit with me—answering the question I asked, not the one I needed answered.

      “It is indeed a telephone, albeit for internal communications only,” he said.

      Who the hell says albeit? When I asked Brother Marxus that question, he gave me my answer straight out.

      “Me, motherfucker.”

      This time I was ready. Ranger School’s a good thing. Tough, but lots of useful stuff. Bound to learn a little something from the experience.

      And just to be polite, I helped the brother back to his feet.

      “I thought you monks were the contemplative sort, not men of action. So far you’ve braced me against a tree and tried to throttle me, pricked my chin with your orange peeler, and now you just took a swing at me. You said we were allies. God help me if you say Let’s be friends. Know what I mean? I’ll be back.”

      I found a restroom, grabbed some paper towels, and trotted back to the business office.

      “Here.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Okay now, Marxus, are you going to tell me what’s going on? Father Christmas said you’re head of security, that you’d have all the details. Now give.”

      The black monk stayed silent, continuing to press his nostrils together with the paper towel while leaning back in a chair. Well, shit. Still bleeding.

      “Keep the pressure on. I’ll be back,” I said again.

      I hustled out, found the receptionist still there contemplating Christ, asked if they had a Coke machine. She pointed. I followed her finger. Yeah, they did. But no Dr Pepper.

      I got us each a Coke. Maybe I should have bought Silent Sally one, too. Maybe we could become friends. You never know. When I walked back across the waiting room, she was gone. Guess it was quitting time. Well, not for me.

      A cold can in each paw, I found my way back to the priory’s business office.

      “Here,” I said. I was getting good at saying that. Maybe Marxus would catch on, say something chatty, too.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      He drank; I drank.

      “You and I are indeed allied in this endeavor,” the monk finally said. “I am under intense pressure. I just don’t have any answers yet. For either of us. I’ve been here three months. Head of security—blug!”

      He hocked out a glob of blood. It missed the wastebasket and splattered on the floor. Sort of reminded me of the blood orange demo back in the greenhouse. He didn’t move to wipe it up. Maybe they had a cleaning lady—yeah, right. A cleaning lady. Fat chance.

      Marxus rinsed some Coke around in his mouth and swallowed.

      “I don’t even know what’s in the ledger, Reno. So I sure as hell don’t know why anyone would steal the goddamn thing. And I don’t know why Father Nicholas thinks I do.”

      I let his goddamn ride. I expect the monk knew when to use it and when not to.

      “So what gives?” I asked instead. “And should we even be talking about it? In here? Microphones, maybe? Office bugs? Somebody, everybody, listening in?”

      “They know I don’t know. That won’t change even if it is recorded.” His fingers drummed a quick shave-and-a-haircut solo on the desk. “No harm in saying it.”

      The phone beeped. The monk jerked, glanced my way, snatched up the phone’s handset.

      “Yes, Father Nicholas, I’m here with him now. No, nothing as yet. Yes, I will speak with you later tonight. No, I am fine. A passing affliction of my nasal passages is all. Sons and brothers in Christ, Father.”

      The monk placed the handset back on its cradle.

      “There’s a phone booth just outside the priory gate. No one will be listening in,” Marxus said. “Make your call, then settle in and enjoy a quiet evening at our guesthouse. Tomorrow we will continue our endeavors to locate the ledger.

      “I apologize for my brusqueness at times today.” He flipped his cowl up over his head and turned away. I took the hint.
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      The Volvo’s tan leather comforted me. Her engine’s gentle purring soothed my soul. The little hula girl’s island motions contented me as I drove toward the priory’s entrance. Golgotha’s immense ginkgo trees lining each side of the driveway, their autumn leaves a golden canopy overhead, offering succor to my frayed spirits.

      At least I guessed they were still on the job. Too dark to be sure. The Volvo’s headlights caught the phone booth at the entrance in their white-bright beams. Ocupado, damn it. A monk’s green-sheathed ass parked in the booth. A dirty Jeep nearby.

      Guess the Brotherhood of the Son of Man’s vows didn’t wall them off from all social contact. The hell with it, call Penny tomorrow. Didn’t want to talk to her anyway. Just catch more grief about how she’d wrapped up my last assignment for me, and now she had nightmares, too—well, welcome to the club.

      I nabbed a beer from the cooler on the Volvo’s backseat and headed back, guesthouse bound, sipping as I went.

      The Swedish love of my life drifted, churning gravel. Maybe I shouldn’t drink and drive. Maybe I shouldn’t live and breathe. Maybe I shouldn’t . . . whatever.

      Inside the guesthouse, Simeon still sitting on his dunce’s stool, his yellow moon face a study in stupidity.

      “Hey, hop to it, Hop Sing. Grab my bags,” I said.

      The yellow moon face beamed. “Bonanza. Simeon like.” And out he went, skittering sideways through the automatic doors like a green-carapaced crab.

      Simeon dropped my suitcase in the middle of the guesthouse lobby. “Watch TV. Bonanza. Simeon like,” he said.

      Before I could say No, he had the set on and a tape in the VCR. The map burst into flames, and I sat my tired ass on a worn-out couch as the Cartwright clan rode into view.

      “Okay, but only one episode, Hop Sing.” The kid’s yellow face shot happy-as-all-hell moonbeams my way.

      Without the cigarette commercials, one episode didn’t take as long as I remembered. Long enough, though. My stomach kept rumbling—Feeding time, it said. Finally, the Cartwright clan rode off, and Simeon jumped up, grabbed the tape as it popped out, said, “Marshal Dillon.”

      “Hell no,” I countered.

      Simeon’s smile contracted a moment, puzzled no doubt how anyone could pass up Gunsmoke. Then the man in the moon’s yellow orb flared again.

      “Mannix. You learn detective tricks.” That did it.

      Simeon’s arm wasn’t flabby like I thought it would be. Muscled. Maybe he chopped the wood for the fire blazing away in the guesthouse’s stone fireplace.

      “Come on, Simeon, no more TV. Let’s get my stuff up to my room.” When we came back down, I said, “Dinner?”

      “Yes, yes. Mamma cook.”

      “Your mother?” Not that a Yes would reassure me.

      “Mamma.”

      “Okay, Mamma.” Why is nothing ever easy? “Where is she?” I said.

      “Flied,” he answered.

      “What? Flied? Fried?”

      “No, no, Mr. Nero. No work here. No cook. Mamma no cook.” Oh God. Fired. Simeon still fixated on Bonanza.

      “I cook. You help Hop Sing,” he said, and did his crab imitation back toward the kitchen. I trailed after him.

      “See.” Simeon opened a pantry door. “Beans.”

      The Fool had that much right—plenty of beans. Cans and cans of them. Bags of dried beans too, in case you grew weary of their tinned cousins. Even some white beans floating in liquid inside big glass jars.

      “You know how to work the can opener?” I asked.

      “Simeon know, Mr. Nero. Simeon know.” A grotesque fart put a smile on the fool’s face and a stink in my nose—an unwelcome affirmation of his store of knowledge.

      “Good,” I said, and patted his shoulder. “Make yourself some dinner. I already have a date,” I said, then scooted out of Golgotha’s bunkhouse.
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      Outside, my eyes roamed the night. Not a light on anywhere except back in Simeon’s grungy Ponderosa. Guess the monks hit the hay early. Not that I’d seen any so far except the brothers in Christ Marxus and Sceleratus. Plus Simeon and the chump in the phone booth. Whoever the hell that was.

      I had learned one thing today, though—everywhere you needed to go here at Golgotha you did so on foot. And the everywhere you wanted to be was a hike and a half.

      My hungry self and tired feet headed toward the orchard and Snow White’s little cottage. Clare had invited me over tonight—after dinner, she’d said. But hey, maybe I’d get lucky. A meal and a mystical experience. You never know.

      Apples squished underfoot and moonlight gleamed through the trees while my stomach rumbled its dinner lament. In the distance, a light flickered in the window of Clare’s cottage.

      I zipped my jacket a little higher and pressed on.

      Nearer the cottage, someone had been busy digging a hole in the ground. Since the hole was inside the boneyard fence, I figured it might be a grave—detectives know stuff like that.

      And if the mystic didn’t know to have something ready for me to eat when I finally got there, I could just drag myself back to the grave and save everyone a lot of trouble. Stomach juices echoed their agreement. Harry and Reno dying of hunger. On I trudged.

      The cottage door presented a problem. No doorbell. No knocker. I rapped with my knuckles, a gentlemanly tap, tap, tapping. Nothing.

      “Hey, Clare. Open up. It’s Reno. You invited me over, in case you don’t remember.” Still no answer, but I heard footsteps. The door creaked open.

      “Son of a bitch!” I jumped back. “Shit!”

      “What’s the matter, Indy?” the mystic laughed. “Don’t you like what I’m wearing?”

      A black snake was busy draping itself across her unclothed shoulders, cuddling and snuggling her equally bare breasts. Clare might even have been completely naked, but I only had eyes for the serpent.

      “Hell, it’s not real,” I said. “And my name’s Harry, not Indy.”

      “Oh my, you really are a detective.” She let the snake slip to the floor. “Am I real enough for you, Harry?” Clare took two steps back, pirouetted a full three-sixty, and faced me again. Nope, not completely naked—she was wearing panties. Probably the ones she’d mislaid at the library. Maybe she’d had ’em bookmarking Moll Flanders. I kicked the fake snake aside and stepped in and shut the door.

      Snow White’s bed was soft. So was Snow White. We finished our efforts at precisely the same time. Nice when that happens. But I expect if you’re clairvoyant, you’re able to pull that off a lot, no problemo. Or at least fake it convincingly.

      Afterward, we sat at her kitchen table. Me drinking a cold Schlitz, crunching pretzels for dinner; Clare just smiling away. She sure as hell was better in bed than in the kitchen, but I kept that to myself.

      “You’re just a big teddy bear, aren’t you, Harry? All growl and no scratch.” I let Clare’s compliment, if that’s what it was, ride. She’d nailed two-thirds of me, but missed the target on the crucial and final third—I do scratch. But not when I have an itch that’s just been satisfied.

      Clare’s kitchen was tiny, just a room tacked on to the back of the cottage, her square table pushed hard against the wall. My hand found hers.

      “I won’t ask why you asked me over. I get that part. Payment on my retainer.” But I offered up that observation with a smile.

      “What is this place?” I said.

      “My cottage, Dumbo.”

      “I know that. And quit laughing at me. You know that’s not what I meant. What gives with this Priory of Golgotha, the Brotherhood of the Son of Man crap—and you being their resident mystical librarian?”

      “Oh, Harry. So forceful, so masterful. So in charge. Just like in bed.” Damn it, Clare was cooing. She reached over, took my hand, turned it palm up, began tracing a pattern only she could discern, her nail tickling my soul.

      I shook loose.

      “Tonight’s been just great so far, babe,” I said, “but I was sort of hoping we could talk about your missing sister, that thing she has you want me to find. Maybe bat the missing ledger around, too.”

      “Their missing sister, not mine, Harry. Remember?” More damn cooing.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Their sister. Happy?” I wasn’t, and it showed.

      Clare pushed away from the table, stood up, her gown opening unexpectedly, revealing—whew, hard swallow, Lord, what a woman. She stepped aside, came back with a steno pad.

      “I made some notes, Harry.”

      “Why? I thought mystics know all, see all. Why take notes?” I asked, and made note of her twins—a mental picture for later. Hey, I’m only human—and male.

      “We do, but I know so much, I have to write some of it down.” She drew her robe tight again. “Just to keep things straight between us.” Her smile wicked, but in a good way.

      She’d found her glasses, too. Black frames against white skin, vanilla hair flicking around, white fingernails brushing the hair away—I was having trouble concentrating. Plus Clare’s red robe was gaping open again.

      “You got more beer?” I asked, just to get my mind off the twins.

      “I don’t know.” So much for clairvoyant. “I’ll check.” Off she swayed.

      A Pabst appeared this time. I popped and sipped. “Hey, Clare. Know what the blue ribbon’s for?”

      “Of course I do, Harry. The World’s Fair. Chicago. 1893. Best beer.”

      “You’re good,” I said. But I shivered a bit. This summer, the Norway. I shook it off.

      “Thanks, but I thought we already established that—back there.” Soft green eyes pointed me toward the bedroom.

      “Yeah, we did, didn’t we. But right now, I need to know about the missing sister.”

      “Oh, you men.” The sigh was for real—even if her phrasing was corny. “Sister Mary-Dolores is in danger, Harry. Brother Marxus thinks so, too.”

      The famous Reno poker face conveyed its usual confusion. Sister Mary-Delores?

      “Sister Mary-Dolores and the priory’s bookkeeper ran off together. With that something I want,” Clare said.

      No little-girl pouting this time. Her something I want a hammer forging a sword with my ears the anvil. Best calm the acquisitive librarian down a bit.

      “So what is it they have that you want?” My soft Harry voice, my greens caressing her greens, my wants and her desires one and the same. The Pabst-and-pretzel dinner could wait.

      I touched her hair. Anything to wring the iron from her voice. Didn’t work.

      “Stop it. This is serious.” She smacked my hand away, a la Sharlett, my cross-hall travel office babe. “Somebody might end up dead,” Clare the Clairvoyant assured me.

      “Okay. What’s in your little notebook there?” I said, serious as hell, too.

      “Clues.” Mood swing. A Nancy Drew impression. All happy and excited—detecting ahead. I said as much.

      “What, Harry, you read Nancy Drew mysteries?”

      “Only to improve my detective skills.” Man, now I’d really given myself away.

      I sighed. Well, really more of a belch. A small one, though. But sort of hard to miss—probably smelled like award-winning World’s Fair brewski with a stale pretzel after-aroma.

      “Don’t blow beer in my face, Reno.” Snarl—what was up with this babe? A guy could get worse than sore trying to surf Clare’s capricious vibrations.

      Not my style. I slammed into her head-on. “Don’t have such a goddamned small cottage then.” It could have gotten ugly; it didn’t.

      “Oh, Harry, I’m sorry. Just worried, that’s all.” Her hand stroked my hair, nails surfed their way down my cheek, rounded my chin, then thumb and finger tweaked my nose. She was good, almost too good.

      “If we can find Mary-Dolores and her bookkeeper boyfriend, maybe we can solve both my problem and the priory’s.” Clare the Clairvoyant didn’t sound too sure of it, however.

      “But it could be that simple,” Nancy Drew added, bright and bubbly.

      “Okay, let’s have a look at your clues.” I reached for her steno pad.

      She slid it out of my reach and stood up. “Uh-uh, Indy. I’ve changed my mind. I’m making it too easy for you.” Well, sure wouldn’t want that.

      Her robe fell away and lay like a puddled bloodstain on the cottage floor. The hell with her notes. I reached for one of her other clues. She dodged aside.

      “Read this instead while I dress,” she said, handing me a book. “Or just look at the pictures. That’s more your speed.” A laugh, then a little girl’s pout. “I’m cold,” she announced.

      Off she went to clothe herself and her two promiscuously pertinent clues. What she did with her steno pad, I had nary a clue. Too busy gazing at other stuff.
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      I tried reading the book she’d handed me. Some bullshit about a guy named Merton. Not easy. A constant distraction rubbing itself against my leg. Apparently, Clare had a black cat. Imagine that. I politely asked said feline to beat it and, wonder of wonders, the night creature meowed to be let outside. Problem solved.

      I went back to the book, but this time I stuck to the photos. As I flipped pages, my eyes kept straying toward the bedroom door. Maybe she’d rethink the getting dressed idea.

      She didn’t, but the jeans were tight and the blouse sort of clingy. Close enough.

      “So who’s this Merton character?” I asked.

      “Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk.” Clare’s green eyes flashed Are you stupid, but her soft voice said, “Come on, Harry, he’s famous.”

      I settled for the voice and left Trappist alone. Monk I understood. Well, maybe not Thelonious—Harry more rock, Reno more blues, neither of us very jazzy.

      “Yeah, I think I’ve heard of Merton. What’s he have to do with our sister problem?”

      “Tom may know what happened.” Clare’s Nancy Drew act again—breathless excitement, eyes popping wide. I tried some Grim Reaper reality instead.

      “Wait, he’s dead. That much I do know. Merton’s been underground for about a hundred years, right?”

      “No, dummy. December 10, 1968.” Damn, wrong again. “That’s when he transitioned. In Bangkok. That’s in—”

      “Thailand,” I said. She smiled. Hot damn, score one for the shamus.

      “Tom’s a mystic. Like me. See, that’s him.” A white nail tapped at the book.

      A monk in robes instead of a mystic sans robes. Rats, maybe I ought to ask Clare if she had any photos of the latter. For lonely nights, you know.

      Or maybe I ought to pay attention to what she was jamming my eyeballs with. She sure was acting like Merton was primo important. So I swallowed my lust and focused on the photo.

      This Merton character decked out in a monk’s outfit raised an interest of a decidedly less prurient sort. Sure, his smile sluiced from his mouth like any grin does, but the eyes let you know the mirth was real—crinkles edging out, up-down and round-about. His balding pate, short side hair, tufted eyebrows telegraphing he could also be a no-nonsense sort of dude. But real. And kindhearted. A guy I could trust.

      At least my Catholic upbringing taught me I should.

      “Okay,” I said. “But again, what’s a dead monk have to do with our problems?” The look on her face one of pity. Poor dumb bunny—too stupid even for words. She said some anyway.

      “We talk. Tom and I. He’s guiding my search.” My expression did my talking.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Harry.” Clare leaned across the table, finger-bopped my nose. “I’m not crazy. Except about you.” Wow—keep sellin’ it, babe, keep sellin’ it.

      She’d dabbed on some perfume while she dressed. Probably something called Mystical Nights. Or Sowing Confusion. Whichever, she smelled good, the nose poke playful.

      “Transitioning doesn’t keep us from talking. He’s been a big help.” Her little-girl pout again, arms crisscrossed, emphasizing her big-girl clues. “Really, he has.”

      I tried a gentle reality injection.

      “Look, Clare. I’m just having a hard time understanding all your bookkeeper and nun ran away with the ledger and the mystical monk jumped over the moon. What am I missing?”

      “Same things I’m missing. Tom’s journal,” she said. “And the sister. I’ve already told you this a thousand times.” Yeah, yeah, yeah. The hell with the absconded nun. It’s Merton’s journal she’s really after.

      “Well, can’t you and, uh, Brother Merton find them and the ledger without me? Being mystics and all?”

      Her eyes flicked jade daggers my way. “I don’t appreciate your condescending tone.” Her arms went from cradling her clues to putting mitts on her hips. At least she hadn’t added a foot stomp to her routine.

      “And it’s Father M. Louis Merton.” Oops, there the boot stomp was. “He’s a priest and a hermit. But just Tom to his friends. Here’s another picture—in his everyday work clothes. Outside his hermitage.”

      Father Louis—Tom to his friends—standing in front of a rather plain one-story building. Whitewashed concrete block, a front porch jumbled with chairs, and, well . . . stuff. The stuff of living the solitary life, I suppose. The porch roof supported not by classical Greek columns, of course, but by wooden posts that might have been hand-hewn. The building graceful in its primitive simplicity.

      Tom had his monk getup on, but topping it off was a hip-length denim coat, his hands shoved deep inside the pockets. A jersey watch cap concealed his mystical, almost bald head, the trademark smile stealing its way across his face. Cold day, snow sprinkling the ground.

      Would have been helpful if the photographer had stuffed his camera full of Kodachrome. Then I could be sure Tom’s monk uniform was black over white, the jacket positively denim blue, the jersey watch cap definitely black. But hey, did it really matter that much? Why memorize what the monk had on? I wasn’t likely to run across him this side of the grave.

      So okay, monk, mystic, hermit, and now just a jolly working stiff. Still the sort of padre I could relate to. If he kept the sermons simple and short and the communion line moving.

      “I’m sorry, Clare.” Harry Reno, shamus sincere. “Tell me about you and Tom’s missing journal.”

      “Not tonight.” A mystical hand let wandering fingernails thrill my soul. “Tomorrow,” she assured me. “I’ll explain it all then.” I smiled. I think I was supposed to.

      “Then we’ll plot our investigation,” she said. “Think you can get your trunk up again for that, Dumbo? Or did I wear it out for good tonight?”

      Before I could come up with a zinger of my own, Clare said, “Go!” and pointed toward the door. But her Go! more a soft, come-back-to-me-a-minute command.

      I stepped close, kissed her. Then once more she said, “Go!” and this time she meant it. I had to wonder, though, why get all dolled up just to give poor Reno the old heave-ho? Someone else dropping by tonight?

      As she closed her door, the mystic said, “Why don’t you bring your suitcase with you tomorrow night?” Hot damn! “Oh, and watch out for your grave, Harry. It’s always waiting.”

      Whoa—good advice, but one hell of an addition to her suitcase good-bye.

      I steered wide of the cemetery and its open hole in the ground and headed back to Simeon and Golgotha’s guesthouse, my stomach growling—a Pabst-and-pretzels dinner not to its liking. Clare’s other offerings right on the mark though. Except . . . I couldn’t get Merton’s grinning face out of my head.
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      Ahooga—Ahooga. My head snapped up. Simeon, God’s Holy Fool—outside my car—dancing around—blasting an old-time handheld Klaxon horn. Adding a little noise all his own: “Hoot! Hoot! Hoot!”

      I crawled out of the Volvo. Leaned against a fender. Rubbed my eyes. Did the same for my neck. Sun coming up. Tuesday. Golgotha’s parking lot. The guesthouse. That’s where I was.

      Ahooga—Ahooga. “Hoot, hoot, hoot.”

      I covered my ears, shouted, “Stop it, you dumb bastard. Stop it.” A restless night in the Volvo had shredded my affability.

      Ahooga—Ahooga. “Hoot, hoot, hoot,” yet again. And again, dammit.

      God’s Holy Fool skipped over, squatted down in front of me, then shot up, shouting, “Boo!” his yellow moon face inches from mine, just like yesterday.

      Then the Fool whirled around—bent over, his ass in the air, blowing a forceful reminder he’d had beans for dinner last night. Lots and lots of beans.

      I kicked; I missed. Simeon crabbed sideways, laughing. “Time you get up, Mr. Nero.”

      Yeah, yeah, yeah. I was up, but I wasn’t laughing. God’s Holy Fool had locked me out of the guesthouse last night.

      “Hop Sing make breakfast,” Simeon said. “You eat. Come, Mr. Nero. Come.”

      And off he skedaddled. Ahooga—Ahooga. “Hoot, hoot, hoot!”

      I stretched, glanced around, half expecting hordes of angry monks to come pouring out of their barracks, murder and mayhem in their hearts and souls. But no monks. No barracks either. Maybe there weren’t any more monks. Unless they were holed up somewhere else.

      What I could take in right then—besides the Fool and his Klaxon horn and his rhythmic chanting—was the guesthouse, the cinderblock clutch of ecclesiastical offices, and the priory’s church to amuse my still sleep-encrusted, bleary eyes.

      Oh, and the library hard by, completing a nice little quadrangle with a conical-topped steel water tower thrown in—straining heavenward to keep your focus where it should be.

      Ahooga—Ahooga. “Hoot, hoot, hoot!”

      God, but my head was throbbing—the sun rising, shattering the horizon, threatening to sear my eyeballs. Where the hell’s a cloud when you need it.

      Dammit, I wanted coffee and food, peace and quiet. And clues I could use.

      Ahooga—Ahooga. “Hoot, hoot, hoot!”

      Screw it. I plodded along in the wake of God’s Holy Stink. Inside the guesthouse, Brother Marxus stood by the fireplace sipping coffee.

      “Ah, Mr. Reno. Did you pass a pleasant night?” He stepped my way. “No?” My poker face, remember. “Well, God’s Grace upon your morning then,” the monk offered.

      “Your fucking fool locked me out last night.”

      “Perhaps he only locked himself in. A difference, is it not?” That annoying island lilt. Too early in the morning for his philosophical crap.

      “Where’s the coffee, Marxus?”

      We sat across from each other at a refectory table, both sipping java, me waiting for breakfast. “Who’s helping Simeon in there?” Visions of beans danced in my head. “He’s not on his own, is he?”

      “The sisters usually help prepare meals when we have guests.”

      “Where were they last night, Marxus?”

      “Otherwise occupied. Like you, perhaps.” Brother Marxus, head of security. A sly smile crinkling his features. I let it slide.

      “How about this morning? Anybody helping the Fool?” I asked again. We both heard crockery breaking.

      “No,” Marxus admitted, seeking solace in his less-than-steaming coffee.

      Finally, the kitchen door banged open, and a yellow moon appeared—hovering above whatever it was he’d slapped together back there.

      “Breakfast. You eat. You like.” The moon man broke wind, crabbed away, cackling as he retreated. “I lay egg, Mr. Nero.”

      Mr. Nero stuck a fork in the yellow-and-brown goop on his plate. “What is it, Marxus?”

      “What it always is of late. Beans and eggs. Mashed together. Your toast appears to have been purified in the flames. Beats beans alone.” We observed the rule of silence while I ate. Didn’t take long.

      “Walk?” the monk asked.

      “Why not.” Out the door we went.

      Brother Marxus headed off toward a line of pine trees at the far end of the parking lot.

      “There is also a way to where we are going that would allow us to use your green transportation for a portion of our journey.” He pointed; I looked. Asphalt. Winding its way off into the distance.

      “But that would take us near to the vixen in the cottage,” the monk cautioned.

      Okay, so maybe I don’t have to tromp through sour apples every time I visit Ms. O’Toole. Good to know. But back to the journey at hand.

      “That where you keep the rest of the brothers?” I said, pointing to the pines. “Hidden in the woods? So far I’ve only seen Father Christmas, you, a monk in the phone booth, and Simeon. Not much of a holy workforce.”

      “Simeon is not a monk,” Marxus said.

      “He wears green, like you.”

      “Yes. It comforts him.”

      “Oh, and Brother Sceleratus. I met him. In the greenhouse. Lurking with the lemons.”

      “Brother Sceleratus,” the head of security mused. “Yes, you did meet him, did you not. And very observant of you to note we have lemons in addition to oranges. I suggest you stay the hell away from Sceleratus.”

      Marxus’s green hood flipped up, a barrier between monk and an uncomfortable world. On we trudged.

      The pines a comforting green, too—wide and deep. We walked quietly in their enclosing solitude, the black monk obeying some vow of silence, I suppose. I didn’t ask.

      On the other side of the woods, the ground and the path fell away. At the bottom of the ridge stood a metal Quonset hut, assorted storage sheds, and a dilapidated wooden barn. A battered pickup snoozing beside the barn.

      Beyond, flat farmland, a bright stream in the distance, wending its way toward a greater flood perhaps. And out in the field, a tractor chugging along—a monk’s green hood bopping in rhythm with the tractor’s bounce. Maybe Brother Sceleratus of the raspy voice. Maybe an as-yet-unmet monk.

      “Off-limits, Mr. Reno. Sceleratus territory.” Brother Marxus’s chilly admonition hung in the air like fall frost morphing its way into fog.

      “So what goes on down there I’m not supposed to know about,” I said.

      The head of security shook his head—a slight, economical movement. “I do not know. Maybe you can tell me. When you don’t go there.” Ah, progress, sunlight slicing through fog.

      “Where else do I need not to go?” I asked.

      “Any walled enclosure is off-limits to unaccompanied laity. So too most fenced areas,” Marxus assured me.

      “What about the cemetery? Next to Clare’s little love nest.”

      The monk raised his hands to my shoulders—slowly—held me still. I caught a whiff of peppermint floating between us.

      “The cemetery holds the reason for your visit, if you can uncover it. And the demon in the cottage, she will certainly find and hold you, Mr. Reno. As often as she pleases. But only if you allow her such enfolding familiarity.”

      Then he turned, and we were heading back the way we had come. No peppermint for Harry or Reno. Only a double dose of monkish obfuscation.

      Hell of a morning hike, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            Clues In Combination

          

        

      

    

    
      “Father Nicholas kept the ledger locked in this safe.” Brother Marxus patted the top of a waist-high Fort Knox.

      “He spray-paint it gold? Or is that real gilt?”

      The head of security glanced around the empty business office—checking for listening devices, I suppose. Or maybe just checking for elves.

      “Gilt enough for the guilt of France,” the black monk intoned, trying to be unhelpful as usual. But hey, I’d caught his Shakespeare allusion. Why let him know it.

      “You’re something else, Marxus. Just a fucking holy font of information.”

      “You ask, I answer.”

      My head hurt. Simeon’s Ahoogas. Marxus’s cryptic clues. The relaxing stroll in the pine woods. The back and neck weren’t great, either—the Volvo’s less-than-king-size bed last night, remember? But a true detective presses on in the face of adversity. So I did, too.

      “Who had the combination?” I asked.

      “Father Nicholas. The bookkeeper. None others of name.” There it was again: The Bard. Probably had good ole Bill S’s Henry V on his nightstand. But back to reality.

      “Does your missing bookkeeper have a name? Live around here? Maybe you and I should go visiting. Talk to the neighbors. Ask if anybody’s seen him.”

      “Spencer,” Marxus said.

      “That a place or a name?”

      “His name. Spencer Hinkle. He lives in Rugby. With his mother. The guesthouse cook.” Marxus, finally spilling some of the beans.

      “Mommy still work here,” I asked, “or did she run off, too?” Simeon’s missing Mamma, maybe? “Nobody home but the Fool last night. Or this morning.”

      “Father Nicholas fired Maude. Against my advice.”

      “Maude Hinkle? Good old Maudie?” I let wonderment dance across my mug.

      “You know her then, do you?” Pure surprise sparked in the monk’s brown eyes.

      “Nope.” Got him. Score one for the shamus. Sometimes my poker face entraps the unwary. Marxus scowled and stomped off.

      I followed, my beeper suddenly doing what beepers do—irritate. Penny could wait. I was investigating. And having some fun to boot.

      “Hey, Marxus. Where to now?”

      No answer. Just stomping. Thought Jamaicans liked to be island happy. Maybe that’s why Marxus was here and not there. A deported island asshole.

      The stomping ended down the hall at his office. The one with the big picture window. A brother watching brothers, remember? In we went.

      “Here is Maude’s address,” Brother Marxus said. Okay, Rugby. Close anyway.

      “Why don’t you go see her,” he said. “Ask her where Spencer is. And ask about the ledger while you are there. Our former bookkeeper has made a rather amateurish attempt at extorting funds. Perhaps his mother is in on it also.” Brother Marxus, doling out clues.

      “I guess I’m just dense, but isn’t all that something, oh, maybe the head of security could have done? Or the cops. Like when the ledger and Spencer went missing?”

      “You focus too much on externalities, Mr. Reno. Your answers, and mine, lie within ourselves.” His hands flicked the cowl over his head. His turned his back on me.

      “You go see Maude. I cannot spare the time. Or the effort it undoubtedly will require.”

      I took his thin clues and skated.

      Out front the receptionist still busy looking at the Guy on the Cross. “You buddies with old Maude Hinkle? The cook?” The shake of her head I took for a no.

      “How ’bout her boy, Spence?” Her eye roll telegraphed Idiot my way. Takes more than that to scare me off.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Maybe later we could go out, paint the town, get naked. Say sexy stuff to each other.” A half smile. Well, what do you know. Quit while you’re ahead, Reno.

      I checked in with Christ on the Cross as I strolled out the door. No smiling up there. Still focused on his dad. I shot Jesus a gunsel’s salute.

      Me, too, Big Guy. Just internalizing the anger, that’s all.
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      Down at the end of the priory driveway, the phone booth stood empty. Penny’s Call Me buzzed at my waist again. I scratched around for some change. Zip, nada—nothing but folding money. Penelope Phair would just have to wait. A cellular phone too expensive and unreliable for either Harry or Reno to ever consider. Too bulky to boot.

      Town wasn’t far. The Volvo’s tires sang the song of the open road with what passed for Swedish exuberance, while the little hula girl on the dash rocked her hips like Clare in the cottage last night. Minus the grass skirt. Clare, not the little hula girl.

      A sign up ahead said Rugby in five. Farther than the Volvo wanted to go. The green love of my life eased herself up to a convenience store gas pump and stopped. Thirsty, huh?

      The little hula girl slowed her wiggles until they rolled soft, like waves at Waikiki. Why not grab a cold one, Big Kahuna? Hit the beach with me, forget your cares. Her idea or mine? Hard to say. She rocked a bit more, then stilled herself.

      Surf, sun, sand? Like the Volvo, I was thirsty, too. A beer after breakfast sounded good. Might help with the monk-induced headache throbbing around in my skull and Simeon’s beans and eggs roiling my gut. The kid hadn’t even offered me any OJ to wash down that lousy breakfast of his.

      A glance around while the pump pumped. No beach, no surf, no golden sun, no beer left in my cooler. But PABST glowing blue and red in the convenience store’s window. Forget all that Hawaiian nonsense. Just go with the beer.

      The Volvo gurgled Full, and I made for the store’s front door.

      A pay phone clung to the wall outside the store’s entrance. Call Penny buzzed again. When I double-checked my pockets for change, still bare. Only a cough drop found my fingers. It wiggled into my palm. I unwrapped it and popped it into my mouth. Last one. Well, right place at the right time: gas; beer; cough drops. And pay phone change. How convenient.

      The store’s door covered with greasy handprints and worse. I found a relatively clean surface, pushed, made my way inside.

      As I entered, I hoped the clerk behind the counter would be just the sort I would hire if I owned the store—bright, cheerful, clean-cut, and delighted to show me where the cough drops were. And glad to make change to enable me to call Penelope, the former Queen of My Dreams.

      Didn’t work out that way. The guy behind the counter hated his job and the customers who went with it.

      When I inquired concerning the whereabouts of the cough drop section, the clerk said, “Back there, bud,” and gestured over his shoulder with his thumb. His eyes stayed glued to whatever it was he was reading. I hate Bud. Unless it’s the beer, of course.

      I wandered around in the thumb’s general direction and finally came across a little box of cherry cough drops, the kind with the two old-timey brothers on it—one sort of normal-looking, the other a ZZ Top wannabe. Been there awhile. The cough drops and the brothers.

      I blew the dust off, nabbed a six-pack of Pabst, and headed back to see Mr. Helpful.

      The clerk still bent over reading whatever it was commanding his attention. His brown hair hung down in greasy hanks, obscuring his face, a cigarette jammed between thin lips.

      I smacked the counter in an attention-getting way.

      The clerk raised his eyes to mine, took a half-assed swipe at his greasy hair, tried pushing it out of his eyes—no dice. Too much like work, I suppose. He didn’t try twice. He went back to halfway perusing his magazine.

      His name tag said Hank. That seemed appropriate, given that glop of hair. Had to bend sideways to read his tag though—it drooped crookedly off the torn front pocket of his shirt.

      “How you doin’ today, Hank?” I asked. Folksy, nice like.

      “A dollar” escaped his mouth, the princely sum rounding its way past the cigarette.

      I took a twenty out of my wallet, held the moolah under his nose, said, “You sure?” He finally straightened and focused his attention on me instead of his People periodical.

      “Look, bud,” he said, “I had a bad night. You want the cough drops or don’t you?” The nail in his mouth moving in sync with his words, ash fluttering toward my Pabst.

      I started to say, What about the beer sitting here and the gas I just pumped? A dollar going to cover that, too?

      But I didn’t. Hank ought to know what all that cost. If he only wanted a dollar, I was good with that. Still, I held out the twenty and a chance for Hank to grab what I owed.

      He took the twenty and stuffed it in his register, extracting several bills of varying denominations and smacking same on the counter. Nineteen. Guess a dollar did cover it all.

      “How about change for the pay phone,” I said, and shoved a dollar back his way.

      No answer. No change. His bad night, I suppose. Cigarette ash speckled my hand.

      Reno boiled over, and Hank got burnt, but Harry walked out with cough drops and beer and a topped-up tank of gas. Oh, and four quarters from the cash register for the pay phone. But I left the Hamilton, the Lincoln, and four paper Washingtons on the counter for Hank.

      Maybe he’d place them neatly in the till. Maybe he’d stick ’em in his pocket. Or maybe the wind would whisk them away along with the cigarette ashes when the door opened while Hank snoozed on the store’s comforting tile floor—where he’d been ever since I’d punched his ticket to Dreamland.

      Outside, the pay phone clicked its delight at being fed. Penny picked up on the first ring—never a good sign.

      “A tad quicker next time, Reno.” Her clipped, Queen’s English, admonishing tone.

      “I thought you liked it slow, Ms. Phair. Long and slow.” My standard line, and not just with her. But delivered with a Hank-induced snarl this morning.

      “I still do. Just not with you anymore.” British bitch.

      I let anger slam the phone back onto its metal cradle, a hard, I’d-like-to-punch-somebody sort of hang-up. Shards of black plastic struck my chest, then sailed off to join the rest of the earpiece at my feet.

      Cheap-ass, worthless Ma Bell shit. I yanked the rest of the handset and its steel umbilical cord free of their wall-mounted black coffin, sent them skittering across the store’s parking lot, and stalked after them, cursing life in general and Penny in particular.

      Harry Reno—too focused on externalities, too mad at the world internally.

      I popped the top on a Pabst, let the Volvo whisk me the hell away before I smashed any additional inanimate objects—the little hula girl as stiff and silent on her dashboard beach as a body newly planted in the grave.

      A wise choice on her part.
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            Sweet Old Maude

          

        

      

    

    
      The Volvo glided to the curb at the ex-cook’s Rugby abode, yesterday’s sunshine replaced by a cloudier reality. A two-tone brown and tan, seen-better-days Ford Bronco sat in the driveway. Against my better judgment, I slipped out of my Swedish sled and began my approach.

      A dying evergreen off to the side—its remaining needles a skeletal framework of brown despair. It allowed me to pass without so much as a sigh. A skinny oak tree rose opposite the evergreen, silent as a sentinel at Arlington—its nameless dead leaves still holding on, yearning for the promise of a better life after death.

      Withered azalea bushes either side of the front-porch steps, their hopes of resurrection dashed, too. And up on the front porch itself, more evidence of death by neglect—a puddle of decaying pumpkin goo welcomed visitors with a pungent reminder Halloween had fled.

      I rang the doorbell, and, like the oak leaves, hoped for the best.

      Bony fingers scratched at the front window. Curtains parted. A hollow-eyed crone gazed expressionlessly out. The face and fingers disappeared. The front door began creaking open.

      “Get the hell off my porch.” A cigarette-marinated croak. “I don’t want any. I’m broke.”

      The crone’s body followed its voice out the door, clad in a purple muumuu. The body underneath spindle-shanked and spare. The eyes tough, though—and glaring.

      Something yellow, this morning’s eggs maybe, clung to a corner of her mouth. Hair dyed orange sprouted atop her skull, the spikes a fetching counterpoint to the deflated jack-o’-lantern.

      I gave the homeowner the best of my Harry smiles. She drew a last puff and flicked her cigarette butt at my chest. I counterpunched.

      “Ben Franklin to see Maude Hinkle. My card, madam.”

      A hundred-dollar bill and business card pinched between my thumb and forefinger waved about—Golgotha’s lucre really, not mine. Gathering intel a legit expense expenditure. Or so I hoped Father Nick, alias Santa Claus, would agree.

      A white-coated tongue snaked out of Maude’s mouth, nabbed the yellow whatever-it-was.

      “Well, I guess it’s all right.” Her eyes never left Ben. She snatched at the card and the hundred. I let her snag them. Maude stuffed the hundred in her bra, glanced at the card.

      “A private dick, huh? Come on in,” she offered, and snickered, my business card drifting its way toward pumpkin goo.

      The crone collapsed into a decrepit recliner and fired up another cancer stick. She waved cigarette smoke and me toward the couch. I looked before I sat, a lesson from childhood reinforced by continuing adult mistakes.

      High up, over the couch, Christ on His Cross nailed to the wall, as angry as ever. Directly below Him, the Ten Commandments chiseled out on paper in all their Old Testament glory.

      On one side of God’s ten things to remember, a standard-issue print of Elvis in a white jumpsuit, the King crooning to the faithful.

      On the other side, an old movie poster—Charlton Heston, hair and beard burned white by whatever the Lord God of the Israelites imparted to him atop the mountain, eyes stern yet wild, stone tablets clutched in each hand. A fierce-as-Hell-itself Moses, ready to punish both sinners and pharaohs.

      So okay, Jesus, Elvis, and Moses instead of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. To each his own, I suppose. Still—

      “I said sit, boy. Ain’t nuthin’ gonna eat ya.” I complied, unsure though of the veracity of her assurance. The inside of the home as neglected as the outside. Glasses and dishes waiting to be washed or thrown away. Dust and empty beer cans. Reminders of mice dotting the floor.

      “Maude Hinkle, right?”

      “Yeah. Ben Franklin I know. Who’re you again?”

      “Harry Reno,” I said. “Spencer around?”

      Maude took a drag, sucked deep, blew a cloud out, poised her lips to spit out her No. Never happened—

      “Get your filthy, dirty paws off me.” Downstairs, female, pissed. “You’re not sticking those pig-shit fingers in me, Spencer.” Classy, too. Sounds of glassware shattering emanating from somewhere below.

      “Would that be your son and Sister Mary-Dolores, by any chance, Maude?” I stood up, spied the basement door, took a step, froze.

      Knocking—outside—insistent—loud.

      “Open up.” Harder banging. “Police.”

      “Well, boy, you’re closest,” Maude said. “Open the damn door.” So I did.

      Two cops either side of the front door—classic cop tactic in case the hombre they were after decided to shoot it out.

      One guardian of the law sported a gray Rugby Police Department official junior patrolman uniform, complete with shiny badge, handcuffs, and gun. The other, older cop had draped himself in a blue and brown tweed sports coat this morning, said coat pulled back to show his equally shiny badge and gun. Wow—a patrolman and a detective.

      “What,” I said. Probably not a happy What, either. The two idiots I’d been hired to find were in Maude’s basement. Probably with Nick’s ledger and Tom’s diary. Now this shit.

      “Step outside, sir.” The cop to my left. I stayed put.

      “We need you to answer a few questions.” The cop to my right.

      “About what?” Wrong question.

      The cop on the right and the cop on the left reached in, grabbed an arm apiece, and dragged the rest of Harry Reno out of the house. The uniform braced me, while the detective said, “That your green Volvo out front?”

      “He’s packing, Sarge,” the uniform advised as he nabbed my gat and my keys.

      “I got a—”

      “Shut up—hook him up.” Sarge the Detective, large and in charge in his sports coat. “Once more, that your green Volvo.” Not a question this time. He spun me around. Steel-gray cop eyes, unfriendly, like the handcuffs.

      “Yeah, it is. Why? You wanna borrow it?” My gun might be gone, but I still had my attitude. Trouble was, so did sweet old Maude.

      “He’s a pervert. Forced his way in. Tried to have his way with me. Fornicator. Devil’s spawn.” Maude in her muumuu, in the doorway, flapping her gums, waving her arms.

      “He tried to rape me. He had his zipper down. He had his wienie wanger out.”

      “Okay, Mrs. Hinkle. Calm down. We’ll ask him about that, too.” Sarge’s grip on my arm tightened. “You’re going downtown.”

      “Why?” I said.

      The two cops frog-marched me off the porch and out to the detective’s unmarked, cop-obvious Crown Vic at the curb behind the Volvo. A Rugby PD cruiser sat sideways in front, blocking any contemplated escape.

      “Why?” I said again.

      “Gas drive-off, theft, criminal property damage,” the detective informed me. “Oh, and assault. You made a hell of an impression on old Hank back at the fill-up and puke. Get in.”

      “I paid— Ow!”

      “Sorry, pally,” the detective said. “Watch your head next time.”

      “Hey, moron. There’s a domestic going on in the basement back there,” I let him know.

      The detective shot a pity-stare my way. “When somebody calls it in, I’ll check it out. Stan, you get his car keys?”

      “Yeah, Sarge,” the uniform said.

      “Leave the keys in it.” Sarge the Friendly Detective beamed a smile my way. “After you do an inventory search.” Oh, shit. Professionals. Gonna plant something in her for sure.

      Maude and her muumuu out on the porch now, skinny legs dancing around pumpkin goo, crone arms still flailing the air.

      “He offered me a hundred smackers to do him. See? See?” Her just-acquired Franklin flapping for emphasis. “Right here in my own living room. On my couch. In front of Jesus, Charlie, and the King. Adulterer!”

      Maude slipped in the pumpkin puddle, grabbed the porch rail, somehow stayed upright, still grasping old Ben.

      “Said he had to have me! Pimp! Couldn’t live without me! Pervert!”

      Sarge slammed the cruiser’s door, and we were off. No wonder Brother Marxus hadn’t been around to interview the ex-cook. No wonder at all.
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        Maude – Spencer – Sister Mary-Dolores

      

      

      “Who was that man, Mama?”

      “Some damn-fool private eye. Get back down in the basement, Spencer. Finish packin’. I’m gettin’ you and your whore out of here.”

      A head, then shoulders, then the rest of a girl coming up the basement steps.

      “I’m not a whore, Mrs. Hinkle.” Mary-Dolores swiped at a tear. “You shouldn’t say that. Mother Superior says I am one of the... the... the Elect of Heaven.” Hair flounce and another tear swipe. “Well, I am.”

      “Yeah, honey, you sure are—Elect of Heaven, my ass.” Maude fired another nail, sucked deep. “Been voted most likely to spread your legs, too. Fuckin’ Devil spawn.”

      “Mama!”

      “Shut up, boy. Gimme that damn ledger. You two get packed. And quick. Bronco’s in the driveway, buckin’. We’re going fishin’. Saddle up.”
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            Jake’s Jail

          

        

      

    

    
      Downtown Rugby was impressive. Buildings clad in fresh paint, people shopping, American flags flying. Prosperous-looking. Probably no Wal-Mart around yet. A Romanesque courthouse sat dead center in a conservatively landscaped island, Rugby’s commercial streets merging and circling the towering brick structure before heading back the way each had come.

      Only a cloudy day marred such a Norman Rockwell, small-town-America moment. Oh, and cuffs on my wrists. But that was surely American too, just not appropriately Rockwellian.

      Sarge pulled into a spot at the courthouse marked police parking only and yanked me out of the cruiser. “Inside,” he said, and pointed toward the courthouse.

      But not up the steps to the front doors, of course. Around to the side and into a cave-like opening set in the courthouse’s thick-as-a-hanged-body-is-tall limestone foundation. A cavern you entered through an old iron door. Then down a chilly stone passageway to a modern steel portal stenciled: jail.

      Simple, direct. Got my attention. In we went.

      “Have a seat.” Sarge unlocked one cuff. “Make yourself comfortable.” The fat detective clicked the cuff onto a D-ring bolted to a steel bench.

      “Be back in a minute, pally,” he promised. “Don’t go anywhere.” Funny, real funny.

      Metal hinges creaked; steel swung open. Sarge sauntered out. Metal hinges creaked; steel swung closed. I shut my eyes, let them spring open again. Nothing had changed.

      The jail’s walls still stone—the inside of the courthouse’s sturdy foundation. Rugby’s hoosegow smelled musty, felt damp. A chill began creeping my bones.

      One caged light overhead. Off to the side, a steel door. Metal bars set into the door, forming a grille offering a view inside, or out of, the official Rugby jail cell. A yellow-and-black have a nice day bumper sticker plastered across the gunmetal-gray door. Complete with a smiley face. Cop humor.

      If I could drag the bench over, maybe I could peel the sticker off, stuff it in my mouth, choke to death on it. Honor its uplifting message. But not today. Damn bench bolted to the wall as well as the floor.

      Metal hinges creaked; steel swung open. My eyes swiveled from the Have A Nice Day promise to the jailhouse door.

      “Harry-Fucking-Reno.” Slow, measured, perfect enunciation.

      A face followed the voice in and said, “Harry-Fucking-Reno,” yet again.

      “Yeah, I get that a lot. How are you, Jake?”
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      The Rugby Police Department nestled between the mayor’s office and the city treasurer’s spot. Upstairs, in the courthouse proper, not in the basement like the jail and its solitary holding cell. Across the hall, Permits and Licenses, Building Inspector, and a continuing assortment of other official headache creators filled up the rest of the courthouse’s first floor. Judges and clerks and courtrooms lived on the floors above. Or so the sign by the elevators claimed.

      “Saw your name in the papers this summer, Harry. That mess up by Great Cold Lake.”

      “Coffee’s good—for a cop shop,” I answered. The hell with what happened this summer. My problem, not his. “Black and hot, anyway.”

      “What the hell were you doing buying beer at nine in the morning, Harry?”

      “Planning on drinking it. And I did. Some of it, anyway.”

      Jake Ragan’s eyes were clear blue and cop-bright. Weren’t always that way when we ran together. Usually red-rimmed, squinting out at the world from inside a hangover—like mine.

      “You plan on busting up the pay phone, too?” Jake asked. “How ’bout Hank?”

      “No. Tell Hank I’m sorry, though. Real sorry.”

      Rugby’s chief of police topped up my coffee. “You ever think about taking the pledge?” Earnest enough, but he shook his head, like he knew my answer before I said it. “Well, have you?” he asked anyway.

      “What the hell, Jake. Police chief and drunkard’s apostle—all rolled into one? Spare me.”

      “Same old Harry. Just saying, helped me, that’s all.”

      Ragan’s hand massaged his bristle-cut hair and the brain beneath, coaxing thoughts to the surface. I’d seen him do that a lot. Old habits stick with you, I guess, sober or not. Mine do, that’s for sure. The good ones and the bad ones—especially the less-than-sober bad ones.

      The hand that wasn’t holding my coffee rubbed my neck, then pulled at the nearby ear. Just habit. Unlike the monk in the greenhouse, both of mine still attached.

      “Hank’s a creep, Harry. And a crud. And half a liar. He’s pulled this before.” The chief’s hand drifted from hair on the head to hair on the lip. He hadn’t sported a mustache back in the day. Hadn’t been sober, either. Change, allegedly necessary to improving the human condition.

      “I know you didn’t steal anything,” Ragan said. “Hank just pocketed the money you left and said you did. Don’t worry about that. I had a word with him.”

      Oh, man. Poor Hank. I’d had words with Ragan before myself. Unpleasant words. While I still carried a badge. Years and lifetimes ago.

      “You gotta pay for the phone, Harry. Then that goes away too.” But we’d always patched it up, whatever was said.

      I slurped some coffee. “And that’ll make us both jake?” I asked.

      “I got more important things to do than listen to you and your stupid puns, Reno.”

      Jake sounded tired. Maybe he’d been up chiefing all night. Maybe he’d just had it with his old pal Harry Reno and the shit I always step in. I didn’t ask. Not my business. But I did have a pertinent question for Rugby’s top cop.

      “You got any donuts? Cops always have donuts, right?” A Good Old Harry smile spread across my face as my insides rumbled an audible feed me reminder. “Don’t want to be any trouble, Jake.”

      “Too late for that, Harry.” The chief pushed a button on his intercom. “Betty Lou, see if there’s any donuts left in the break room, would you? I got a stomach growler in here.”

      The donuts were stale. But a little softer once they swam in the coffee. Then Jake said, “Let’s roll,” so we did.
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            Hula Reality

          

        

      

    

    
      On the way over to Maude’s, the chief took a detour. “Something I want you to see, Harry. My house.” Down the road where Rugby faded and countryside sprang up, Jake pointed out his bit of heaven. “I bought it thinking it’d solve my problems.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice, Jake. Big house, lot of land, no neighbors.” Might work for him. But not for me. Mrs. Pickard’s pies across the hall, small apartment, no yardwork—my paradise.

      Jake sighed, swung us back toward Maude’s. “I thought it’d help me with a certain young lady.” I let that one ride. I had enough problems of my own right now. No need to shoulder someone else’s. The chief clued me in anyway. At least he didn’t tell me her name.

      “So that’s why you quit drinking, huh? A female.” Okay, sometimes you do have to shoulder at least a bit of someone else’s weight. Especially when it’s a buddy. An old buddy.

      “Good a reason as any, Harry.”

      “A woman’s usually the reason I start. And keep at it.”

      The chief pulled his cruiser in behind my Volvo—still out front where his skinny little excuse for a police officer had left her. Only now she slept alone, the Bronco no longer in evidence. Bet Maude and her basement bandidos had fled the scene.

      Chief Ragan climbed out, nabbed a slim jim from his trunk, popped the lock on the Volvo’s door. “After the state retired me, she dried me out. Easier to police sober, my friend. Easier to do most everything sober.”

      “Except?” I said.

      “Except now she’s left me. Guess it got to be a drag. Or I did. Being sober now isn’t so easy.” Jake Ragan looked like he knew what he was talking about. I sure as hell didn’t.

      “Who’s this she?” I asked, my better judgment blown away by autumn’s cool breeze.

      “Just somebody you don’t need to meet.” Jake’s gaze wandered, his eyes avoiding mine.

      “Kids, I don’t understand them. Hell, Harry, now she’s almost a fucking nun.”

      How the hell can you be almost a nun? Or almost a fucking one? Hey, if I could find Mary-Dolores, Spence’s lemony-voiced squeeze, maybe I could wring that out of her too, along with where Clare’s missing journal had sauntered off to. And the ledger.

      “But I’m still sober.” Jake’s eyes locked back on mine. “Today, anyway.”

      I let his take-it-a-day-at-a-time crap hang unanswered. Instead, I scrounged around in the Volvo, found where Stan the Cop had hidden my keys—surprise, right in the ignition.

      Then I saw her.

      “That goddamned cop of yours killed my little hula girl.” Waikiki’s darling lay on the dash, her body bent unnaturally at the waist—damn near snapped in half.

      “He’s a dead man.” Her mangled torso quivering in my hand, murder dancing behind my eyes. “Where do I find this piece of shit Stan? Where?”

      Jake took a tentative step toward me. I knew why. The face under the gray hair shading a quick crimson, green eyes glittering emerald sharp. An animal snarl replacing human speech. Another epic Harry Reno eruption brewing up.

      “Easy, old friend,” the chief of police said.

      “Easy, my ass.” One hand balled itself into a fist—its mate already there, tight around the little hula girl’s wrecked body. “He killed her and he’s a dead man.”

      Jake Ragan, thumbs hooked in his belt, a half smile, a shake of his head. He’d seen me this way a lot, long ago.

      “Get some glue. Or buy a new one, Harry. Just calm your ass down.” I bought into it, reluctantly.

      “Okay,” I said. “Still, it’s a mean-ass thing to do. To a woman. Just so you know.”

      Jake opened his mouth, words started out—

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know,” I said. “She ain’t real. Well, she is to me. And maybe she’s all I have.” He didn’t have an answer for that. No one could.

      “I’ll talk to Stanley,” he said. “Tell him to stay away. Let you alone. You do the same.”

      Jake Ragan put his chief of police face on, let thumbs run a little on his duty belt, edging closer to his weapon and his baton, emphasizing his admonition.

      “You hear me, Reno?” A gust of wind rustled dead leaves on Maude’s oak tree. Common sense stirred in my brain.

      “Yeah, Reno hears. Harry does, too. Sorry, Jake.” I rubbed my neck, tugged at the nearby ear again. Gave my eyes a quick scrunch.

      “Hey,” I said. “You think he planted anything in her?” I walked back to the Volvo’s trunk, unlocked it, began rummaging around.

      “Always your problem, Harry. Too many hers in your life. It’s a car, not a woman.” Jake’s thumbs out of his belt now, away from his persuaders.

      “You want me to check it out for you?” he asked.

      My No a shake of the head, my hands busy probing in the backseat now. Nada there too.

      “See you around then, Harry. I won’t ask why you’re here. But look me up if you need any clues. You usually do.” The chief turned, headed back to his cruiser.

      “And, Harry,” he said over his shoulder. “I mean it. Stay away from Stanley. He’s bad news. Sarge too.” Then he was gone.
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      Harry—

      “What, honey.”

      I hurt—

      “I know you do, sweetheart, I’ll make it all okay, I will, I promise.”

      Surf and sand, that’ll heal me, Big Kahuna. Really it will. Just hurry. Pleeease?

      Poor little hula girl—poor Harry—poor Reno, too.
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            Trashy Clues

          

        

      

    

    
      Across the street a door shut, the elderly gawkers on the porch satisfied I had the cop stamp of approval—no cuffs this time. No fun watching me anymore. Back to The Price Is Right.

      My feet dodged the departed Bronco’s driveway oil drippings and headed around to the back of Maude’s cheerful abode. The driveway ended at a garage. Imagine that. A wooden fence taller than Harry Reno connected garage to house and blocked my way into Maude’s backyard.

      The fence’s gate sported a spray-painted skull-and-crossbones motif, tastefully rendered in black. Above and below the crude skull face, festive messages in orange advised keep out and beware.

      So, like a meter reader, I opened the gate as if I had every right to and stepped into a fence-enclosed killing field. Pumpkin goo like on the porch. But much more than just one puddle of orange slop.

      Maude’s entire backyard a Halloween jack-o’-lantern graveyard. Pumpkins split, hacked to death, their earth-bound existence severed into pieces. Dozens of shattered pumpkins, their disparate parts rotting in place. Scattered here and there, a couple of orange orbs still seemingly intact, spared at the whim of the pumpkin patch’s scourge.

      And in the midst of it all—on top of an upturned metal garbage can—a moon face leering at me, slanted eyes, triangle nose, a double BOO carved in place of a mouth, one exclamation curving above, the other below. But a rounded reminder of what? Life’s scary, maybe?

      Whatever it meant, for sure it was Simeon, immortalized in orange, a rusted machete cleaving deep into his jack-o’-lantern noggin. I stepped up onto the back porch. Time to creep the Hinkle abode. Worry about God’s Holy Fool and Halloween pranks some other time.

      Maude’s sliding glass doors did just that—unlocked, no actual breaking and entering needed, but a crime nonetheless. So what?

      Inside, I scanned the kitchen, then quick-searched the rest of the house. Nobody on the first and only floor. Nobody hiding in the basement anymore. No bodies, either. That damn machete out back had me jumpy.

      The house still a disaster. The same nicotine-stained walls, likewise the ceiling, every ashtray in need of emptying. Maude’s cigarette addiction clawing at nose and throat.

      At least a desk squared into a corner by the kitchen showed promise. Since I didn’t know what I was searching for, I started there. Sort of organized, comparatively speaking. I tossed the desk. Discreetly.

      A utility bill, rural electric co-op. But not for this house. Something country-sounding instead—Lot Number 5 Catfish Holler Loop. A re-connection bill, recently paid. Maude and her gang’s country hideout? Worth a try.

      As I turned away with my prize, a photo on the fridge caught my eye. Had to be Maude and her boy Spence. Both skinny and scrawny, the family resemblance . . . okay, maybe I was seeing what I wanted to see. They didn’t look alike at all. Still, had to be Spence. Who else would let Maude get that close? Now if only I could find a photo of the sainted Sister Mary-Dolores.

      Nada on the fridge. Same for the rest of the upstairs. Maybe she wasn’t the photogenic sort. I kicked crap around downstairs. The nun and her boyfriend had most definitely practiced cohabitation in Maude’s basement paradise. Sheet stains familiar from my PI divorce stakeout assignments, used rubbers beside the bed spoke to the depth of their friendship.

      I poked around some more and hit pay dirt. In a drawer in the nightstand, a stack of Polaroids: Sister Mary-Dolores being very photogenic indeed. And very naked. I snagged a couple—just in case I forgot she had red hair and where the hair was and wasn’t.

      The Volvo fired up and we headed out, the little hula girl again able to wiggle her approval. Sort of. Gray duct tape, a God-given solution for every needed repair, even a traumatic cop assault like she’d suffered. At least she was upright again.
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      A helpful blonde at the Rugby Chamber of Commerce offered me a county map—free of charge. She had quite the figure to go with the accommodating manner.

      I offered her my I’m-not-really-a-sleazy-shamus smile—likewise at no charge. Then I asked if the Catfish Holler area was known for its fishing.

      She returned the smile, said, “You must not be from around here.” I admitted as much.

      “Pity,” she said. “I could do with seeing a bit more of you.”

      I said, “One never knows, does one. I’ll be in town for a while,” and we left it at that.
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      Catfish Holler Loop was a long run out of town on the state highway. The free map told me to turn left onto a county road, then make a left turn onto the Loop—didn’t matter if you took the first left or the second left. It looped.

      The house, more a fishing shack really, was one in a row of munchkin-sized abodes perched on stilts along a mostly dry creek bed. I got out and looked around.

      No Bronco, no Maude, no Spence or his naked nun at Lot 5. Nobody home. No nosy neighbors around either. I strolled down to the creek.

      A greenish trickle—smelling and looking more like outhouse seepage than pure glacier meltwater—meandered along dejectedly around rocks in its path, too weak to clear an easier run to the sea.

      Sure couldn’t detect any catfish. Maybe they were the walking sort. Maybe they were hiding in the trees. Maybe I was wasting my time. You must not be from around here percolated through my skull—considerably faster than the creek’s depressing trickle.

      I headed back toward town, lunch thoughts in my head and past-noon rumbles in my stomach. Chinese sounded good.
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        Maude – Spencer – Sister Mary-Dolores

      

      

      “He sure isn’t much of a detective, is he, Mama?” Spencer ran his hand between Mary-Dolores’s legs, edging upward until she swatted his efforts away.

      “What the hell are you two fornicators in the eyes of the Lord doin’ back there? Lemme see your hands, Spencer Hinkle!” Maude tilted the rearview mirror until she had her boy and his nun in her sights.

      “Nothing, Mama.”

      “Me neither, Mrs. Hinkle.”

      “Well, you two peep show performers keep it that way. The Lord hates sinners.” Maude tilted the mirror again and checked to be sure the detective was gone. “You two are headed to Hell for certain.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Mary-Dolores nabbed Spencer’s hand, jammed it hard against her crotch, whispered, “We surely are if someone don’t change his wicked ways.”

      Maude put the Bronco in gear, pulled out from under the trees, and headed toward her fishing cabin, shrewd eyes scanning the woods—hunting for signs of sinning.
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            An Unfortunate Ambiguity

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign out front of the Shanghai Express winked a neon red come-hither invitation: buffet good come in. On-off. On-off. Irresistible.

      It wasn’t bad. Not great, but certainly not bad. Mongolian chicken—hard to find, good or bad. And this was indeed good. Fresh green beans, the long sort I just cram in my mouth whole, pushing until they fold in the middle and slide on in. Not a pretty sight, but I usually dine alone and this afternoon was the rule, not the exception. General Tao had his eponymous chicken on the buffet, of course. Okay. Not great, not bad, just okay. Plenty of it, though.

      But the wonton soup—superb. I had to add the green onion sprinkles myself, but what the hell else do you expect at a self-serve buffet.

      The waiter brought me a fortune cookie along with my check. When I cracked open the cookie, the fortune read: a luck come you’re way—be watching!

      Somewhere in China or San Francisco, or wherever the hell they make fortune cookies, some guy’s job is to stick messages in that little cookie crack for me to find. And I’ve come to believe it’s my job to internalize the wisdom of the fortune. So I eat the little slips of paper.

      Yeah, it’s goofy, but it gives me something more than the restaurant door to look forward to after my meal. Anyway, I tend to pay attention to the fortunes, but this one was a Chinese conundrum deluxe.

      A Luck? Good luck? Bad luck? Which? And what about Come You’re Way? Did the dude in the cookie factory mean my luck—whichever it was, good or bad—was out there waiting to find me, or had it already arrived? Surely the contraction versus possessive mistake merely Chinese trouble with English. But what about the Be Watching warning? What, was the luck trying to slip by me undetected?

      Puzzling, but easy to swallow. Down the hatch, Formosa Oolong internalizing the cookie’s ambiguous message. Out the door I went.

      The Volvo took herself back to the Priory of Golgotha on her own while Reno let discouragement creep around in Harry’s skull. Bad luck. That’s what the fortune was trying to say. No Maude, no Spencer, no Sister Mary-Dolores. No monk’s journal, either. And for sure no priory ledger hanging around. A bust of an assignment so far.

      The trip itself back to the monastery equally depressing. Low clouds rolled between me and the sun—a dreary and brown, Indian summer’s long gone sort of afternoon.

      Plus, the field dressing I’d applied to the little hula girl wasn’t holding. The gray tape refused to keep her broken halves melded together. She bent at the waist, her nose touching the dash—still moving a little, but overall as dolorous as monsoon months in Maui.

      Unless . . . maybe Clare would like to bend like that tonight, in that cute little cottage of hers by the graveyard—minus the grass skirt and threat of rain, of course.

      The Priory of Golgotha’s entrance appeared. The Volvo’s nose swung that way. First up, find Marxus, report what I had and hadn’t uncovered. Allies, remember?

      Then later, over to visit the delectable Ms. O’Toole. Try probing her for clues, discover what else she had on offer. Suddenly even stone soup for dinner tonight sounded delicious.

      The Volvo eased her way into the priory’s parking lot. Holy moly! The place had livened up a bit while I was away detecting.
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            A Busload Of Fun

          

        

      

    

    
      Bedlam reigned supreme outside the guesthouse. A holy host of guys milling around beside a church bus, back slapping, glad-handing, laughing it up. Half the guys in mufti, the other half still black-suited and white-collared. A busload of priests, most pushing retirement age. Or beyond. A couple of canes in evidence.

      But whether dressed for a night at a bar or frocked for morning mass, they were all pouring down the communal beer. Especially the cane crowd.

      And through and around it all, Simeon, God’s Holy Fool, skipping about, blowing his damn Klaxon horn, Ahooga—Ahooga. Hollering his sacred chant, “Hoot, hoot, hoot.” And trying to trip the occasional unwary arrival.

      All in good fun, of course. Every guy in the parking lot laughing all the harder at Simeon and his foolish antics. All of them but one.

      “That is quite enough, young man.” Brother Marxus guided Simeon toward the pile of suitcases next to the bus. “Help take the baggage into the lobby.” Marxus, downright snooty, aquiline nose defiantly out of joint at the festive scene.

      “And I shall hold your horn while you do so,” the head of security said as he nabbed Simeon’s toy. No more Ahooga—Ahooga, but Simeon’s hooting continued unabated.

      I strolled over to the beer cooler beside the bus. Lots of cold ones, just no Pabst. I snatched a red-and-white Bud instead and bird-dogged toward the head of security. Maybe he’d know where to find a Blue Ribbon.

      “Ahooga—Ahooga.” No Klaxon anymore, Simeon mouthing his own foolish Model T yodel. Marxus aimed a kick the Fool’s way, but Simeon scuttled sideways, grabbed a suitcase in each hand, and crabbed his way through the mob toward the guesthouse.

      “I do good job. Hoot, hoot, hoot.” But at least no more Ahoogas, praise the Lord. I swung my feet one in front of the other until I was close behind the coffee-and-cream monk.

      “What up, Jamaica mon.” Surely he wouldn’t murder me in front of so many witnesses. He whirled, green cassock swirling with him.

      “Ah, the detective.” Guess he was going to let my Jamaica mon slide. “Ferret out any facts yet, shamus?”

      “Ow!” Damn, but he was quick. And the pinch hurt, too. “What the hell, Marxus. Just kidding around.”

      “Well, I am not in the mood. Come over here.” Marxus took me by the elbow and made sure I did.

      “So what is all this?” I said. The back slapping, glad-handing, beer drinking continued unabated behind us. All these holy conventioneers needed now were dames. Or boy dates.

      Marxus propelled me yet farther away. “Clergy on retreat. Our core business, here at Golgotha, Mr. Reno.” Peppermint. I could smell it.

      “Hey, brother, could you spare a—”

      “No, I cannot.” The cowl came back up, and off he stalked. I followed. Guess we were taking another walk. The monk and his cassock finally stopped at the edge of the orchard.

      “That”—the monk’s hand took in the guesthouse behind us and the antics back in the parking lot—“is why I am here.”

      “Okay. So you’re head of festivities, too. So what?”

      The teeth inside the mouth inside the green cowl ground together, splintering peppermint. I could smell it and I wanted one.

      “I need your help, Reno.” Ah, finally.

      “Okay,” I said. The monk moved into the apple trees. Again I followed.

      “A certain individual has informed me I may trust you.” Marxus’s lips tightened, teeth gnashing the last slivers of candy. “So I shall.” No island lilt—none at all.

      “Okay,” I said again. When in doubt, offer up an okay. Even if I had legit concerns about the motives of Marxus’s certain individual.

      Had to be Mac McCabe. Not good. Really not good. I’d avoided Mac like the proverbial plague since the disaster he’d leveraged me into this past summer up by that damn cold lake.

      But here under the trees, no naked North Woods babe in my arms. No Mac, either. Only bushels of apples no one had been eager to pick, rotting away toward their eternal renewal.

      I stepped gingerly, but came down on one anyway. If only it were Mac’s thick skull I’d just squashed. But slippery ecclesiastical ground didn’t seem to bother Brother Marxus. He was too intent on spilling secrets.

      “I came here three months ago because of a series of deaths. I was supposed to prevent more from happening. I have not been successful.” Sour-apple stink, a perfect match for the monk’s vinegary mood.

      “Okay,” I said again—when in doubt, well, you know.

      “Now I fear another death imminent.” Brother Marxus peered through the trees toward the cemetery and Snow White’s cottage, then focused his security-camera eyes back to the party in progress in the priory’s parking lot.

      “Who? Clare? Or one of them?” I asked, pointing to the cavorting clergy.

      “I do not know, Reno. I just goddamn do not know.” Some pious monk, huh? Some razor-sharp security mon. Good thing the gumshoe-in-the-trees was around to help him, huh? We trudged back toward the parking lot beer bash, each of us as unenlightened as the other.
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      “Brother Marxus, I see you have found Mr. Reno. Most excellent.” Father Nicholas, alias Santa Claus, can in hand, slapping backs, just one of the guys. Santa’s paw tilted a Pabst toward his merry lips.

      “No dry throats allowed today,” Father Nick ordered, and drained the can.

      “Father Nicholas, Mr. Reno and I—”

      “Another time, Brother Marxus. We have brothers in Christ to welcome and make merry. Ah, Brother Sceleratus and two of our Mexican brethren approach.”

      The greenhouse monk hopped out of a dirty red Jeep and slithered around to the back of the guesthouse, two Pancho Villa look-alikes trooping along behind him. Guess Scary and his monks didn’t rate the Rolls.

      “To the guesthouse, all. Simeon, sound the advance for the retreat!” Father Nick, funster supreme. Golgotha’s Santa Claus conjured another Pabst, two priests took up the cause and the cooler, and Simeon hooted all and sundry inside—Marxus and Reno, the rear guard.

      Where the hell had Nick found Blue Ribbon? If he could, why couldn’t I? Some detective you are, Harry told Reno. Bet Marxus felt the same.

      Inside, I stood by the fire. The two mustachioed Mexican brethren circulating, passing out beers along with cheese and crackers. I nabbed a cracker or two along with some cheese wedges from one brother, and a cold beer from another. But not a Pabst, damn it.

      Still, nice party, as long as you ignored the I’d like to slit your throat, señor glares from the Mexican thugs poking festive fare our way. Monks, my ass.

      Outside the guesthouse windows, a massive sun sinking pumpkin-like, painting clouds mauve and red and pink. And orange, too. The sky full of color, the can in my hand as empty of meaning as the thoughts swirling inside my skull. Damn Mac McCabe. Damn him to hell.

      “Screw it.”

      “Leaving us, Mr. Reno?”

      “Yeah, I am, Marxus. Better place to be tonight. Dinner date. Try not to pinch anybody while I’m gone.”

      “Ow!” Marxus offered. Private eyes can be quick, too. I hit the door. Security didn’t try to stop me. Good thing.
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      No more squishing through sour apples for Harry Reno. The Volvo’s tires sang a soft song traversing night-black asphalt leading to Clare and her cottage—and Golgotha’s graveyard.

      Marxus had pointed out this monastic improvement earlier as we walked back after our orchard confessional. Even told me how to find the road’s start line over by the church.

      With all the dying and burying Marxus claimed to be here to stop, I guess coffins in pickup beds beat sore-shouldered monks tramping through orchards, hauling earthly remains toward holy holes in the ground. Hey, why mire yourself in the Middle Ages just because you wear robes and shave your head?

      The road forked left toward the cemetery entrance. The Volvo’s headlights let me know a grave still awaited me, yawning wide, mounded dirt piled conveniently beside it. I bore right, parked beside Clare’s mystical abode, and hotfooted it around front. I couldn’t be bothered with a little something like death right now because . . .

      In the cottage doorway the mystic herself, backlit by a soft yellow glow from inside her lair. White hair framed a face whose smile sat slightly askew—like the smile knew what was in store for you and knew you hadn’t a clue.

      Down from that smile, a purple baby-doll negligee covered her upper half without really concealing the important parts. And if you went as far as the feet—on past those incredibly long legs—you’d see black high heels lifting Ms. O’Toole level with Mr. Reno.

      Just hard to fix on the feet right then, Clare wearing some sort of medieval, access-restricted, leather chastity belt. But I expect she knew that, what with being clairvoyant and all.

      I kissed her, and in we went. Candles lit the cottage’s interior. A cinnamon scent drifted by my nose. I checked to see if it came from the candles or Clare.

      “A little forbearance, Mr. Reno.” She was the cinnamon.

      “How about a little foreplay instead, Ms. O’Toole.”

      I pulled her close again, locked on her lips, probed her mouth for acceptance of my suggestion while my hand tugged at the chastity belt. Damn, locked up tighter than votes are supposed to be on election night.

      Clare disengaged, pushing me back ever so gently.

      “How about a little séance first, Harry? A Ouija board consultation. You, me. Here in the chairs.” Well, shit, the old Reno poker face registering rejection.

      “You could take off some of those clothes you’ve got on.”

      Now there’s a solution. She sounded so eager, I couldn’t refuse. We sat, the detective stripped to the bare essentials, the mystic glowing a diaphanous purple. The board between us on our knees. What a mystical sight.

      A frowning crescent moon No and a smiley-faced sunny Yes in the Ouija board’s top corners. In the lower corners, depictions of a spooky dame, a floating man’s face, and hands whose elongated fingers hovered above a planchette. Good Bye anchored Ouija’s lower perimeter along with William Fuld, Baltimore, MD., U.S.A. assuring us this was in fact the real deal. And in between, all the letters and numerals any message from beyond could ever desire.

      “What shall we ask it, Harry?” Our hands on our wooden planchette, eyes on each other.

      “How about Will Harry get laid tonight? That’s a good question, right?”

      “No, it is not,” she said. “We both know the answer to that. Be serious, Harry. This is important.”

      Right now what seemed important were Clare’s nipples poking sheer purple fabric, what with the Ouija board and chastity belt concealing the rest of her salacious parts.

      But I forced myself to play her game. “Okay, you ask, I’ll guide the little pointer to the right answer, then we can—”

      “Harry Reno, you behave.” The pools of green jade she used for eyes flashed. “Ouija will guide us tonight, if you believe.” Scrunched eyebrows and a stern look meant I’d better follow the mystic’s orders.

      Wasn’t too sure about Ouija, but the detective in me did believe Clare would announce she couldn’t remember where she’d put the key to her chastity belt if I didn’t play along.

      “Okay,” I said. Meekly. She perked up.

      “I’ll ask, Harry. You concentrate on my question.” Oh man, her nipples had perked up, too. Better put my eyes on the board before she threw my ass out the door.

      “Oh, Great Ouija,” Clare intoned. “Oh, Mystical Oracle of the Great Unknown. Shall we find Spencer and Sister Mary-Dolores tonight?” Should I tell Clare where I thought they might be? Nah, wait and see what she, oops, I mean the board reveals.

      I concentrated, kept my eyes off her chest, my mind off her belt, kept repeating her question. My fingers quivered; Clare’s quivered, too.

      The pointer began to move—slowly.

      My fingers hovering above the planchette, not even touching it really, just some sort of inexplicable mystical energy flowing from me to it, Will we find the two idiots rattling around in my noggin. Not exactly Clare’s words, but close enough for Harry and Reno. Close enough for the planchette, too.

      The pointer picked up speed—then screeched to a halt.

      “Yes, Harry. Ouija says, Yes.” Up in the board’s left corner, the sun face beamed a smile as bright as Simeon’s mug announcing beans for dinner. Hot damn, Clare seemed happy. Me, too. Time to screw.

      I said as much.

      “Whoa, big boy. Stay where you are. We’ll do that soon enough.”

      “It won’t last forever, babe.” I lifted the board, showed her what I was talking about. “Hey, like Ouija, it has a mind of its own. I can’t always predict what it’ll do. Or when.”

      “Oh, Harry. You’re so cute.” Jade’s a soft stone, and now her eyes were soft too. “Let’s ask just one more question. Please?”

      I couldn’t refuse. I could wait forever for this woman. At least another thirty seconds or so. But that would be my limit. Things were coming to a head below the fortune-telling board.

      Still, I told her okay, but I reminded her about the rest of it.

      “Oh, Harry. Don’t be crude. Concentrate.”

      So I scrunched my eyes shut, brow furrowed, mouth a taut line of determination, listening hard for Clare’s next bullshit query.

      “Are Spencer and Sister Mary-Dolores at the fishing camp?” Now how the hell did she know to ask that?

      Fingers quivered, knees vibrated, the planchette began zigzagging toward Yes again.

      “See, Harry. It knows. It really does.” Lips parted to show snow-white teeth. Then the teeth’s mouth formed yet another bedroom-delaying inquiry.

      “Are Spencer and Sister Mary-Dolores safe?” I closed my eyes, repeating Clare’s question. Concentrating. Nothing.

      I kept at it; Clare did, too. Still nada. Until . . . .

      The planchette began to move, then froze—unable to make up its mind, perhaps?

      “Are they safe?” Clare asked yet again. “Help me, Harry,” she whispered, “you ask too.” Now we both were chanting her query—louder and louder.

      The pointer came unstuck, picked up speed, sailing over the Ouija board toward the crescent moon and star in the opposite corner, halting abruptly as if again magnetized.

      NO—the Man in the Moon in profile beneath the planchette’s observation port, his eyebrow raised, the moon man himself quizzical, worried.

      Clare shot up, the Ouija board flipped into my chest, hit the floor.

      “Harry— Come on— Get dressed— We have to save them.”

      And with that, Nancy Drew, formerly known to the world as Clare, the almost naked mistress of all things Ouija, disappeared into her bedroom. Without Harry Reno.

      I was buckling my belt by the time she materialized beside me again, both of us fully clothed and ready for adventure.

      “Come on, Harry. The fishing camp. We have to hurry.”
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      The green love of my life might lack a police cruiser’s screaming V-8, swirling lights, and pulsating siren, but she hightailed it through the dark of night toward Number 5 Catfish Holler Loop as if such accouterments were indeed integral parts of her automotive anatomy.

      Fat lot of good it did.
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      “Harry, we have to report it. We have to call this in,” Clare said. “We have to.” Her voice steady, low-pitched. Only a step or two from hysterics though, I’d say.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Let me think on it.” My own trembling barely under control.

      “Harry, if you don’t, I will.” Clare’s words becoming shriller, green eyes hardening, narrowing. “I’m not going to lose my license.” Huh? What? You need a license to be a mystic? Or a librarian? Since when?

      I let it slide. What to do about the two bodies seemed more important than trying to wrap my head around Ms. O’Toole’s cryptic licensing issues and mood swings.

      The ride—no, the Swedish Grand Prix we’d run on country roads in the dark in the Volvo from Clare’s cottage to the fishing camp—had left adrenaline thundering in my veins.

      Until I opened the cabin door and stepped into Maude’s black-as-midnight home away from home. Whereupon an all-too-familiar butchered-body stink—one you know intimately but never grow used to—had hit my nostrils and drained the adrenaline.

      You’re too late, the nose informed me.

      My Maglite swept the room. Blood splatters popped to life in its beam, brain telling eyes not to look twice. Nevertheless, the eyes, like the nose, did what they had to and took it all in once more. Stench and gore—both revolting in their own separate assaults on nostrils and eyes.

      But what intensified the horror of the scene, what had propelled Clare into wanting to call somebody now, right now, was the measured brutality of the two deaths within the confines of the rustic cabin.

      A severed hand just inside the door. Male, female? Too matted with blood. Gender not really that important. I let the flashlight flick around a bit.

      A hacked-loose head easier to ID. Spence’s gourd swam in a swamp of its own gore over by a table leg, a trail of blood leading to a larger pool—as if someone had soccer-balled said head from pool of blood to table leg. Booted it just for the fun of it. After the whoever had whacked the head loose from the rest of Golgotha’s bookkeeper. Which lay a bit farther into the room, minus a hand and head, lifeless in its very own plash of darkening, rusty-red pond scum.

      Along with an upright, unopened bottle of wine—the sort with a screw-cap. That much understandable at least. Screw-cap wine rarely worth the effort involved in drinking it. A corked jeroboam much preferred, whatever the vintage. Harry Reno, mayhem’s oenophile.

      But I digress.

      Mary-Dolores’s decapitated and armless torso posed in a chair all by itself. Had to be her. The tiara tattoo on the torso’s chest matched the one in the picture of her I’d pocketed at Maude’s place. The nun’s liberated head nailed to the cabin’s back wall—roofing spikes driven through eye sockets, Spence’s manhood stuffed in her mouth.

      Sick. Though artfully posed, if you’re into such macabre goings-on. But like screw-top wine, I’m not. No need to voice any of that. I did, however, highlight the no-longer-a-nun’s head. With my white-bright Maglite. For Clare’s benefit. Whereupon . . .

      She’d gagged, shuddered, stumbled outside, begun retching her guts out over the cabin’s porch rail. Then stood shaky-looking, clutching a post for support, wood momentarily steadying her spinning world.

      Some of that just a guess. The spinning part. My hand had found her hand—like holding an ice cube that would never melt.

      “You okay, sweetheart?”

      “I think so, Harry. Yes . . . I’m all right now.” I let go of her hand. And that’s when her Gotta call somebody bullshit had started.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I said again. No use reminding her there was no phone hereabouts.

      “Harry.” More plea than command this time. Still . . .

      “Who do you want me to report it to?” Assuming I could find a phone. Assuming I wanted to place us at the scene.

      “To whom, Harry. To whom.” Oh hell, why me. Why now. Why this woman, too. Another who/whom correction and Clare’s head just might find itself up there next to the nun’s.

      “Okay. Fuck it. To whom do you wish it reported?” The blood and smell and sights inside the cabin spinning my thoughts. But I didn’t let them get the best of me.

      “Come on, babe, over there, under the trees. Let’s go.” Pine needles, crunchy forest fragrances. Better smells.

      “You touch anything, Clare?”

      “Just the porch rail when I . . . you know.”

      “Yeah. Stay here. Okay?”

      Back on the porch once more, I took my handkerchief, wiped the doorknob, the stuff I’d touched, the stuff Clare maybe had touched, pulled the cabin door closed, wiped the doorknob again, and got the hell out of there.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Where, Harry?”

      “Away from here.”

      “Sounds good,” she said. So we did. Without any more of her call-it-in, license bullshit.
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      Clare’s snow-white hair rested on tan leather along with her still-attached head, eyes closed, bouncing with every little bump, every dip the Volvo found. And when my green beauty drifted onto the shoulder, Clare’s head jounced to that gravelly-voice tune, too.

      Finally, she sat up, hugged herself, shivered a bit, glanced around—guess she’d been somewhere else other than in the Volvo.

      “She looks sad, Harry.” Clare touched a white-nailed finger to the little hula girl’s gray-taped belly. “I hadn’t noticed her before. What happened?”

      “Police brutality,” I said.

      Clare chewed on that, then asked, “Does she have a name?”

      “Leilani. It means—”

      “Heavenly woman. That’s right, isn’t, Harry?”

      My eyes went from the little hula girl to Clare to back to the road. But not fast enough. The Volvo found a pothole, and we all did the Swedish shake.

      “Yeah, it is,” I said. “Heavenly woman. Girls just know that sort of stuff, huh?”

      “I was a Leilani once, Harry.” Clare’s smile the sort writers call wistful, especially lit as it was by the dashboard lights. “With a grass skirt, too.”

      Then wistfulness morphed. Tears ran from her eyes and down her cheeks. Big drops, the ones that well up and let go without any warning or boohooing.

      The Volvo scrunched roadside gravel. My eyes and the car quickly back on the road. I patted Clare’s thigh, let my hand roam a little, trying to comfort her.

      Not sure she noticed. Not sure I did, either.
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      Eventually, Clare’s tears stopped and she pushed my hand away—but only after she’d squeezed it softly, said, “Thanks. I’m all right. For now, anyway.” By then, we were in front of Maude’s House of Horrors.

      “Why do you say that, Harry? Why House of Horrors?”

      So I told Clare about the pumpkin patch slaughterhouse I’d seen in Maude’s backyard. Told her about the machete, too.

      She looked at me. I looked at her. Didn’t take a mystic or detective to figure out the maniac in the cabin might have used a machete to chop Spence and his nun girlfriend. Maybe Maude’s pumpkin patch had been his practice field. Just working on his technique—or her technique. Clare cranked up her shiver motor again.

      “We can do this, Clare. Come on.” She didn’t stir. Except to shake.

      Hard to blame her. Like the fishing cabin, Maude’s house dark. But the Bronco sat in the driveway again. Dribbling out its lifeblood, drop by oily drop, onto concrete no doubt.

      “Come on, Clare. Let’s go see Maude, go see your ex-cook.” A gentle shove. Her shoulder muscles rock hard, tensed. Ass firmly anchored to Swedish leather.

      I slipped out, walked around, opened her door, took her hand in mine—then yanked her the hell out of the Volvo.

      “What’s wrong, Nancy Drew? You scared we’ll see a ghost?” Harry Reno, the Hardy Boys shamus, just trying to keep it light.

      I checked out the Bronco—empty. Maude had to be inside.

      “Oh, Harry. Please don’t make me go in that house. Maude’s dead. I can sense her aura’s fled.” Clare flung herself forward, wrapped her arms around me. “It will be a butcher shop of horrors in there too.”

      Her head nestled snug against my shoulder, no high heels tonight. Her eyes peeking at the dark house and its withered bushes, the skeletal trees. “Just like at the fishing cabin, Harry. She’s dead. Chopped into little shish kebab pieces.” Now I was shivering, too.

      Lights came on and Maude Hinkle opened her front door and walked out onto the porch.

      “You two idiots comin’ in, or are you gonna hunch in my driveway and fornicate in front of the neighbors?” Golgotha’s ex-cook picked something off her tongue, flicked it into the night’s darkness. “Godless morons.”

      Her bony ass disappeared back inside. Along with the purple muumuu. The front door left wide open. So in we went.

      “You two ain’t married, are you?” Maude said. “You sit here, girly.” She pointed to a kitchen chair that had found its way into the living room since this afternoon—hard wooden slats for its back, woven straw for the seat. The sort of kitchen chair that makes sure you don’t linger over morning coffee.

      “I said sit. So down you go.” Maude shoved; Clare sat. More strength in Ma Hinkle’s withered frame than I’d imagined.

      A glance at the ex-cook’s wall adornments over the couch. Elvis in his white jumpsuit still crooning to the faithful; Heston got up as Moses, scaring the bejesus out of the Israelite sinners; the Ten Commandments rock-solid between them. Jesus on His Cross above the posters, as pissed off as ever.

      “How ’bout you, boy? You need help findin’ a seat, too?”

      I picked the couch. I’d sat there before, remember? Safer than unexplored territory.

      Maude fired up a fresh nail, dropped the still-burning match in the already full-to-overflowing ashtray on the table beside her recliner, and cranked her feet up.

      “What do you two couplin’ nitwits want?” she said between coughs. “I don’t rent rooms by the hour.”

      I took a deep breath, let it out—hacking in unison with Maude—and repressed the urge to rummage around in the dark out back, find the machete, cleave the old crone’s skull in two.

      “Mrs. Hinkle, I have some bad news, I’m afraid,” I said instead.

      A glance at Clare. No support there. Her head tilted back, her nose sniffing at some scent only a mystic could detect, I suppose. All I’d inhaled was stale cigarette stink.

      “Mrs. Hinkle,” I said again. “Your son, Spencer. His girlfriend . . . his nun . . . ah, Sister Mary-Dolores . . . they’re—”

      “Dead. I know that. You think I’m an idiot, like you?” Maude’s eyes narrowed, her already wrinkled forehead compressed itself further, as if she really were debating within herself my comparative status in the cosmos.

      What the hell? My mind went blank—like an idiot’s.

      “Oh, Maude, I knew you knew.” Clare, mystic-in-residence wherever she might be. “I could feel it.”

      Clare stood, took a step toward the homeowner. “Truly I could.” Bullshit. A minute ago she’d been sure the cook was kebabed.

      “Yeah, and I know you too, girly. You’re the whore. In the cottage. By the graveyard.” The ex-cook hocked a juicy glob into the Folgers can on the floor. “Jezebel!”

      Undeterred, Clare parked herself on the recliner’s ratty arm, began patting Maude’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Mrs. Hinkle. We’ll find who did it. Just be at peace. At peace.”

      Wrong approach. Tranquility lasted all of half a second.

      “Get your harlot hands away from me.” Maude shoved Clare off the recliner. The mystic hit the floor, stayed there—a stunned expression plastered on her face. I stood up.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” I yelled. “Your son’s dead. So’s his girlfriend. You say you’ve seen it. They aren’t pretty anymore, are they, Maude? You kill ’em?”

      “No.” Flat-voiced, but her eyes swiveled up to mine, and cunning stared me full in the face. “I called the cops, though. As Jehovah is my witness, boy, I did.”

      I jerked my head toward the knocking at the door. “Police. Open up.” The knocking becoming louder, insistent. Just like this morning.

      “And I told ’em you did it,” Maude said. “You copulatin’ cretin.”

      Well, shit.
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      The cruiser’s cage wasn’t much better than Maude’s couch. A bit cleaner, but with less of a homey feel. So I sat up front with the chief.

      “You seen the bodies, Harry?”

      I nodded. A reluctant affirmative, though.

      Jake Ragan unscrewed the top of a half-pint. Vodka. More professional than bourbon or scotch. Less chance of detection. Until you stumbled.

      “Clare O’Toole and I found them. An hour or so ago.” Why be precise if there’s no need.

      Ragan took a conservative nip, offered me one. I shook a no his way. So the chief had taken a pass on staying sober. Wonder why? The cap back on the vodka again.

      “Old Maudie calls something in once a week. Sometimes once a day when she’s real worked up. Mostly sinners doing this or that. Here in Rugby or out at Golgotha. It never checks out, Harry. Until now.” The chief keyed his radio and checked in.

      “You want to roll with me, Harry? See it all again? Smell it all again?”

      Jake’s eyes weren’t glassy yet. But they weren’t crystal clear, either, like this morning. Plus he didn’t seem in a hurry to see what I’d seen, smell what I’d smelled. Neither was I.

      “No. I don’t, Jake.”

      “Me either, Harry.” The chief dropped it into drive and off we went nevertheless. No swirling lights, though. No siren punching the night aside. No hurry. “But I got to ask you a few questions, Harry. At the scene.”

      Jake Ragan flipped switches, punched buttons. Now we were lit, the siren’s banshee wail cutting the way ahead for us, urgent speed propelling the cruiser toward the fishing camp and the bodies. Or what used to be the individualized chassis of a man and a woman. Now they were just parts. Parts of whatever disconnected plot I’d stepped into, here in Rugby and back at Golgotha.

      The cabin not much changed from earlier this evening. More lights. Cops instead of mystics. Some techs. A photographer memorializing pieces of meat still scattered here and there. Blood. Stink. Bad questions without good answers.

      Finally, Chief Ragan said, “At least it’s not who I thought it was. Beat it, Reno. I got to wait for the coroner.”
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      A detective brought me back—the same fat asshole who’d locked me up this morning, double-shifted now that murder and mayhem had hit town. Lucky him.

      Maude’s lights were on, my Volvo still in the driveway behind the Bronco. Sarge pulled over at the curb to let me out.

      “You might be the chief’s butt buddy.” He laid a meaty paw on my shoulder. “That don’t make you mine.” The cop hand squeezed flesh, a baker kneading dough, finding hard muscle instead. “I think you did it, sleazebag. Killed ’em both. And enjoyed it.”

      Garlic, that’s what I’d smelled all the way back to town. A stinking ton of garlic. Like he chewed whole cloves to soften his breath. And he thought I was a killer?

      I shrugged his hand away. “That’s just noise and you know it. You want to investigate something, ask your sidekick why he assaulted my little hula girl.”

      “She probably had it coming. A woman usually does.” A smirk twitched his fat lips. Sarge fist-chucked my chin. “Had it coming, like you, shamus.”

      Garlic washed over me, wrinkling my nose. Maybe Dracula’s Bane cough drops helped Sarge deal with the stench of dead bodies. Did zip for me. Except to piss me the hell off.

      I snatched the radio mike off its clip—yanked. The cord stretched—snapped. I let the dead mike drop on the seat between us.

      “Son of a bitch!” Sarge, swelling up, spewing bravado.

      My left rabbit-punched the detective’s ear, hit him three times—fast and hard. My right opened the cruiser door and out I slid.

      “You can’t call it in, so step out and finish it.” I kicked the door shut. “Right here. Right now.” Reno, the hotheaded bucket of blood brawler, fists ready, waiting and hoping he would. He didn’t.

      “You’ll be sorry, shamus.” Sarge put a paw to his ear, rubbed, showed me the blood. “Real sorry.” Tires squealed, night air parted. No more cruiser. No more cop. Sometimes it’s good to have an old pal who just happens to be the chief of police.

      I headed inside to see if Maude and Clare had managed to skewer each other with something sharper than words while I was gone.
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      “Oh, Harry, you’re back.” Clare and Maude sitting at the kitchen table, scrapbook open, clippings spread out. “I think we know who chopped them!” Clare, her voice Nancy Drew eager. “It’s happened before!” I heard the exclamation marks. So I took a look, too.

      
        
        rugby ripper slices and dices another victim

      

      

      “That’s a hell of a headline,” I said. “Only it’s from twenty years ago.”

      “I knew you’d see the importance right away,” Clare said. But importance sounded sort of mushy. Like a grape stomped into wine.

      “Nothing like a dumb-ass detective to brighten my night,” Maude offered, the old crone sounding surprisingly lucid. An empty wine bottle sat between Golgotha’s ex-cook and the priory’s librarian, its cork alongside, red plastic cups a bit less elegant than Waterford crystal.

      In vino veritas? Too late for that debate. Too late for detecting, too.

      I told Clare to pack it in, we were leaving. She belched, then hiccupped. Gave me a lopsided grin. Maude blew smoke in my face, smirked.

      Somehow, all of that seemed just about right for a night like tonight.
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      On the way back to the monastery, Clare kept adding two and two and trying to convince me the answer really was five. I wasn’t buying her arithmetic—or her screwy logic. Not tonight.

      “But it has to be her, Harry. It just has to. She picked him up, let him into the backyard, told him, Spencer and Sister Mary-Dolores carved a pumpkin to look like you. They think you’re stupid. Told him, Chop the hell out of those pumpkins.

      “She drove him out to the fishing cabin, said, Have fun. Kill ’em both. Chop ’em up like those pumpkins. Then she drove him back to Golgotha.”

      “Really?” All that added up to way more than four or five. “You think Maude primed Simeon for the chop job at the cabin? The nun, maybe. But tell Simeon kill her own son?”

      “Oh, Harry. How can you be so dense?” Clare’s arms crossed, hands jammed into an armpit apiece. A boot-sheathed foot stomped the Volvo’s floor mat. “How can you?”

      I swung my eyes back to the road—hell, it’s easy. Dense is my middle name. Silence reigned supreme. The Volvo kept trundling along, her headlights illuminating an asphalt ribbon threading between night-dark trees.

      In theory, Harry knows better than to let a woman’s silence bug him. Reno isn’t that theoretical, though.

      “Okay, say you’re right.” Two boot stomps this time. Probably shouldn’t have offered a qualified concession. Easy to fix. “Okay, you’re wrong,” I said.

      A mystical fist snapped my way—connecting with my shoulder like a dust-off pitch clipping a less-than-attentive batter. As quick as it snaked out, the fist found its armpit mitt again.

      “Okay. Say I’m dense. I am, you know.” A quick glance to see if I’d finally gotten it right.

      “Harry!” A somewhat overly insistent Harry. “Look out!”

      I stomped the brakes. The Volvo didn’t argue, and we swerved to a halt. But it cost her some rubber. Hearts beating faster now. Mine anyway.

      A deer nearer the road than the trees stared, started our way, road trumping trees. A second, then a third forest ghost floated out and passed in front of us, white tails all aglow in the Volvo’s beams for a moment, then quickly disappeared into the woods across the way.

      “Oh, Harry. That was close.” Her Harry soft now, like her kiss, her fist a hand again, stroking instead of striking. “So very close. I need more than a kiss, Harry. Please?”

      I pulled all the way off the road before we pulled other stuff off.

      When we’d finished convincing each other alive was better than dead, the Volvo ate asphalt once more, rolling us toward the Brotherhood of the Son of Man’s Priory of Golgotha. Maybe even toward some form of enlightenment. If the mystic beside me was to be believed.

      “I didn’t mean Maude helped Simeon chop the pumpkins, told him to kill Spencer and Mary-Dolores.” Clare yawned, snuggled herself tight against my shoulder. “I meant Mother Superior.” Perhaps two plus two did equal five. Even if one of the fives was my client. It had before.

      But I should have told her, Your theory sucks, pointed out that the pumpkins had been chopped and smashed way before this afternoon. Simeon’s boo face likewise carved days ago, already sinking in on itself the way jack-o’-lanterns tend to do. That sneaking around in a white Rolls-Royce to pull all this off was bound to get you noticed by all and sundry.

      But I didn’t. I may be dense, but I ain’t stupid.

      The Volvo rolled on through the night, her wayfarers, the clear-seeing librarian and the pondering gumshoe, both silent now, mulling over the night’s events. The detective, anyway. Golgotha’s book custodian snoring softly, happy in her very own Nancy Drew dreamland.

      And the little hula girl was . . . well, still broken. But hanging in there. Somewhat upright once more, gray tape holding her shapely hips properly askew for now. Clare had seen to that. Normally, the little hula girl’s not extremely tolerant when it comes to females I haul around in her car or the antics that sometimes ensue.

      Tonight, however, Waikiki’s dimpled darling might even have flashed a grin my way. Only I couldn’t be sure. Too dark, you see.
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      I tucked Clare into bed and headed over to the guesthouse. Maybe Simeon had served up a priestly feast, and I could feed on midnight kitchen leftovers before bedding down for the night.

      Late, but the Ponderosa still lit. So too the clerical mob inside.

      “Have a beer, my son.” One of the retreat priests shoved a can my way. “Put God in your thoughts, Pabst in your paw, and keep your prick in your pants,” he said, and winked.

      “Ah, thanks, Father . . .”

      “Damien, my lad. Like the leper priest. In Hawaii.”

      Leper priest, huh? Looked more like Father Damien the leprechaun padre to me. A wizened leprechaun at that. But friendly. A slap on my back and the priest and his Pabst were gone, lost among a murder of his fellow black crows.

      Weaving in and out, around and all about, Golgotha’s Mexican monks navigated the ecclesiastical scrum, offering cold beers, hauling off empties, smiling like they too were enjoying themselves. Maybe because their head honcho, Brother Sceleratus, stood off to the side appraising their every move.

      Hey, wait, now there were four Mexican monks, not two—the Pancho Villa pair plus two new, clean-shaven, stone-faced additions.

      Sceleratus’s minus-an-ear head swiveled my way, his pale blues shooting a fish-eye stare toward the detective in the room. No charity of Christ in those peepers. None whatsoever.

      I tried worming my way toward kitchen leftovers. No luck.

      “The shamus.” Shit, collared by security. The black monk shoved another PBR my way, and since I had two hands, why not two beers?

      I said as much to Brother Marxus.

      “Indeed, Mr. Reno. As you observe, why not.” Marxus drained his beer, handing the empty off to a passing farmhand as he quickly nabbed the spare he’d just lent me—damn. I let it go, though. Too late in an already too-long day. Plus, too many witnesses.

      “Hey, Marxus, what’s up with the Mex servers? Why not nubile nuns?”

      “Some would deem your Mex servers offensive, Mr. Reno.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But hey, you know, I’ve been around a bit, and I’m a non-prejudicial sort of guy, so let me ask you two questions. Are those fine fellows”—I indicated the four Mexican monks weaving in and out among the priests—“the salt of the earth? Saintly beyond reproach?”

      “No, they are surely not either.”

      “Damn it, Marxus, they look like cartel drug thugs.”

      “Your observation is rather perceptive.”

      “Okay,” I said, “but I’ll stick to Mexicans. Just to keep you off my ass. Hey, you got anything to eat around here, besides beer?” Like a bad dream, I could see the kitchen doors. I just couldn’t seem to get there.

      “Beans,” Marxus assured me.

      “That’ll do. Then we need to talk. But not about your staffing problems.” We plowed into the milling priests.

      Three more backslaps, one not-quite-so-godly hug, plus another appraising stare from Brother Scary, and I found myself in the kitchen.

      “Mr. Nero. I fix you dinner. Hop Sing quick, too.” Simeon’s face glowed yellow-bright under the kitchen fluorescents.

      “Hey, Simeon, lose the Hop Sing act, okay? You’re not Chinese, I’m not Pa Cartwright or any of his boys. And frankly, if I were a Chinaman, I’d be offended.” Oops.

      Hunger makes me testy. Racial slurs piss me off. Especially when I let one slip out. And now I had. But why dump on God’s Holy Fool? Maybe, just maybe, I was trying too hard to balance the ledger from my Mexican sermon. Harry Reno—too often sounding like what he is not.

      “Ha-ha-ha, Mr. Nero. You funny. No Hop Sing. I change channel. But Simeon still feed you. What you want? Wait, I know!”

      Simeon grabbed a meat cleaver, slicing air and nearly my ear. “Steak. Chopped steak. Right, Mr. Nero?” Brother Marxus’s hands were quick, even for him.

      “That will be quite enough.” Marxus laid the cleaver on the counter. “Mr. Reno will be just as happy with some of your beans tonight.”

      Security held my eyes until I nodded agreement.

      “Yeah, Simeon, that’s right.” The little man’s face fell. “Beans will be just fine—no fooling.” His face rose off his chest, eyes beaming a smile my way.

      “No fooling. Simeon understand. Mr. Nero make joke.” God’s Holy Fool whirled, the sleeve of his cassock hooked a ladle, and splattered soup beans across counter and cleaver. Simeon’s smile morphed from his eyes to his mouth, and happiness poured out.

      “Beans—Beans—Beans—Hoot—Hoot—Hoot.” A monstrous fart echoed deep within Simeon’s green robes. “Toot—Toot—Toot.” A counterpoint beer belch escaped his lips.

      God’s Holy Fool scampered off. His competing odors lingered.

      “Hey, Marxus.” I pointed to the plates piled by the sink. “Looks like your padres out there had steak instead of beans tonight. What’s the matter, I don’t rate?”

      Before he could answer, Simeon was back, a bowl of beans in one hand and a plate of cornbread in the other.

      “Beans good. You eat, Mr. Nero. Simeon watch!”

      I watched the Fool’s thumb slide out of the beans as he set the bowl down. I ate them, anyway. Fast as I could. Their cornbread accompaniment burnt. But I gobbled that down, too.

      “Good, Simeon. Real good. Thanks.” It was a lie, but a white one, like the beans.

      “Come on, Marxus,” I said, and opened the kitchen’s back door.

      Security nabbed another beer and followed me outside.
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      Dark. No moon. No stars, either. None that I could see, anyway. A spotlight over the kitchen’s back door cast a small splotch of white, illuminating detective and monk and not much else.

      Some shitty security light. Some lazy security chief. Screw Penelope Phair and her You can’t do me, but here’s what you can do Golgotha assignment.

      Guess what I’d seen at the cabin had me a tad bit testy. Or maybe it was the stink in the night from garbage cans and an overflowing Dumpster a sniff or two away. Shit smells in my nose, crappy thoughts in my noggin.

      Okay, enough of that. Time to needle Marxus a little.

      “Simeon’s hell with that cleaver—right, brother mon?” I braced, ready for the monk’s standard reaction—because it wasn’t a friendly brother mon I let slip out from between my teeth.

      But no pin-the-shamus-to-the-tree games tonight. Nor any blood orange slicers flicking out from beneath monk robes, pricking menacingly close to jugular veins, either.

      Instead, Marxus beamed an island smile my way, teeth gleaming white-bright, even in the feeble illumination of Golgotha’s kitchen door night-light. His voice island happy, too.

      “Simeon assists Brother Sceleratus and the four Mexican brethren with the butchering here on the farm. Hogs mostly,” he informed me. Now why would that paste a grin on his puss?

      “And, in addition, he helps nourish the catfish.” Huh? “Two details we shall perhaps explore—or not.” Marxus, smiling hider of details.

      “Oh—my—God—Reno, but I do love the faces you make. I trust you do not play much poker—brother mon.”

      The black monk’s mouth compressed now, stifling laughter that wanted out. Sort of the flip side tonight of his angry buddy, Christ on the Cross. The beer. That had to be it. It’d juiced him up and allowed forbidden-to-me island patois out to roam the night air.

      “But you are correct, Simeon is most assuredly not Chinese.” The monk twisted the top off his squat brown bottle of beer. “It is a medical affliction that lends him the round visage, the jaundiced appearance.”

      Beer rose to meet laughing lips. “You are quite the Sherlock, Reno.”

      A Jamaica Red Stripe, that’s what the monk was tipping inside his holy self—well, shit. My disastrous visit to Kingston—the reggae fest—the White Witch—my dead date. The jail cell.

      I nailed that door shut quicker than I’d let it fly open and swung back to more recent and pleasanter events.

      “The bookkeeper and the nun are kaput,” I said.

      The monk’s smile faded. Marxus lifted the lid on a garbage can, chunked his beer bottle inside, clanged the lid back in place, pulled something from his robes, popped the something in his mouth.

      “Say again?” he said as he stepped closer.

      “Somebody chopped Spencer and Sister Mary-Dolores into fish bait. Out at Maude’s cabin. And whoever did it might have used a meat clever.” Damn, it was a peppermint Marxus had pulled from his robes. I could smell it now.

      “You don’t mince words, do you, Reno?” Worry plowed a furrow between the monk’s eyes. “When did this happen?” No islan’ smilin’ now.

      “Tonight,” I said. “Or late this afternoon.” The priory’s bell tower conveniently chose that moment to announce the change in days. Midnight at Golgotha. Sort of spooky, huh?

      “Okay. Yesterday. Just to be Sherlock-precise, Dr. Watson.” The groove between the monk’s eyes relaxed, disappeared.

      “Simeon has been occupied with retreat duties all day, Reno. If you are implying he might have committed murder—was it just the two of them?”

      “I didn’t count the pieces, but, yeah, just Spence and Mary-D.” I tried breathing through my mouth, tried ignoring the monk’s peppermint. I inhaled a mouthful of overripe Dumpster instead—holy shit.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I’m all right now, Marxus. You ought to empty that monster once in a while. Just gimme a minute, okay?” Son of a bitch could have offered me a mint. Tightfisted bastard. Coughing and sneezing fit over, I soldiered on.

      “And somebody carved a few pumpkins, too. One a pretty fair rendering of your boy back there in the kitchen. The rest of the jack-o’-lanterns chopped all the way to hell and back. But that was at Maude’s house, not out at the cabin.”

      The monk’s head cocked ever so slightly to the side—his turn to give me the Huh? stare.

      “You know,” I said, “the cook’s house. The place you were too afraid to go. So you sent me instead.”

      Brother Marxus stepped back, putting distance between us again.

      “And you think I did it?” he asked. “You suggest I killed Spencer Hinkle and Sister Mary-Dolores? That I am responsible for Maude’s pumpkin slaughter?” The monk sounded huffy, sort of offended.

      “No,” I said.

      “Who then?”

      “I don’t know. Father Nick? Mother Superior? Jesus back there on the Cross, maybe?” Security’s eye-cameras zoomed in. So did security himself. An unfriendly sort of scrutiny.

      “Or maybe Maude just wanted meat for pumpkin stew, and got carried away. Hell, Marxus. I said I don’t know. Do you?”

      The monk’s peepers focused back to wide-angle viewing. He ignored my question and asked one of his own. “Do the police know they’re dead?”

      “They do now. Maude called it in and told them I did it.”

      “Did you?” The monk gave me a steely-eyed, intimidating sort of stare. Just a bit too theatrical though to be really convincing.

      “This is getting us nowhere, Marxus. You gonna help me or not?”

      The monk moved a step closer to the kitchen door.

      “If you want my help, then yes, it is offered.” He opened the back door, glanced inside, then shut it softly.

      “Simeon and the Mexican brethren are busy cleaning up. Brother Sceleratus must remain here also, to ensure tonight’s festivities conclude accordingly. We, however, are free to roam as we please. Do you feel like a midnight stroll, Mr. Reno? Somewhere with more pleasant aromas, perhaps?”

      Brother Marxus—always big on walks.
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      We made it to the head of the path leading into the pines and stopped just under the trees.

      “Reconnoiter, Mr. Reno. Enlighten yourself. The farm. The barracks. Endeavor to discern that which the brothers do down there. The Mexican brothers,” Marxus added with a chuckle. “Unless, of course, you have already done so. Or go not, if you fear to.”

      “You know I haven’t and I’m not. Fearful, that is,” I said.

      “Yes, I do know you have not gone calling. Not on my brother monks, that is—Clare O’Toole is an absorbing creature, is she not? Especially at bedtime.” A smirk played across the monk’s face. Hard to discern in the darkness under the trees, but a smirk nonetheless.

      “And for her, it is always bedtime,” he added. A celibate monk’s jealousy floating behind his words? I let it ride.

      “You coming with me tonight, Marxus? Back me up while I scope out the farm?”

      “I cannot.” Big surprise.

      “Why not?” I didn’t expect an answer, but he offered one anyway.

      “My duty lies there tonight.” The security monk pointed toward the guesthouse. “Yours, however, awaits you down the hill.”

      He turned away, and the coffee-and-cream face and white teeth and green cowl merged into the shadows like the rest of his monk getup and were gone.

      I headed into the pine trees alone.

      The path to the farm meandered through the trees and then zigzagged down the slope to the Quonset hut barracks and the barn. Brother Marxus had been kind enough to show me the way in the daylight when he warned me it was off-limits, then urged me to have a look-see anyway.

      But no sun to light the way tonight. No moon, either—just Stygian blackness. Stumbling steps took me through the woods to the edge of the ridge while an owl hoo-hoo-hooted somewhere nearby.

      No lights on down below. Not in the barracks, not in the barn, and certainly not out in the field beyond, except . . .

      A will-o’-the-wisp white light bouncing across the field. A lantern, maybe, swinging at the end of an arm, knee-high to legs propelling a body along. Just one little light in the all-encompassing blankness of the night.

      But it was enough to hold my attention while whoever had been waiting in the trees coldcocked my dumb-ass detective self.

      Sparkling stars flared behind my eyes, supernova bright. Rubbery legs melted, let the rest of the body topple earthward.

      A nudge to the gut lifted me, sent me sprawling into more pine needles. A lot better than inhaling Dumpster stink, anyway.

      I tried crawling—no dice. Lights exploded inside my skull once more—sapped again. I’d had enough. I curled up, took my nap like any good boy gumshoe would.
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      Dirt clods pummeled my face. My eyes popped open. I tried a Hey! Nothing got past the lips. I asked my legs to help out. Sorry, tied up right now, they informed me. Ditto, said the arms. Gray tape—a wonderful advancement for our civilization. Wonder how the Romans ever did what they did without it.

      At least the eyes worked. An earthen wall framed the scene to my left; same on the right. I raised my head a bit, and past my feet another six-foot blank of night-dark earth. Up above, yet more dirt began its descent, cascading into the grave. Followed by another shovelful. And another. And another.

      “You doing all right down there, pally?” A voice from above. Sounded fat, like filling a grave was straining the voice’s body.

      More dirt.

      “We’re going as fast as we can.” A second voice—reedier, leaner, less stressed, as if burying bodies beat beer and bowling any night.

      Another shovelful. Then another. My eyelids fluttered, blinking dirt away.

      “Just about finished, pally.” The fat voice—chuckling.

      “You, too, dirt bag.” The lean voice—cackling.

      Another shovelful. And another. Over and over again.

      “No more snooping around, pally.” The fat cop, the one with the god-awful sports coat. “No more sticking your nose in our business.” His skinny sidekick, assaulter of grass-skirted women on dashboards. If I knew what said business was, I’d be only too glad to stop snooping, and climb out of this hole I was in and stomp two piece-of-shit cops senseless.

      “Yeah, no more lookie-lookie.” The skinny cop, letting me know whatever went on at the farm and its attendant buildings was officially off-limits henceforth. “No more hula-hula girlies for you either, gumshoe. Not no more.”

      Probably could have figured that out all by myself. Fat lot the skinny on that would matter now. More dirt. And not the salacious sort. I sneezed.

      And the scene I was unwillingly auditioning for froze—just like that.
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      “Hello, Harry. How are you?”

      “Ah . . . fine, I guess.” I raised my head a bit, pushed my eyes up toward the voice.

      Sitting there on the edge of my grave, above the spot where my feet were busy pointing the way to Eternity, was a somewhat familiar, pleasant enough looking fellow swinging his work boots in the open air of my yet-to-be-completely-filled-in burial plot.

      “Do I know you?” I asked. Tape still smothered my mouth, yet I was answering my interlocutor as clearly as if I was again sitting in Miss Primm’s after-school elocution and manners class. Strange, huh?

      “I should think you do,” he offered. “Or at least, you have your suspicions as to whom I might be, you being a private eye and all. You know, I’ve had a bit of experience with one or two of the practitioners of your trade.”

      “You have?” Should he have said whom? Or who? I never know. Maybe it really wasn’t all that important right now.

      “Yes, I have. But tonight’s a time to talk about you. So, again, how are you, Harry?”

      “Not good, Brother Merton.”

      It was him all right. Just like in the photo Clare had shown me there in her Snow White cottage beside Golgotha’s graveyard. Which was where I bet a PI dollar to a cop donut I was right now. Golgotha’s graveyard, that is, not Clare’s cottage.

      And her matinee idol, Thomas Merton, the photogenic monk in denim and work clothes, perched on the side of my grave, talking to me while the fat detective and his skinny patrolman sidekick politely held up their efforts to deep-six one Harry Reno—the pair of dirty cops frozen in place, soil spilling from shovels, clods hanging in space, their bantering cop mouths open but silent, their sarcasm no longer offending my ears.

      “Actually, Harry, it’s Father Louis. But Tom to my friends.” He chuckled and the smile lighting his face would have lifted the scowl from Golgotha’s angry Christ Himself.

      “And you certainly do seem in need of a friend tonight, Harry.”

      “You’re not real. I know that. Maybe this is how the sendoff to Heaven or Hell starts. I don’t know. Haven’t been that way before. But you’re right, Tom. I could use a friend. Sure looks like I’m headed one way or the other.”

      “No, Harry. Well, not tonight, let’s say. Eventually, sure. But not tonight. I’d guess you still have a lot of detecting to do. Am I right?”

      “Ah, yeah, Tom. I mean, Father Louis . . . I mean, guess I do . . . I thought death would be less confusing than life. You’re dead, right, Tom?”

      “Nothing is less or more confusing than it should be, my friend. Not life. And surely not death—I think we’ve given them just about enough time.”

      “Them who, Padre? I mean, Tom.”

      “You’ll understand all when all is over. I hope. Right now, let’s get you out of this hole you find yourself in.”

      And then, damn it, he just burst out laughing. Guess humor shades more toward the grim on the other side of the grave.
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      The freeze-frame thawed, dirt commenced its descent into my grave once more, and Laurel and Hardy were again beside themselves with the hilarity of my soon-to-be-extinct situation.

      The shot—by the time it sauntered through the dirt in my ears, wormed its way into my dizzy brain—sounded far off. So did the second and third pops. The crack of a .22, perhaps?

      A shovel landed beside me. Minus its load of dirt.

      I craned my head up as far as my neck would allow, shook dirt away. Shots four, five, and six sounded a lot louder. Forty-five-caliber louder. Still too dark to be sure, but the rain of real estate seemed to be over.

      No voices up above anymore, either. Until—

      “Harry! You alive?” Clare. I couldn’t see her, but it was her voice, all right.

      “Ah, the shamus.” A black outline against a somewhat-less-dark heaven. Brother Marxus peering into my grave.

      Now the .22/.45 duet made sense. Clare, Golgotha’s clairvoyant librarian, and Brother Marxus, head of priory security, to the rescue. Popguns in hand.

      Thanks, Tom. I think.
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      I ended up laid out in Clare’s bed, head propped up enough to sip whatever it was she was spooning into me. The last time I’d been in the mystic’s bedchamber, laid was all I got. The soup was a nice addition. God knows, I was in no shape for the other stuff.

      My head felt like a blacksmith’s anvil after a long day forging shoes for Clydesdales. Then my boot-sore stomach flip-flopped a warning—enough with the chicken soup already—and I drifted off. I guess. No dreams.

      At least none I remember.
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      When my eyes opened again, the clock on Clare’s dresser read a tick before nine. Or maybe a quarter to twelve. A recently concussed brain having trouble sorting out what its eyes were beaming its way.

      A hand definitely pointed straight up, but the little gray cells refused to register whether it was the minute hand or the one that clues you to the hour. Digital would have solved the problem nicely. Whatever time it was or wasn’t, sunlit curtains assured me daylight was back on the job. Good to know after almost being buried alive in a grave in the dark.

      As good a time as any to get up, so I did. Good thing the mystic had foreseen my spending the night. My suitcase open and ready to dispense clean clothes. I dressed and let my nose lead me forth.

      Clare in the kitchen almost as excellent a sight as Ms. O’Toole in the cemetery last night. Mmm . . . bacon sizzling. Must be morning, not noon. Hey, maybe she really could cook.

      “How about some OJ and a side of aspirins? And is today Wednesday?” I asked, making a halfhearted grab for the mystic’s rear.

      Clare shied away, laughing. I hadn’t made much of an effort. God, but I felt rough.

      “Easy with the paws, old bear. Later, maybe. We’ll see. But not now. And yes, today’s Wednesday. Bacon’s ready, so’s the coffee. How about some oatmeal?”

      “Oatmeal? Really? With raisins?”

      Clare’s pantry didn’t stock raisins. “Yuck! Too much like roaches,” she said. “But check out the oatmeal.” She stuck a metal can in my face. “World’s Fair oatmeal, Harry. See?”

      Yep, John McCann’s Irish Oatmeal—Certificate of Award, World’s Columbian Exhibition Chicago 1893. Wow. Beer and oatmeal. Both life-sustaining. Both worthy of their fair accolades.

      “Okay, sounds good,” I said.

      Golgotha’s mystical librarian glopped some in a bowl, shoved it my way, along with a plate of runny eggs and burnt bacon. And a cup of coffee the color of Marxus’s skin—no added cream, just imperfectly brewed.

      “Here’s your aspirins.”

      “No OJ?” A foot stomp and a frown answered that request.

      Down the hatch the aspirins went, hurried on their way by the insipid java. The oatmeal decent, nutty like it was supposed to be. I gobbled up the rest of her breakfast efforts, too. No use totally pissing her off this early in the day.

      “Now hurry up, Harry. Got to get moving.”

      “Why? You going somewhere?” I asked.

      “No. We’re going somewhere. Together, if you’re up for a walk, that is.” Figures, mystics as into scuffing shoe leather as monks.

      “Where to?” I groused.

      “To see Mother Superior.”

      Rats. I wanted and needed to find those grave-dirty cops. Or at least have a sit-down with their boss, the chief.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I don’t like the way your eyes look. Mother Superior knows a lot about concussions.”

      “Okay,” I said, surrendering what little assertiveness I’d been able to muster this morning. Guess the cops and Ragan confab would have to wait.

      I let Clare lead me out her cottage’s front door. Harry Reno, the somewhat ambulatory sleuthhound.

      My steps weren’t the straightest as we started off. First one side of the path, then the other, with precious little time spent in the middle. Made for slow going, but we kept at it.

      A definite November chill in the air. I zipped my jacket a little higher. Maybe the gun bulge would deter any bad guys.

      Only it wasn’t there. The bulge or the gun. Fuck a duck. Damn concussed brain. Can’t tell time, can’t remember where I parked the artillery.

      Had I had the little snub nose with me when I’d gone to poke around Golgotha’s farm? Or had I been packing the big S&W? Or had ’em both?

      Maybe Laurel and Hardy nabbed my guns before they commenced their deep-six comedy routine. Maybe I . . . Great Gatsby’s ghost, where the hell were my gats?

      “Hey, Clare—”

      “See? Now you’re doing better.” She squeezed my arm. “I don’t think you need me holding you up anymore. I’m going to let go.”

      She was right, but I wobbled anyway. She grabbed me. I grabbed back.

      “Stop that, Harry! What about my reputation?”

      “The whore in the cottage? That reputation?”

      “Oh, that was just Maude being Maude. Not everyone thinks that of me.” Her quick kiss surprised my cheek as her hand squeezed me south of the border. Just like in my office.

      “You don’t think that, do you, Harry? That I’m a loose woman?” I did, but I shook a No her way. Safer.

      “Good—because it’s not true,” Clare said. Of course not, but I bet Nancy Drew never screwed on the first date. I kept that to myself too.

      “But you know I’m not always Nancy Drew nice. And that’s all right, isn’t it, Harry?” I nodded agreement. Damn mind-reading mystic.

      “Because if I was, I wouldn’t have had a gun to save you with last night, would I?”

      “No, I don’t remember Nancy packing heat,” I agreed. “Hey, where’s my gun?”

      “You didn’t have one on you. Besides, you’re too wobbly right now anyway.” She had that right, so we left it at that.

      The path ran straight for a bit, then curved, skirting an immense maple whose brilliant scarlet leaves were spending the morning drifting earthward.

      Clare nabbed one, and—twirling the stem between thumb and fingers—launched Canada’s colorful icon into the air once more with a decidedly girlish laugh.

      “You’re awfully giddy for a babe who tried to plug a couple of cops last night,” I said.

      “You’re so sweet.” Impossible to argue with such an accurate assessment.

      The path rounded the tree and straightened out once more. I deduced the maple came first, then the path. Brain in gear again. My guns locked in the Volvo’s trunk, that’s where they were. Both my .38s. The snub nose and the four-inch, pistol-whipping brute. Returned courtesy of Chief Ragan after the skinny cop’s efforts to purloin same.

      Harry Reno, Ithaca’s answer to Poe’s Auguste Dupin. On we ambled—hand in hand.
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      A ways farther down the path, some thoughtful monk, or maybe a nun, had seen fit to drop a bench into the landscape. Not the sort with soft arms and a cushy back to rest your spine against. No sir. Hard concrete for our bottoms and nothing for our backs. Still, a place to sit.

      I suggested we do just that, and we did.

      My wobbly walk was more than an act, but less than the whole truth—the brisk air had my grave memories on the run. Plus, this seemed as quiet a place as any to coax the straight goods out of eternally obfuscating Ms. O’Toole.

      I held out my hand; Clare took it in her own.

      “How did you know what time my funeral was? And where? I left you sound asleep last night. After Maude and the cabin.”

      “Don’t be silly, Harry. I told you that grave was out there waiting for you. Remember?”

      “No, you said watch out for my grave. That’s what you said was out there waiting. You didn’t say it was that particular hole in the ground. There in your graveyard.”

      I tried finding truth in her green eyes, but she closed them and sighed, laid her head on my shoulder, so all I saw was white-blond hair.

      Then the head came up, the eyes opened wide, and two sea-green pools made it a face she wanted you to believe in. Unconvinced, I pushed harder.

      “If,” I said, “you had told me that fresh hole in the ground was mine, I might have paid closer attention.”

      Clare’s hand and her mouth tried diverting my attention. I brushed them both away.

      “Come on, Clare—give. How did you know to come out just then, that little .22 of yours popping away?”

      “What’s the matter, Harry? Don’t you like .22s?” She shoved her shoulders back and her chest out. “Maybe you’re right. I am more of a .38-caliber sort of girl, aren’t I?”

      I squeezed her hand until she said, Ouch.

      “You’re not being nice, Harry.”

      “And you’re not telling me what I need to hear.”

      “What is it you want to hear?” she asked.

      Want and need—sometimes they’re one and the same, sometimes they’re not. Right now though, they had definitely solidified into a solitary completeness.

      “The truth. About you, this place, Brother Marxus, Father Christmas, Mother Superior. The farm down the hill.” Nothing. A tough cookie, huh?

      So I tried a much softer sort of persuasion. And I didn’t try it out on her hand.

      “Oh, Harry.” Breathless.

      “Tell me,” I said, wants and needs the same for both of us all of a sudden.

      So she did. But was it the truth? Hard to say.
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      When she finally finished spinning her tale, we hit the Mother Superior trail again. But I kept at it. I wanted all her answers. Especially the half-truths. And the shadings others call lies.

      “So that’s the license you were worried about losing. Your private detective ticket.”

      “Yes, Harry.”

      “And your name really isn’t Clare O’Toole.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      The pout that went with her No seemed meant to encourage further skilled interrogation. So I pulled her close, but only probed her up to a point—the point she said, Stop it, Harry. Someone will see us.

      “But the Clare part is you, right?” Skillful, remember?

      “Yes,” she assured me, but still accompanied by the pouting—designed this time to discourage further questioning. The hell with that.

      “Why won’t you tell me your real last name? You know, you could make one up, and I wouldn’t know the difference. At least not right away I wouldn’t.”

      I pinched an Ouch out of her mouth again. But quick as a fly landing on butter, she nipped me back. At least I kept the hurt to myself. And said I was sorry. Mollified, she started babbling again.

      “If I tell you my name now, you’ll slip up, say it to someone who shouldn’t know who I really am, or why I’m here.”

      Clare ran a fingernail across my cheek, let it flick the tip of my nose.

      “So, if you said my real name, then like Rumpelstiltskin, I might disappear—you don’t need to hurt me, Harry. Unless you just want to.”

      She tried erasing my suspicions with a kiss, hand behind my head, holding me captive until she decided I’d been thoroughly convinced. No longer worried someone might see us.

      “You can’t say what you don’t know,” Clare reminded me. “And I promise I’ll tell you my name when all this is over.” Great, whatever all this finally encompasses. Might be more than Clare’s retainer could cover.

      “Okay. But you’re not really a mystic. That’s just part of your PI in disguise shtick, right, library lady?”

      “No—it—is—not.” Emphatic. “I—am—a—mystic.” And emphatically final.

      “Okay.” What the hell else could I say? Nothing. So I left her last name and her mystical nature alone and tried out my tough-guy act on another shading of her story.

      “But part of your detective job is to watch out and make sure I don’t get myself killed. Right?”

      Clare mouthed a Yes my way.

      “And who asked you to do that?”

      “Thomas Merton,” she said. Well, wasn’t that just something. My mystical protector, the dead monk himself. Yeah, right.

      We hit the Mother Superior trail once more. Me still somewhat wobbly. Nancy Drew, girl detective, still perky as all get-out, just dragging her very own malleable Harry Reno doll along to the next cleverly planted clue.
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      On we hiked, Clare striding ahead, poor old Harry Reno chugging along a pace or two or three behind—panting. But not from any lust inspired by her pantalooned rear grinding provocatively along in front of me. Damn, but she set a fast pace.

      “Hey, Clare, how about . . .” No use in finishing my request, she’d already ground to a halt. Maybe she was clairvoyant.

      “Look, Harry, isn’t it just the quaintest sight?” Clare pointed a finger toward whatever it was my eyes were supposed to appraise but couldn’t. The last leg of her foot race had carried her to the summit of a hill only half the height of Mount Everest. So her Look meant Climb.

      On a more typical autumn morning, I would have dashed up the slope. But on this particular November morn, I was newly risen from the grave, remember? Being buried alive had not been a refreshing experience.

      I drug my tired ass up the small rise, wheezing all the way.

      “Golgotha’s convent,” Clare said. “If only the inside matched the outside.”

      Huh? I fastened my unenlightened eyes on the scene below.

      Mother Superior didn’t bunk at the Ponderosa. No Lincoln Log playhouse for her. The priory’s convent a fair-sized one-story rectangle of rough-quarried stone, hewn and hauled from God knew exactly where. And set into place with a minimum of fuss or architectural abandon.

      The four sides of the convent framed an interior green space—shrubs and ponds and small trees. Paths and benches. Perfect for quiet contemplation. Nuns get off on that, I suppose.

      Well, probably not the recently departed Sister Mary-Dolores. Besides being chopped into fish bait now, the little I’d heard of her conversation with Spencer in Maude’s basement hadn’t indicated a soul refined by contemplative introspection.

      Enough—Clare on the hoof again.

      Down the hill we went, the mystic’s jogging and jiggling finally stopping at the nunnery’s front entrance. A calico cat roused itself, arched its back, hissed, vaulted off to somewhere else, its tinkling Here I come trinket a warning to all and sundry.

      I snapped my eyes left, then right—Harry Reno, the Architectural Digest detective.

      A stone chimney clung to one front corner. A counterpoint tower rose at the other—likewise of gray stones cobbled together—its terminus slate-roofed. But beneath said peak, a quartet of open arches, just perfect for Aeolus and his wind buddies to hustle through on their way to somewhere else—like the cat. The stone tower even sported an actual bell. Again, ditto the recently fled feline.

      Up close, the rest of the convent’s exterior resolved itself into doors and windows framed into the weather-blasted stone, the whole shebang roofed in slate, the pitch slanting heavenward. Or maybe down—Mother Superior’s amusement park devil slide straight into the scorching pit?

      Bad thoughts, Reno. No shit, Harry. Bad night, remember? Somebody set us up.

      Hell of a way to characterize my own client. But I don’t like cats. Especially black ones, like Clare’s. They give me the heebie-jeebies. Witch’s familiars. Purring for no apparent reason. Maybe Mother Superior’s calico really was a . . .

      Damn it, hanging out with monks and nuns and mystics just seemed to get my brain spinning off on useless tangents, eddying around in currents that weren’t even there.

      I focused my optics back on the reality in front of me. A roofed front entrance—the door banded oak, a grille inset so those inside could grill those seeking admission.

      Clare didn’t bother knocking. Unlocked. In we went. Trusting souls, these nuns.

      Inside, the contrast immediate and disconcerting: Mother Superior’s nun house decked out like somebody’s idea of an Edwardian bordello.

      Silk and satin, heavy furniture, subdued lighting supplied by Tiffany-style lamps and artful wall sconces, said walls covered in red flock wallpaper, plastered with paintings featuring naked women. But classy babes and nymphets. Mythical even. No tawdry sex happening inside the frames. Even the randy satyrs and martyred saints cavorting through the landscapes seemed ever so refined in their pursuit of pleasure or suffering.

      My kind of contemplative convent for sure. Plus, no trademark angry Christ on His Cross or Ten Commandments reminding you to behave. At least none I could spot.

      But it was the semi-polite confrontation at the front desk that interested me most—some sort of subdued catfight, no claws in evidence. No bells either. At least not yet.

      “I said, good morning, Angelique. Mr. Reno and I are here to see Mother Superior.”

      Soft brown eyes ignored Clare and continued appraising me like they’d never seen a Harry Reno before. Hey, totally understandable.

      The receptionist’s cheekbones formed cute rounded mounds beneath her questing peepers. And the hunger her lashes framed screamed the cloistered life was not the receptionist’s first choice of vocations.

      “Angelique. That’s a beautiful name,” I said. Clare’s pinch quick and hard. I didn’t let it show. Reno, tough-guy PI on the prowl.

      Mother Superior’s receptionist stood, held out her hand. I gave it an ever so gentlemanly squeeze. Her nails grazed my palm as her hand slid slowly away. I shivered. Any guy would have. Even a gentleman. Because . . .

      Angelique was wearing something akin to a nun’s habit, but it just seemed to float there, caressing a lusty body instead of cloaking an immaculate soul.

      Hard not to stare, so I continued my perusal. Her lashes sort of fluttered, butterflies being careful where to land. So I risked another pinch and posed a question.

      “Not Sister Angelique?” I inquired.

      “Not yet . . . Mr. Reno . . . I’m still . . . a novitiate.” Brown eyes lowered, scanned her desk, then angled up and found my green ones again. “It’s . . . nice . . . to . . . meet you,” she said.

      The words fine, just like the rest of her, including her short bob of shiny black hair. It was Angelique’s delivery that was odd. As if she were listening to the words in her head before letting them out to roam.

      But undeniably sexy, especially here inside a whorehouse masquerading as a convent. Hell, she would already have had me collared if we’d been in a bar—or a kennel.

      “Well,” I said, “interesting to meet you—”

      “Angelique, please let Mother Superior know we are here.” Clare’s staccato enunciation a contrast to the almost-a-nun’s soft seduction of Harry Reno. Bet Clare noticed the palm play.

      “Oh . . . Ms. O’Toole . . . I’m . . . so sorry,” Angelique purred, without being sorry at all. “Mother Superior’s . . . not here just now . . . She’s gone . . . over to the guesthouse . . . Someone died . . . I believe.”

      Before Angelique finished up with her I believe, Clare had us moving out the door.

      “Aren’t you interested in who’s dead?” I said. No answer. “Maybe it’s Marxus,” I offered to her departing back.

      Clare slowed, but didn’t stop. I caught up. “It’s not Marxus. I know who it has to be. So hurry it up, Reno.”

      Off she raced. I hobbled along after her. My pace not a match for hers. Not at all.
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      Clare didn’t take us back the way we had come. Instead, the path her Nikes chose skirted cedar woods and spilled us into the guesthouse parking lot without having seen another living soul. Took a while, though.

      I wasn’t exactly panting, but she’d kept the recently resurrected Harry chugging along faster than Reno liked. But that was okay. We both wanted to see the stiff as much as she did.

      “Hey,” I said as we neared the guesthouse. “How many sisters are there? At the convent.”

      “One less than yesterday, Harry.”

      “Huh?” Oh, right. Sister Mary-Dolores. On I slogged.
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      No cop cars clogging the guesthouse parking lot. No ambulance lights swirling. No horde of gawking monks standing about, silently staring. Nobody there at all. No security at the guesthouse front door, either. In we went.

      “Mr. Nero! Missy Clare!” A yellow-bright moon behind the front desk. “Brother Marxus say come upstairs. Come! Come! Quick! Quick!”

      God’s Holy Fool scampered out from behind the front desk and crabbed partway up the stairs, beckoning us upward.

      “You hurry. Brother Marxus say you hurry, Mr. Nero.” The hell with Marxus.

      “Hey Clare, I gotta whiz. All that coffee.” If Missy Clare heard me, she ignored me. Up the stairs she went. The Fool, too.

      I found the guesthouse restroom all by myself. I’d been there before.

      Back at the bottom of the staircase again, I paused to look around. Up above, the second-floor landing deserted, unless a table with a vase of withered flowers counted. Running off to each side of the landing corridors of closed doors. Up the stairs I went.

      A voice behind and below me said, “Good sir.”

      Good sir? Me? Couldn’t be. I turned and looked down anyway. “What?”

      “Good sir,” a string bean of a man said again. “Might you direct me to Father Nicholas. My presence is required. Urgently.” A black medical bag changed hands—left, right, and then back again—urgently.

      “Come on up, Doc. We’ll search for Santa together,” I said.

      The black-suited string bean harrumphed, took the steps two at a time, started to brush by me.

      “Whoa, introductions first, Doc.” My hand on his shoulder stopped his urgent progress. “I like to be polite, don’t you know.”

      “Then be so, young man.” A whiff of brandy floated between us. Maybe Marxus would let him borrow a peppermint.

      “Harry Reno, PI,” I said, and offered the string bean my hand. He ignored it.

      “Dr. Crane, M.D.” He made it sound important. “The body, my good sir. I have been summoned. Lead me hence, forthwith.” Pompous ass.

      “Gimme a sec, Doc. You got a first name?” Ichabod floating hopefully around in my skull. Good fit, even in November: Maude’s slaughtered pumpkins, Brother Scary’s missing body part, Golgotha’s Sleepy Hollow spookiness.

      I kept my hand on his shoulder. He tried shrugging it off. He couldn’t.

      “First name,” I reminded him.

      “Why on earth would that be of importance to you, I should not be able to conjecture. But my Christian appellation is Cornelius. Cornelius I. Crane, M.D.” Puffed up and important again, urgent even. In his black suit. Grasping his black bag.

      I let go of his shoulder.

      “The body, good sir. A doctor is required, and I am he. Show me the way.”

      “Not so fast, Doc. You remind me of someone. The I in your name, that I for Ichabod? Ichabod Crane?” Doc’s eyes went all frosty.

      “You know, Sleepy Hollow? Headless Horseman?”

      The string bean holding the urgent black bag was not amused. “You, sir, are impertinent. Kindly let me pass,” he ordered.

      Doc Crane stood a couple of inches over my own six feet. His gray eyes glared down at me, their frostiness morphed now by anger, as ridiculous as only the eyes of a wrathful string bean could be. Touchy subject, his middle name. Bet it was I for Ichabod.

      “Over here, Harry! Hi, Doc!” Clare framed in a doorway to our left, halfway down the hallway. A swish of white hair as she ducked back inside.

      “Come on, Doc,” I said. “I bet your body’s in there. I know mine is.”

      Insufferable oaf floated out of his mouth, meandered around the landing, but Doc Crane himself flapped quickly enough ahead of me—urgently, even. The black bag swinging in time with his long-legged strides.
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      The room wasn’t much. A small dresser, a smaller nightstand, a wooden chair at a rickety writing desk that sagged under the weight of a black, thick-with-sin Bible, all veiled with a coverlet of dust. A metal bed frame sporting a seen-better-nights mattress even the dead wouldn’t find all that comfortable. Nailed to the wall, Golgotha’s trademark angry Christ on His Cross.

      And on the bed a thin green blanket; under the blanket, a body.

      “Father Damien,” I said, and stuck out my hand. He didn’t reach for it. He couldn’t. His was the body snuggled under the blanket.

      I touched the corpse’s skin. Father Damien had been that way for a while. And he’d stay that way longer still. My finger lingered a bit as my nose did its sniffing routine.

      “Good sir,” Doc Crane said as he finished rummaging around in his medical bag, “restrain your impudent impulses. We are in the presence of Holy Death.”

      I backed away from the kaput priest, sidled up next to the delectable mystic, whispered, “Hey, babe, you were right.”

      “Good morning, Father Nicholas. Mother Superior.” The string bean doc bent in the middle without snapping, bowing salutations toward the Christmas couple, then straightened, jerking a thumb my way. “Who is this oaf?”

      “So good of you to come, Dr. Crane,” St. Nick said.

      “And on such short notice,” Mrs. Claus observed, also ignoring Doc’s characterization of their recently retained detective.

      Hey, if I could smell booze on the good doctor, so could they. They didn’t mention it, though. Neither did Father Damien. No surprise there, all things considered. Marxus caught it. Head of security, the nose-that-never-sleeps sort.

      “Here, have a peppermint.” The black monk magicked one out of his cassock. “You could use it, Doctor,” he stage-whispered.

      Now Doc’s gray eyes were glaring at Marxus instead of at me. A crunch and a swallow, a bob of Doc’s Adam’s apple, and the mint was gone. But it was enough to nudge him into the start of his examination.

      “Who found our now-departed cleric?” Doc asked, eyeballing the corpse up close while bony fingers probed here and there.

      “Simeon did,” the head of security answered.

      “Then summon him and kindly allow the young man himself to enlighten me, Brother Marxus.” Doc Crane and Brother Marxus rekindled their glare fest.

      Doc was drunk, the monk pissed off, and neither seemed to care how any of the rest of us felt, including poor little Father Damien.

      Tense scene—for a moment or two.

      Simeon, God’s Holy Fool, popped into the room, distracting the feuding pair.

      “Hop Sing find,” the moon man said. “Little Joe no show for breakfast.” Must have been Bonanza reruns at the Ponderosa again, despite my earlier admonition. “Me come upstairs. Find him. Knock first,” Simeon said, eyes bright. “Worst knock ever.”

      “I beg your pardon, young man?” Doc Crane, haughty and offended as all get-out.

      A sly smile slid across the face of the moon.

      “Me find him dead right after me have beans and . . . sausage for breakfast. Get it? Knockwurst—worst knock ever.”

      A massive fart erupted within the Fool’s cassock, and he shot out of the room, Hoot—Hoot—Hooting his way down the stairs. The reason for the Fool’s swift departure lingered after him, however.

      Doc Crane’s thin lips tightened, his angular head shook back and forth. He pinched his nose—regaining his composure if not his sobriety—and turned to gaze at the dead priest again.

      “Who was he?” Doc inquired.

      “Father Damien,” Brother Marxus said. “Joseph Damien. From Philadelphia.”

      “Here on retreat,” Father Nicholas offered.

      “A history of poor health,” Mother Superior let us know.

      “Yes, yes. Quite poor health,” Father Nicholas echoed. “His heart, you know.” He touched the priest’s forehead, made the sign of the cross. Then crossed himself, just to be safe.

      “His time had come, and now his soul rejoices with Christ.” Father Nick, Golgotha’s abbot, happy as all hell himself.

      “To be called home during a peaceful sleep, such is the bounteous will of our Lord,” Mother Superior assured us, all cheery and bright. “Such a good and holy man.”

      The not-quite-so-holy shamus in the room measured Damien’s corpse again.

      “Doesn’t appear like such a peaceful tossing off of the old mortal coil to me.” Death had contorted the good father’s lips and bulged his eyes until he looked like a caricature of Golgotha’s angry Christ nailed to the wall above the bed.

      My thoughts formed words, and they sort of slipped out all on their own.

      Brother Marxus edged my way, fists balled at his sides, primed to defend the priory’s version of Christ’s agony. I set my feet, awaited his onslaught.

      Didn’t happen—Clare stepped between us.

      “Harry, now’s not the time or the place.” Clare took my hand. “Dr. Crane and Brother Marxus can handle this without us. Come outside with me—now.” A command, not a request.

      Clare tugged me down the stairs and out into God’s capricious sunshine. No footsteps behind us, so maybe the peppermint monk was going to behave himself.

      Outside, I tried squinting my eyes, willing them to stay glued to the mystic’s swaying hips as she led me across the parking lot toward her library. Easy assignment; harder task. Way too sunny. Then clouds bunched together, the sun’s bright light dimmed, and my eyes popped back to normal.

      Ah, the view aboveground always better than the view belowground—cloudy or bright. Sorry about your luck, Father Damien. Looks like it’ll be you for that waiting grave now, instead of yours truly.
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      The library felt warm, a nice change from the cloudy, noonday chilliness outside. But any joy fostered by the library’s pleasant climate was tempered somewhat by the joint’s musty smell. Maybe Clare ought to dust once in a while, sweep up, spray some air freshener, light a scented candle or two. Except I hate scented candles. And burning tapers in a dusty and musty wooden book tomb was most certainly a lousy idea.

      All of that stayed safely inside the skull I call my own.

      “Nobody seems too upset Father Damien kicked the bucket,” I said instead.

      “Oh, Harry. Some detective you are.” Clare led me over to a library table, pointed to a chair, said, “Sit.” So I did.

      As did she—in my lap. The library began to heat up a bit more, the threat of combustion imminent. Good thing she’d left the Closed sign hanging on the door.

      “Don’t you ever get enough?”

      “Not of you, Harry.”

      “Yeah, right. Up you go, sister.”

      It wasn’t really as quick as all that, but eventually we both had our feet on the floor and our minds on something more than just each other.

      “Look, all this is really nice,” I said, “but there’s a body laid out back there at the guesthouse. And natural causes aren’t the reason. Plus, none of my clients seem too concerned. Including you.” I poked her chest—playfully, I hoped. “Doc Crane on the payroll, too?”

      “What makes you say Doc Crane’s their tame healer?” Clare asked, nuzzling the words softly into my ear.

      “That isn’t exactly what I said. But . . . is that what he is?”

      “Maybe,” Clare said.

      “Tame in what way?”

      “Doc sort of goes with the flow, you know what I mean.”

      “No, Clare, I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Well . . .”

      It was a lot for a recently concussed private eye to absorb. At some point, we found ourselves seated once more at a library table. But in separate chairs—at my insistence. Whether or not what Clare was so anxiously telling me was true or not, it sure the hell had to have a nugget or two of gold in there somewhere. I just didn’t want or need her smooth fingers leading me to her conclusions. I like to do my own sluicing and sleuthing.

      When she finally stopped beating her gums, I glanced up from the dollar signs I’d been tracing on Clare’s dusty library table—I like two strokes through the S, not one. Makes me feel like Rockefeller and richer than Croesus. Even if I’m not and never will be.

      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You claim the ledger lists all the priests who come here on retreat and never leave. What, the Christmas pair are just a couple of Arsenic and Old Lace murderers?”

      “No, Harry. They host retreats to keep Golgotha open and running,” Clare said. “They don’t do it for themselves. They use the money to run the outreach program, to help down-and-out street women. They use the money to help others. Really.”

      Ah, Father Nick and Mother Superior, just a couple of Carnegies themselves, huh. Getting rich to help others. Well, we were in a pretty nice library, weren’t we?

      “That’s what they do with the money,” Clare assured me.

      Yeah, right. Helping others. Like laying five thousand simoleons on me for a retainer—too much up front should always make one suspicious of a client’s intent. Guard thyself from such clients, a lawyer once advised me, just before he took my money and disappeared. Still, good advice though.

      “And just where does all this retreat moolah come from?” I asked.

      “Well . . . maybe from the Pope—more or less.” Must have been the Reno poker face that prompted Clare’s more or less.

      “Golgotha’s little-c Catholic, Harry. Independent. Does its own thing.” She scrunched her nose. “More or less,” she offered again, as if that explained it all the way to Hell and back.

      “I bet that’s why Marxus showed up here,” the mystic said. “He wears our green, but he’s big-C Catholic, I think.” Ms. O’Toole, obfuscating as usual, unhelpful as ever.

      I stood up, put one foot in front of another, paced the library’s foyer—the length across the stained-glass windows either side of the front door, a snappy pivot, and back to where I’d started, the library table beside the stacks marked Biography. That left the Bible still holding the fort on its Victorian-era reading lectern smack in the middle of said foyer.

      At least I hadn’t stumbled, hadn’t knocked it over. Damn concussion. And double-damn that pair of cops moonlighting as gravediggers last night.

      “You still don’t get it, do you, Harry?”

      “No, Clare, I don’t get it. Not at all. Okay if I sit down?”

      “You’re the one who decided to roam.” Clare the Clairvoyant, also a keen-eyed observer of that which has gone before.

      The library chairs were wooden and hard, like their table. Why not at least a soft cushion or two—maybe one for your back and one for your butt? I didn’t get that, either.

      So I stood up once more, began venting my anger from on high.

      “Why tell me all this, damn it? The Christmas pair might be murderers? Bought and paid for by the Pope? They’re my clients, or haven’t you noticed that small ethical dilemma you just dropped on my doorstep?”

      “I didn’t say any such thing. Especially about the Pope. You just have a suspicious mind, Harry. That’s all.”

      Clare put her eyes back on the table. No doubt admiring my masterful rendition of greed in the dust—the double-stroked sign of the Almighty American Dollar.

      I bent low, scanned her face. Okay, Clare a little more sympathetic to my plight than I’d thought—a small smile, the sort poets call rueful, played at the corners of her mouth.

      Or maybe all I was gleaning was a lack of interest in who lived, who died, and who caused or didn’t cause any of that.

      “So why haven’t you gone to the police with this? And no, I don’t mean the local yokels. Why not lay it all out for the staties or the federal bureau of idiots? You trying to win the Stupid Bitch of the Year Award?”

      “I don’t have any real proof,” Clare said. “We need to talk about something else. And please don’t call me a bitch.”

      “I’ll say what I want to say—and I say . . . shove it up your ass!”

      Somewhere in Mexico or Central America, a volcano named after some unpronounceable Aztec or maybe Mayan deity leads a quiet life. Until something disturbs it, roils its guts.

      Then, when it rumbles, when the lava begins to flow, when rocks spew out and rain down like bombs from a B-52, the villagers fall to their knees, offering up prayers, human sacrifices, whatever—and run the hell away. If they’re smart.

      Eventually, the volcano calms down, the villagers return, life goes on.

      I spewed and vented, roiled and rocked, stormed and shouted. I might even have knocked God’s Holy Word off its stand and onto the library floor. I didn’t stomp on it, though.

      And then, like always, I tried restoring the equilibrium with a half-assed I’m sorry.

      “Well, you should be,” Clare snapped.

      My little fit had chipped the reading lectern, knocked a tiny bit of wood off a corner when it fell. I righted the book stand. Maybe some Old English would make the proper amends.

      The Bible itself was okay, though—after I smoothed out a ruffled page or two.

      “Okay,” I said, “so you don’t have any real proof the Vatican’s paying Father Nick and Mother Superior to off these retreat priests. The black crows just show up and die. Naturally, so saith Doc Crane. Real convenient, I say.

      “You know, you could dig a couple of them up, get a medical examiner to run some tests. Then you’d know.”

      Clare shook her head no, shrugged her shoulders, ran fingers through her hair, frowned.

      “What if it isn’t Mother Superior or Father Nicholas who doctors the wine? Might have been Maude,” Clare offered. “She certifiable. Maybe Simeon’s doing her dirty work now.”

      That didn’t add up. Not at all. Why help the bosses who just fired you? And how would Maude coerce Simeon from afar into committing murder? And where did Brother Scary fit in to all of this? And Brother Marxus? And the two grave-digger cops?

      A shaft of God’s capricious sunlight filtered into the priory’s library, passing through dust motes, illuminating Golgotha’s angry Christ on the Cross, a righteous dude clearly pissed at being confined herein, unable to break loose to sock it to his daddy-o up above.

      The stained-glass window’s parti-colored hues flickered and faded as clouds skated across the sun—God the Father’s sunshine momentarily abbreviated. The Son on the Cross looked mad about that, too. Well, good for Him. I wasn’t too happy about anything, either.

      “I get it. Simple, innocent until proven guilty. Not my concern my clients might be murderers—says you. Damn it, Clare.”

      “Could be it’s me,” the mystic said, and stuck out her tongue.

      “So how do you expect me to solve this puzzle?”

      “Simple, Harry,” Clare said. “You help me find Tom’s journal.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I figured that much out on my own. But I need to make a phone call first. Then I want to head over to Rugby, drop in on Ragan. Iron out a thing or two. Then we can look for Tom and his journal.”

      “That’s fine, Harry, but let me do the driving.”
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      The phone booth across the road from Golgotha’s entrance stood empty, so I told Clare to pull the green love of my life into the gravel while I called whoever it was I needed to call. And yeah, I told the mystic—I didn’t ask. Nor did Harry or Reno clue her as to who they were calling. Or is it whom? Or whomever? I never know. Make it quick, echoed in my head. It’s past one already. I’ve got places to be, people to see, mysteries to solve—

      I almost opened my yap to say Stow it, sister, but thank God I didn’t. Because the female admonition ended with Big Kahuna. The little hula girl, not Clare, yammering in my skull. Her dashboard bitching I could stand—at least in her current injured state. Nevertheless, time both dames in the car remembered who was nominally in charge of this confusing hugger-mugger of an investigation.

      I climbed out, shutting the Volvo’s door with a decided thunk. Hawaii’s finest—like the mystic—needs a Reno reminder now and then, too.

      But just to be safe, I scooted inside Ma Bell’s Plexiglas box and quickly pulled the door shut. Pays to be careful when you kick Waikiki sand skyward on a windy afternoon—Aeolus huffing mightily this way and that, Indian summer in surrender to the winds of November.

      I dropped my quarter and dialed.

      “State medical examiner’s—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know all that. It’s a long-distance pay phone call. Is Doc in?”

      “Perhaps you will think it impolite for a state employee to berate a caller, but why she puts up with you at all anymore is beyond me,” Gladys said.

      “We could get horizontal. On a bed. Then you’d understand.”

      “Not in this lifetime, Mr. Reno. Or yours. But I will ask Dr. Nolan if she is in. And let her know about your offensive propositioning.” Good old Gladys, always joking. And since she plays for the other team, immune to any Reno come-ons.

      “She said to put you through,” Gladys said. “Lucky her, huh?”

      “Forensics Division.” Doc Nolan at her most brisk and businesslike. “Remember, Reno, you piss Gladys off, you piss me off. So lay off both of us.” Whew, in a mood today.

      “Hi, Barb. Nice to hear your voice again—I need a favor.” Barbara A. Nolan, the slice-and-dice queen of the autopsy table. Also a yesterday’s girlfriend who still seems willing to grant Harry a favor or two in the here and now. Sometimes, anyway. And I needed one of those sometimes to be today.

      “Need and want, your two favorite words, Reno. Right up there with I’m sorry. But ask quick,” she said. “I’m up to my ass in bodies. And I don’t need or want one of your lame jokes about my ass or my body.”

      “Okay, quick then. If you wanted to poison a guy, what would you use? And it ought to be something you don’t just run out and buy.”

      Nada. But not a bad sign. Better than Click. I heard a book hit her desk, pages ruffling.

      “Crowsfoot.”

      “A crow’s foot? That’ll kill a guy? Are you for real, Babs?”

      The chief assistant state medical examiner hates Babs. So why do I say it? I don’t know. It just slips out—Babs. See? Easy, isn’t it?

      And when it does, Doc Nolan shovels out a ton of abuse. Vocally over the phone, physically if I’m in Ithaca standing within reach—and her damn head bops hurt.

      Anyway, after an eon or two, Barb’s shitstorm finally subsided, and I nestled the receiver against my ear once more to hear her now somewhat more placid vocalizations.

      “You got that, Reno? Cursed crowsfoot—not a bird part, dummy. A plant. Crushed, distilled, mixed in a drink. Wine, maybe. Ranunculus sceleratus—you need me to spell it for you, Harry?” Ah, softer.

      “Yeah, if you don’t mind.” So she did. Had to ask her to repeat the last part, though.

      “Once more, s-c-e-l-e-r-a-t-u-s. Got it now, Reno?”

      “Well, that just damn well figures.”

      “Harry, where are you?”

      “The gates of Hell, babe.”

      The Charon of the phone booth poked her voice between us, said, “Please deposit fifty cents to continue this call.” No use arguing with Ma Bell or one of her minions. I slotted two Washingtons and our conversation resumed.

      “Why do I put up with you?” Barb asked. We both knew the answer to that one. No need to let it out to roam. Might be kids around.

      “So how do I find out what this crowsfoot plant looks like?” I asked.

      “A book, Reno. Try a bookstore. Or better yet, a library. You won’t have to open your wallet. You do know about libraries, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I do, Barbara Ann.” I started to add, And that’s because I been bopping a librarian instead of you, but I was knee-deep in it already. Why treble my troubles.

      “Hey, when I get back to Ithaca, how about dinner? Someplace fancy. I’ll buy. Okay?” Maybe I’d even tell her how that new short and chopped-ugly haircut of hers made me crave her all the more—yeah, right. Maybe I’d curl up and die, too.

      “We’ll see, Harry. Do you think I need to clear it with Penelope first?” Harry. And playful now to boot. Oh boy, back in Barb’s good graces once more. That was easy, almost too easy.

      “Only if you want to, Barbara Ann.” What the hell was she up to?

      I knew she wouldn’t call Penny. They might share their litany of complaints about their favorite man, but, far as I knew, they never spilled who was doing what with me. Or how the what was accomplished.

      “I don’t need to scratch that itch right now,” Barb confirmed. A laugh, definitely a laugh. How about that? The strangest things surf her moods this way, then roundabout. Never will understand the feminine half of our species, just never will. Especially Barbara Ann.

      “Hey, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” I said. “I know better than to say . . . well, you know.”

      “Yep, you’re a sorry one all right, Harry Reno. But . . . for what it’s worth, I’m letting my locks lengthen a bit.”

      Hot damn—best news this week. Her hair long always better for all of us: Barbara Ann more playful; Harry and Reno more satisfied.

      “See ya, Harry. Wouldn’t want to be ya. Or Reno, either.” Click.

      Ow! Frickin’ door. I slipped out of the telephone tepee and trotted back to the Volvo.

      “Who were you talking to?” Clare asked.

      “Dial-A-Forecast. Back in Ithaca. Stormy, then clearing. If you believe in phantom phone voices. Let’s get out of here, babe.”

      As Clare dropped the Volvo into drive and crunched across gravel, I caught a flicker in my side mirror of somebody slipping into the phone booth.

      “Stop,” I shouted. “Back up—back up. Now!”

      “What? Why?”

      “Damn it.” I bailed out of the slowing car, rushed back toward the phone booth, but he was gone. I trudged back to the Volvo—rubbing my neck, cursing my demented brain.

      “What’s the matter with you, Harry? What was that all about?”

      “Nothing,” I lied, and left it at that.

      Because if I told Clare I’d just seen the ghost of Thomas Merton decked out in watch cap, denim jacket, work boots, and dirt-stained jeans slipping into the phone booth—only then he suddenly vanished—she would have called me crazy. Or worse, had the two of us scouring the countryside for her sainted Thomas of Gethsemani.

      So instead, I kept my trap shut, and on we rolled toward Rugby. Wonder who the somewhat-departed monk had been trying to call?

      Or should it be whom?
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      As we motored toward Rugby to see the chief of police, Clare tuned us in to the Thomas Merton channel all on her own—obsessing about the long-dead monk and his long-gone journal. It was getting old fast and affecting her driving.

      Watch out! Slow down! Forget about Merton! my constant refrain all the way toward town. Fat lot of good it did. Clare wouldn’t shut up about her favorite monk or pay attention to which side of the road she was using.

      Nor would she consider letting me put my hands on the tiller.

      “No driving,” the mystic had told me back at Golgotha. “Not with that concussion of yours.” And after what she called my simply bizarre behavior back at the phone booth, she’d been keeping both her mitts on the wheel instead of steering with one and massaging a certain PI with the other.

      “We just have to find Tom’s journal. That’s how we get the ledger back.” Clare’s voice and her eyes let me know we should be chasing those missing journal pages, not dropping in unannounced on my old pal, Jake Ragan, Rugby’s chief of police.

      And I was okay with the voice. I’ve been bitched at by pros. But Clare’s eyes had me worried. She just wouldn’t keep them on the damn road.

      “Watch out! Slow down! Eyes on asphalt!”

      The little hula girl didn’t seem to mind Clare’s swooping and swerving, though. While her duct-taped bod couldn’t wiggle right now, her plastic smile said she was indeed grooving internally to the Volvo’s erratic gyrations.

      And for some reason known only to her, instead of actively sulking because her favorite PI had a babe in the car, the little hula girl seemed to enjoy having Clare around. Maybe it was the name thing. Or perhaps the old saw—keeping your friends close and enemies closer.

      Stupid island floozy. What the hell did she know about highway safety or red-hot dames who couldn’t and wouldn’t shut up or tell the true truth?

      “I saw Tom with his journal, Harry. Years ago. When I was a kid. At Golgotha. He was sitting under a tree, writing. And it had to be in his journal.”

      Tom-Tom-Tom: Clare’s rhythmic beat reminding me I might be nutzo, too.

      Hey, maybe I’d get the chance to see him again myself. Ask Father Merton about the other side of the grave. Assuming Clare’s driving didn’t land me there first.

      “Dammit! You almost hit that car! Honest to God, slow down!”

      Somehow—and sooner rather than later—Clare swerved into Rugby’s town square and wheeled in next to Chief Ragan’s cruiser. All without any scraping or denting or curb jumping. Safe at last. The Volvo had landed.

      But even sitting still, Clare kept up her bitchy gotta find Tom’s missing journal rant.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Good for you,” I said. “But right now, I’m more interested in why two cops tried to kill me last night than I am in Merton’s scribblings.

      “Just so you know, kid,” I finger-flicked the tip of her nose, “shut up about Merton.”

      A playful admonition, that’s all. No hurt meant. Nevertheless—tears welled up, sniffling commenced, a Kleenex appeared.

      “Sorry,” I offered as I slid across the Volvo’s tan leather and out into God’s cooler, but for now, less gusty weather.

      “Yeah, Reno, sorry is what you are.” I didn’t turn to check which of the two adoring females in the car had offered that astute observation.

      The hell with them both. Time to put shoe leather to pavement.

      “Let’s go see the chief,” I said, and left the Volvo’s door standing open as I stomped up the sidewalk toward the courthouse. “And don’t forget to lock it,” I said to no one in particular.

      Hey, I can do bitchy, too. And better than most.
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      As we made our way into the courthouse, the first thing I spied was the fat detective, standing in the doorway of what passed for his office. Looked more like a broom closet.

      “Hey, shamus, come here.” The fat cop crooked a finger my way, indicating I should squeeze myself inside, too.

      “Wait here,” I told Clare. “I’ll only be a minute.”

      As I accepted his none-too-polite invitation and edged into his inner sanctum, my tread was wary. The fat cop was bad news. Plus, his closet of an office smelled like cheap cigars and burnt coffee.

      “What?” I can do gruff, too. Fair warning to the wary and unwary.

      “You need to stay away from the chief. He ain’t a well man. And you won’t be doing so good yourself—if you keep bothering him. Capiche?”

      “No speaka da language.”

      “A smart guy, huh? Well . . . we’ll see, won’t we.” A flick of his head said, Get out.

      So I wished the fat cop good day, squeezing past him toward his open office door. Not a sprightly step though—just a bit of a hip pivot in a close space to start me on my way to see my buddy Jake Ragan—an old trick I learned long ago. And remembered. Because I’d been on the receiving end the first time the lesson was taught.

      The pivot itself wasn’t part of my exit. Just something to give my fist a little extra umph as it buried itself in the fat cop’s stomach.

      And, obedient to the fist’s wishes, the fat cop indeed mouthed Umph—staggering back bent double, bowing me out as it were from his broom closet of an office.

      I stepped into the hall, nabbed Clare, and went to find his boss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “The beautiful Ms. O’Toole and the ugly old Harry Reno.”

      The chief shoved his desk drawer shut. Something inside went clink. I didn’t smell any booze on Ragan, but he’d been at it for sure. Bet the clink was vodka. Harry Reno, the takes-one-to-know-one detective.

      I shut the chief’s office door. Clare sat; I stood.

      “Those two cops of yours tried to plant me in a hole in the ground last night, Jake.”

      “Good to see you’re still with us, Harry.” The chief’s eyes scanned my driver. “How’ve you been, Clare?” Alcohol made for hungry eyes. Or maybe just haunted optics.

      “Good,” Clare said. “Like always.”

      I reached over, patted her hand, pinned it to the arm of the chair. Unobtrusively, of course. This was gonna be my show, not theirs.

      “Let’s talk about Laurel and Hardy,” I said. “Your skinny boy and his fat man sidekick whapped me on the head last night. Stuck me in a fresh-dug grave. Tried shoveling me under.”

      Ragan’s eyes stayed with Clare. The chief’s ears ignored me, too.

      “So what the hell are you going do about it?” A Reno fist banged the corner of the chief’s desk, lending emphasis to my impolite query.

      The chief’s eyes drifted from Clare to yours truly to the office door. Ragan stood up, hitched his pants a bit higher, checked his gun, walked around his desk and out the office door.

      “You two coming or not?”

      We followed the chief out. Clare pulled his door closed while I tried shaking hurt from my hand. I’ll never learn, just never learn.

      “Hey, Chief, you got a minute?” The fat detective in his broom closet doorway, still sort of bent over, clutching his whale of a stomach.

      “No,” the chief said. And that was all he said. Out the courthouse we went. Without the fat detective.
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      A block down and two more over of silent plodding found the three of us standing just outside City Park. No name at the entrance memorializing some long-departed municipal father or recently dead war hero. Only the bald statement: City Park. Sort of gave you hope. Maybe they’d stick your name on it someday. After the gravediggers sodded you under.

      The chief and I followed Clare’s pumping hips into the park.

      “So what about it?” I said. “You gonna talk or not?” Jake chose not. I didn’t let that stop me. “How about at least telling those two shitbird cops they did a lousy job. Write ’em up. Give ’em a reprimand. Tell fat man and skinny boy, try a little harder next time.”

      I shoved Jake’s shoulder. Not playful, but not hard. Still, he stumbled to a stop. Hey, vodka’s like that. Sort of sneaky.

      “Enough, Harry,” the chief said. “They’re a problem for me, too.” Well, hell. Wasn’t that comforting to know.

      “So what are you going to do about it?” I wasn’t giving up.

      “Nothing right now,” Ragan said. “I’ve got a double murder to solve. Remember?”

      “I think Harry’s grave and your problems are connected,” Clare said, back beside us now, wearing her Nancy Drew face. “And Brother Marxus is the connection.” What?

      Ragan glanced her way, swung back on me. “Well, there’s your answer, Harry. Now leave me the hell alone. I got some thinking to do.”

      Or maybe he said drinking. Hard to be sure. Sort of slurry sounding. A cloud floated across the sun, softening the confrontation. The cloud held steady while the chief of police wobbled away, following a park path toward a fountain, suddenly angling off to somewhere else.

      Clare, the mystified mystic, asked, “What’s wrong with Ragan?”

      Harry Reno, the puzzled PI, laid it all out for her: “I was sort of hoping you’d tell me. And what the hell was that about Marxus?”

      She shrugged. “Just something to say.”
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      As we headed back toward the park entrance, a van pulled into the parking lot, the clouds responded to a prod from Aeolus, and sunlight fell full on the reds and oranges, yellows and greens, blues, violets, and indigos splashed in repeating rainbow arcs across the sides of the otherwise white van.

      And on top of the van, like a taxicab trying to hook passengers with its signage, sat a blood-red elongated plastic pyramid beaming its very own transporting message:

      
        
        fruitcakes for jesus & tattoos for christ.

      

      

      “What the hell’s that, Clare?”

      “Golgotha’s outreach program,” she said, and shuddered.

      The side door of the van slid open, and two nuns in clingy white habits like the one Angelique had glued herself into back at Mother Superior’s bordello came bouncing out. Then the passenger door swung open, and Angelique herself stood beside the rainbow van, sunlight reminding all and sundry that her not-quite-yet-a-nun outfit wasn’t anywhere near opaque.

      Angelique waved. I waved back. Clare kicked my shin, and Brother Sceleratus walked around the front of the Fruitcakes for Jesus ride, a smile on his face that’d chill the soul of Satan himself. Somehow, all of that seemed just about right for a day like today.

      “Long time no see, brother man,” I said, and stuck out my paw. Sceleratus made a quick sign of the cross, shook my fingers, but not my hand.

      “Ah, Mr. Reno and Ms. O’Toole.” His eyes ignored me and lingered on Clare. “An unexpected beneficence to find you here.” His you very singular. For Clare’s ears only.

      She flushed red and shivered, lips parted, words refusing to meet and defeat the leering monk. So I stepped into the awkward gap. “How’s life down on the farm, brother?”

      The monk dismissed my query with a two-fingered flick of his hand. Behind him, the pair of nuns moved off into the park, softly rattling tambourines. Angelique remained standing straight and still beside the priory’s van—a soldier awaiting orders. Or the firing squad.

      Brother Sceleratus turned and—with the same two fingers he’d just used to dismiss my agricultural query—beckoned Angelique to join us.

      As she approached, the monk elected to fill the gap in my knowledge. “Life is fragile, Mr. Reno. Down on the farm. With winter coming on.”

      “Sunny enough here in the park. Right now, anyway,” I said. At least it was for me with Angelique standing close, her hand brushing my hand.

      “Angelique, my child, please set out the fruitcakes.” Guess Brother Sceleratus didn’t approve of her fraternizing with the enemy.

      “Of course . . . Brother . . . Sceleratus,” she said, and started back toward the van.

      “And Angelique.” The almost-a-nun froze, then turned slightly toward the raspy-voiced monk. “Do be careful, the table is somewhat rickety and prone to collapse.”

      The smile she gave him along with her “Yes . . . thank you” flashed fragile, her lips trembling as her smile faded, her reaction a kissing cousin to the mystic’s Scary shivers.

      Then Angelique was off toward the van again, her feet hurrying the rest of her temptation body along.

      Overhead, birds chirped in trees busy flaunting their autumn reds and yellows. A few here and there already bare and ready for winter’s frigid blasts. At the edge of the parking lot, a squirrel dug furiously, caching a communal nut—winter fodder for himself or his brother and sister squirrels.

      The communal dude next to me looked squirrelly, too. Something had passed between Sceleratus and Clare, and then repeated itself with Angelique. Whatever the why and wherefore was, the PI in the park had missed it.

      “Fragility, Mr. Reno,” the monk said, focusing his cold blue dots on yours truly, “exists not only in the eye of the beholder, but also in the hand of God.” Sceleratus glanced over his shoulder—perhaps seeking for God’s hand or ogling Angelique’s swaying rear.

      Whichever, he flicked his pale peepers onto the mystic beside me.

      “Would not you agree, Ms. O’Toole?” he said, tracing his fingernail quickly across her cheek, her body jerking like a cattle-prodded heifer headed for the slaughterhouse.

      “Do not do that again,” Clare said, her voice low and menacing despite the jolt. “Do not touch me, Sceleratus. Ever—unless you have my permission.”

      Damn, hope she never frosts my balls like that. Wait. Permission? Huh?

      The monk laughed it off and headed toward Angelique and the Fruitcakes for Jesus & Tattoos for Christ van and its rickety table. The not-yet-a-nun had already attracted a crowd. Mostly guys. Imagine that.

      The squirrel decided it was time to dig the nut back up. He sat there holding it between those cute but scratchy paws squirrels call hands, debating his next move. Tambourines jingle-jangled behind us on the park path; the squirrel scampered away.

      Maybe I should have skedaddled, too.

      Nun One and Nun Two flashed smiles as they pranced past us waggling their hands, tinkling their zills, jiggling their diaphanous-clad selves. They’d managed to collect a crowd of their own, leading it toward the Fruitcakes for Jesus van.

      If Sister Scary As All Hell had ever been half as good-looking as one of these two, I might have paid more attention in religion class. I started along the path to Jesus, too.

      “Harry.” A hand tugged at my arm.

      “What, Clare? Maybe they got samples. I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry. Just—” A stomach gurgle like the roar of Niagara cut her off.

      “See,” I said.

      “No, Harry. Listen. Keep Sceleratus away from me. Got it?” I nodded, and off we both sauntered to find salvation.
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      The folding table beside the priory’s van did seem sort of sketchy. Stacks of fruitcakes in boxes anchored each end, while a pyramid of red-mottled oranges graced the table’s sagging middle.

      A tented cardboard sign in front of the citrus proclaimed Sanguis Christi Oranges - $1 Each. Another sign advised fruitcakes cost you a paper Lincoln, but that bought you a box as well. The oranges came naked. Angelique and the nuns were hawking samples of both. As good as naked themselves. Business was booming.

      I picked up an orange-red orb.

      “One dollar, please,” Nun One said. Or maybe she was Nun Two. Hard to tell them apart.

      “Do you realize what you are about to purchase, Mr. Reno?” Brother Sceleratus, Inquisitor General of the Order of Oranges.

      “An orange,” I said. My head inclined toward the sign on the table, just to clue Sceleratus in on how I knew so much about citrus. “A Sanguis Christi orange, right?”

      “And how is your Latin, Mr. Reno?”

      “Rusty, Sceleratus. Been a while since I’ve needed it.” That was a lie, but a white one.

      I tossed the orange back and forth, playing catch with myself—waiting for Sceleratus Agricola to enlighten me or try to nab my not-yet-paid-for treat.

      He chose to enlighten rather than confiscate. “Blood of Christ oranges, Mr. Reno.”

      “Like the mountains down New Mexico way, huh?” The citrus monk let that bit of geographical insight pass without comment. Too focused on singing his own song.

      “This blood orange is a cultivar of the Moro I developed myself. A labor of years, Mr. Reno. And grown now in our greenhouse at Golgotha. But not one of the varieties you have previously partaken of.”

      Brother Sceleratus sliced away. Red juice spurted just like back at the greenhouse, dappling the white cloth covering the table. Luckily it was plastic. The tablecloth, not the knife. I sampled a slice. Tasted the same to me—sour as shit.

      “Rather a bargain at a dollar for such a rarity, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Reno?” Brother Sceleratus, citrus salesman supreme.

      I didn’t know if a buck was cheap or not for the Blood of Christ, but I dug a paper Washington out and let it grease the palm of Nun One. Or maybe Nun Two. Hey, maybe they were twins. Might be fun finding out. Even if they cost more than a dollar apiece.

      And just supposing you find such musings sexist and offensive, you do remember my suspicions regarding Mother Superior and her Edwardian bordello of a convent, don’t you?

      Angelique sidled up, hip-bumped me, said, “Excuse me . . . Mr. Reno,” as softly as a dove cooing to her mate, and began dabbing the table’s plastic covering, cleaning up the farmer monk’s blood orange carnage.

      Finished, she hip-bumped Scary, too. This was getting damn complicated.

      “We have to go now, Harry.” Clare tugged my arm, pulling me away from Mother Superior’s hotter-than-hell front desk clerk and her whistle-bait pals.

      “Okay,” I sighed. Wouldn’t want a catfight here in City Park now, would we?

      I bade the brother and his three temptations adieu and let Clare steer me and my orange toward wherever it was we had to go. Three steps were as far as we got.

      “Where’s your permit, bone man?” Rugby’s chief of police, barreling out of the park and into the parking lot. “You wanna push junk in my town, you better have your permit.”

      Chief Ragan sounded madder than a bee-stung bear. And drunker than when he’d left us. Maybe the park had a bar hidden in the bushes. Maybe the chief’s pocket had a hip flask. Maybe it didn’t much matter right now.

      Nun One and Nun Two shrank back against the rainbow-hued van as Angelique stepped between Sceleratus and the law.

      “Easy . . . big guy . . . calm . . . down,” she said. Wasn’t much, wasn’t loud. But slow and steady worked. Jake Ragan, Rugby’s chief of police, froze, then melted.

      “I’m, I’m sorry, Angel. It’s just, you know, well . . .” His word slurry trickled off.

      Brother Sceleratus whisked a small placard out of the van. The monk placed the permit on the table, fastened his pale eyes and plastic smile on the chief.

      “We have no objection rendering unto Caesar that which is due,” the monk said.

      Jake shook Angelique off, moved toward Sceleratus again. “I know what you’ve been rendering,” the chief said. “And it better stop.”

      Didn’t make a whole hell of a lot of sense to me, but the monk sure had it figured out.

      “I work God’s Will,” Sceleratus announced. “Not yours.” If the monk’s pale eyes had been daggers, the chief would have been a sliced-and-diced corpse. “And I shall continue to do so, my Lady be willing.”

      The crowd of fruitcake seekers and blood orange aficionados held steady, mesmerized by the confrontation between Church and State. Jake took the final step toward Sceleratus. The monk’s hand sought steel salvation on the table between them.

      “Catch!” I tossed my orange at the monk. He caught it all right—on the tip of his knife.

      A quick, over-the-shoulder flick, and the orange went splat against the side of the Fruitcakes for Jesus van.

      Nun One and Nun Two, along with Angelique, let forth a collective squeal, Blood of Christ orange juice dotting their diaphanous habits.

      Sceleratus began edging around the rickety table toward Jake, his citrus slicer leading the way. Jake’s hand hovered just above his gun.

      Time for Harry to step in and do something—and quickly.

      “Jake, you promised us lunch.” I hooked his gun arm. “Me and Clare. Remember?” Clare took the hint along with his other arm.

      “And it’s way past noon,” Clare said as we hustled Rugby’s chief of police away from the fruitcake in the green monk’s habit.

      But not before Jake spat out, “I’ll fix you,” over his shoulder at Sceleratus.

      Not-so-holy laughter escorted us out of City Park’s parking lot. Wailing sirens and screeching cop tires greeted us at the street.

      Like I said before, all that seemed just about right for a day like today.
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      “Can I get that egg salad on toast?”

      “White or wheat?” the tired waitress asked me. Lunch crowd long gone; dinner diners too far in the future. Time to resupply the ketchup, fill the pepper and salt. Or wait on two idiots while standing on sore feet.

      “Rye, maybe?” Harry Reno, the ever-hopeful interlocutor.

      The waitress pulled a face, but her mouth said, “Okay.”

      I watched her move from booth to kitchen. Her head never stopped its shaking. So she didn’t like my choice of bread. So what. Long as the lousy cook back there didn’t burn my rye toast, I’d be happy.

      “Hey, pickles on the side, too. Right?” I called out as the waitress passed our orders on to the cook. “Sweet. No dill.”

      “Harry.”

      “What, Clare?”

      “Calm down. Drink your Dr Pepper.”

      I took a sip. Didn’t help much. But at least I tried to make it sound like it had. “Sorry, babe. But that fat cop just pisses me off.”

      Clare and I had hauled Jake Ragan out of City Park and away from Brother Sceleratus and his Fruitcakes for Jesus & Tattoos for Christ gig only to have one of Rugby’s finest screech to a stop and snatch his chief of police right out of our arms.

      “I got him, pally,” the fat detective had informed me.

      “Screw you, tubbo,” I’d said.

      Sarge’s fingers curled into a fist. But too big an audience for either of us to do anything more than sneer at each other. Sarge needed his drunken chief off the street, and I wanted to quiet my growling stomach.

      So I let him haul Ragan away, and he let me walk away.

      As Clare and I had strolled on back toward the Volvo, we’d run across this off-the-tracks railroad dining car: the Toad Stool Eatery. Lots of chrome everywhere. At the counter, red padded stools that swiveled. Comfy booths along the walls. We’d opted for one of the wall stalls.

      And that’s how we ended up where we were now.

      “I hate it when that fat cop calls me pally. Why didn’t you shoot him for real this time?”

      The rye-hating waitress interrupted my tirade with a totally unnecessary “Here’s your silverware and napkins.” Like I couldn’t figure out what she was up to by myself.

      I almost said as much. Probably the Reno poker face said it for me. The waitress stomped off—good for her.

      “Harry,” Clare said. “Focus. So the chief got a ride back to headquarters. So what? Let’s think about what we have to do next. There’s a homicidal maniac out there chopping up people and pumpkins. And we haven’t found the ledger or Tom’s journal.”

      Damn, bitchy and Nancy Drew breathless, all at the same time.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know.” I rubbed the back of my neck, took a look-see out the diner’s front window, sipped some more of Dr P’s 10-2-4 comforting concoction. “But it just pisses me off when he says—”

      “Enough,” Clare huffed. “I’m going to the ladies’ room. Sit still and behave yourself. Try looking out the window—or just stare at your stupid reflection.”

      Outside, on the sidewalk, I could see people strolling. People who didn’t know squat about chopped-up pumpkins and minced bookkeepers and nuns, or missing ledgers and on-the-lam monk journals.

      Maybe I should slip out of the Toad Stool Eatery’s booth and join them. We’d get along just fine. Because I didn’t know shit about any of that, either.

      “You want some more soda? It’s gonna be a little longer on your lunch.” The waitress’s head flicked my gaze toward the kitchen. “He burnt it the first time. Ain’t used to toasting rye, I guess.” And then she was gone. Well, hell.

      “I hope you’ve calmed down, Harry. All that anger can become tiresome.” Clare’s rear slipped into the booth and the rest of her followed suit.

      “Maybe we can work on calming you down when we get back to my cottage,” she said, and did something under the table that sure didn’t fit the description of calming a man down.

      “That’d be nice,” I said. “But I thought you said we need to go see Maude.”

      “Here’s your club sandwich, honey.” The waitress turned to me. “Your egg salad’ll be out in a minute. That rye’s giving him fits.” Son of a bitch. Like it was my fault her jack-leg cook couldn’t shingle rye bread.

      “Here, Harry.” A perfectly toasted wedge of club sandwich on white came my way along with a dab of resignation. “Have some of mine.”

      So I did—grudgingly.
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      The little hula girl’s fanny angled itself skyward while her cute button nose snoozed on the Volvo’s dash. Gray tape—a wonderment but not a forever cure-all. I straightened her back up, pressed the tape a bit tighter, then rolled the window down and breathed in some chill November air, trying to soothe my frayed but not yet fried nerves—no luck.

      “Three times, and it was still burnt. I left a tip, though. Twenty percent.”

      “I know you did, Harry. I know you did. Just give it a rest. Please? Let’s go see what Maude has to say.”

      “Okay. But just so you know, I’m not happy about it. If they can’t toast rye bread, forget it, I don’t want to eat there again.”

      Clare’s eye roll almost convinced me I’d made my position clear. The pinch the mystic administered assured me I had.

      “Ouch—hey, two hands on the wheel,” I advised as I gave my leg a quickie massage. Discreetly, though. But not discreetly enough—the little hula girl’s chuckle audible, if only to me.

      “See, Harry?” Clare said. “Maude’s home. Her Bronco’s in the driveway.” The green love of my life bumped to a stop. Shamus time for Golgotha’s forcibly retired cook.

      Withered azalea bushes still guarded Maude’s front porch. The puddle of pumpkin goo hadn’t gone anywhere either. I did the knocking. The homeowner did the opening.

      “Heathens,” Maude said, a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth. Bony fingers plucked the nail from between her lips while the equally bony digits of her other hand nabbed tobacco from the ex-cook’s tongue. “Godless, fornicatin’ heathens.”

      Maude had forsaken her purple muumuu this afternoon for black leather pants and leather biker vest complemented by an equally black T-shirt, softened somewhat by orange lettering on said shirt advising Eat Shit Or Die.

      A matching orange bandanna at her throat completed the ensemble. An improvement of sorts over the muumuu. But the orange of the bandanna was less than a perfect match for the short orange spikes of Maude’s obviously self-styled and dyed hair.

      The gun strapped to her waist smothered any contemplated sartorial criticisms. Maude flicked her dying cigarette butt at my chest.

      “Get off my porch, boy. You too, hussy.”

      But since she left the door open as she stalked back inside, we took that as her traditional So glad to see you—won’t you step into my parlor invitation and followed the grinning orange skull on the back of her vest into the house.

      “Sit,” Maude ordered. “Neither of you’s gonna catch nothin’ you don’t already got.” Since the homeowner had staked out the recliner, Clare and I plopped down on the couch.

      “No touchin’ him, girlie. You want to screw his brains out, you do that in your own house.” Clare and I scooted apart. “But not in mine,” Maude said. “Understand?”

      I nodded. I bet Clare did, too. Can’t say for sure because I was too busy eyeing Maude’s Dirty Harry peacekeeper.

      “Well, you two figured it out yet?” Maude fired up another nail and clicked her lighter shut, its Harley-Davidson logo a perfect complement to her grandmotherly Hell’s Angels look.

      “You packing for a reason, Mrs. Hinkle?” I asked.

      “Maude, you idiot. The name’s Maude. We’re friends now, boy.” There was a lilt in her voice that said we were, so maybe we really were.

      “Good to know,” I said. “But—”

      “Oh, Harry, it’s obvious, Maude’s scared.” Clare, mystical seer wherever she goes.

      “You call me Mrs. Hinkle, you scarlet-lettered harlot.” Maude’s hand reached out, finger-stroking the Magnum on the table. “You got that, girlie?”

      Suddenly the gun was in Maude’s hand, pointing at Clare.

      The mystical librarian blanched, face matching her snow-white hair. Her mouth opened, shut. Whatever she’d been about to say rethought. Fear jittered her eyes.

      Do something, Reno skated circles in my brain.

      “Oh, Sweet Jesus harrowing Hell, girl,” the ex-cook said. “Just kiddin’. You can call me Maude too, you white-faced little vixen.”

      Maude’s laugh wasn’t exactly maniacal, but echoes of stark craziness hovered there in the living room. Above us, nailed to the wall, Elvis the King Presley, Heston as Moses, and angry Jesus on His Cross kept their own counsel. No mention of Thou Shalt Not Be Nutzo from the Commandments, either.

      At least Maude’s cannon was out of her hand and back on the table for now.

      “You two want to go for a ride?” the leather-clad mistress of misdirection asked.

      “Where to, Maude?”

      “As God sits in judgment in His Heaven, boy, you-are-a-dumb-ass.” Maude exhaled, and smoke snake-trailed upward toward her Good Lord’s abode.

      She finished sucking the life out of her nail and dropped the remains in the coffee can beside the recliner. Her traditional hock of phlegm ended up there too.

      “To get the ledger,” Maude said, shoving her revolver back in its holster as she bounded to her feet. “Come on you two. Let’s rodeo.”

      Out the door we went.

      “Not the Bronco, morons. We’re takin’ my cycle. At least sweet cheeks and me are.” Maude traced a fingernail down the side of my face. Scary shivers skated double axels across the back of my neck. Sweet cheeks?

      Maude dodged around her Bronco and headed for the garage. She hit the button, and the garage door clanked upward like Jacob Marley himself inside, hauling on the chains.

      A spit-shined black Harley with an equally sinister black sidecar sat dead center on the concrete floor of Maude’s garage—with nary an oil spot in sight. Guess the Bronco always slept in the driveway.

      Narrow orange pinstripes circled the sidecar’s rocket-like body. The fenders of the bike and its gas tank bore evidence of the customizer’s delicate orange ministrations, too. Bright chrome forks and ape-hanger handlebars. Windscreens for bike and sidecar, a somewhat sissy nod to Aeolus. Plenty of candle power though—three headlamps: one monster sun flanked by two dwarf-sized moons. No trouble seeing death racing at you in the night on Maude’s bike.

      “Grab a skid lid, boy.”

      A rack of helmets hung on the garage wall. I chose neon orange. A tasteful compliment to the pinstriper’s delicate tracings. Maude strapped on a chrome German pickelhaube helmet—the sort with the pointy spike on top.

      “Climb in,” Maude said to me, and pointed at the sidecar. “We’re headin’ to the cabin.”

      I tossed the dumbfounded mystic a look and shrugged my way into the sidecar.

      “You know,” Maude said as she fired up her black-and-orange death machine, “if you had a fedora on, you’d be a dead ringer for Indiana Jones.

      “Well, maybe a bit older. But not too old for me.” A wink assured me she meant it as a compliment. I think.

      “Harry, maybe we should—”

      “Eat dust is what you’re gonna do, hussy,” Maude said. “You take the Volvo. And stay off my ass, you crystal-ball-gazing cunt.” Ouch. Where the hell did friendly go?

      “And close the garage door,” Golgotha’s ex-cook instructed. “Don’t leave it open, like your legs.” The chrome spike atop Maude’s helmet caught a ray of sunlight, flashed it my way.

      I blinked, and off we roared.
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      None too soon, the cabin swung into view. Maude braked, skidding to a stop in a cloud of Catfish Holler road dust. I climbed out of the sidecar, mumbled, “Excuse me,” and headed behind a tree to take a leak—that sort of trip.

      The afternoon sun low, still above the tree line, but only by a twig or two, when Clare finally joined us. Dust swirled, coating the Volvo as the mystic yet again bumped-thumped to a stop. Hell in bed; hell on the road. One good; the other not so good.

      I walked over to check on the little hula girl. The gray tape had given way again, and the pride of Waikiki’s nose touched the dash once more.

      Clare climbed out. The little hula girl stayed where she was, her polka-dotted panties on display to all the world. I reached in, flicked at her ersatz grass skirt.

      “Hey, babe. How’s tricks?”

      Not funny, Big Kahuna. Not funny at all.

      “It’ll be all right, babe—I promise I’ll make all of it okay.”

      And I would. Soon as I could cold-cock that damn skinny cop. Then it’d be all right for sure. I patted her upended rear.

      “Harry!” Clare, hands on hips, scowl planted on face, looking sort of put out.

      “Remember why we’re here?” The tone of her voice told me the put-out look was meant for me, not the little hula girl.

      “Come on,” Clare said. “Maude’s climbing a tree.”

      Damn, she really was. Maude finished scrambling her way up and reached into a wooden box nailed to the tree trunk.

      “Bat house,” she said over her shoulder.

      Yeah, and you’re batshit crazy. My eyes caught Clare’s. The green in hers agreed with the green in mine: Maude, indeed batshit crazy. But neither of us so stupid as to say so out loud.

      “It ain’t here. As the Lord Himself must know, it just ain’t here.” Maude clambered earthward. Thank God she’d chosen leathers instead of her usual muumuu.

      “He’s nabbed it,” Maude said. The flint in her eyes said she knew who he was and what it was. Since I didn’t, I asked.

      “The ledger, numbskull.” Maude palm-smacked my forehead instead of her own. Seemed about right—it was my puzzlement, not hers.

      “And I suppose you’re too bone-headed to know who he is, right?” I took a step back, brushed away another blow.

      “Yeah, that’d be good, Maude. Good to know who your he is,” I said.

      “Well, I’ll tell you. ’Cause you sure as hell don’t seem to be able to sniff it out on your own—huh, Nimrod? And I guess you’re dancin’ in the dark too—right, Salome?”

      Disgust with detective and mystic moved Maude’s head side to side.

      “As God judges man and the sluts he sleeps with, you two fornicators frost the fuckin’ cake.” Maude clenched her fists into tight, bony balls and stomped off toward her Harley.

      “Sceleratus, that’s who,” she said as we trooped along behind her.

      “And the ledger’s what he’s got. I hid it in the bat house. Up in the tree. Brother Scary beat me to it. Now I got to beat him.”

      Maude moving faster now, prey in her sights, if only metaphorically. Golgotha’s ex-cook strapped her Kaiser Bill helmet back on, straddled her black-and-orange death machine, kicked it alive. “As the Lord Jehovah surely knows, Brother Scary ain’t long for this world.”

      Maude and her Harley disappeared in a cloud of Catfish Holler dust.
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      I could have climbed the tree to verify facts. Or Clare could have. We didn’t. Instead, Clare drove us back to Golgotha. Just seemed the wiser choice. Right then anyway. Concussion, remember?

      Now, well . . . I’m not so sure. Might have saved some grief at the end if I’d stuck my nose in the bat house. But, then again, maybe not.

      Perhaps, as some believe, grief—like grace or redemption—falls to Earth preordained.
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        Sceleratus and Clare

        Wednesday – evening

      

      

      

      “I do so approve of your performance in the park today, my dear.”

      “Stow it, brother. It wasn’t all an act. Sometimes you scare me. Suppose that dumbass Ragan had shot you. What then?”

      “Yes, indeed, what then. But let us speak of an even more unpleasant occurrence.” The monk clenched his hands, forcing his anger to remain embedded within the words themselves.

      “I have schooled you in pain and pleasure, have I not?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Silence, woman,” he hissed. “I have taught you how to kill, but not indiscriminately. Not with rage wielding the blade. Rather with purpose and goal holding you steady.

      “And it served not our conjoined purposes for you to kill the bookkeeper and his slatternly companion.”

      The monk allowed fists to relax, fingers to uncurl, a hand to rise slowly to his face and wipe the spittle of his remonstrance from his lips, then trace a course of rebuke down the woman’s cheek with wetted forefinger.

      Clare glared but didn’t react—her backbone a steel rod, shoulders squared, holding her resentment at the monk’s presumption in check for the moment.

      “Though I do hear from my fat police friend that the scene at the cabin was most meticulously staged, my dear. Deliciously so. Kudos on the wine. However . . .”

      The monk’s reproof hung like the implements on the walls in the chamber behind them there in the greenhouse: sharp; polished by both pain and pleasure; ready to nick and slice, peel and remove, saw and sunder. Tools to satisfy preternatural urges too incessant to be denied.

      “You failed to discover the whereabouts of the ledger,” Sceleratus rasped. “An answer you sought too quickly. You should have—”

      “I wasn’t there.” White hair shook in anger at the monk’s rebuke, resentment spilling her vehement denials into the greenhouse’s humid air. “It wasn’t me.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      “And I’ve made it plain Maude says you have the ledger.”

      “Then where is it? Concealed here amongst the citrus?” The monk spread his arms wide, turning palms toward Heaven.

      “For surely if I did now possess it, I would have no need to intimidate you so.” His finger indicated the spittle trail he’d left on her flesh.

      “Intimidate me, huh? Really?”

      “Ow—Oh—Ow.” The monk stumbled against the workbench, scattering pots and dirt in equal measure. Rubbing his good ear, he stood glaring at his prodigy.

      “I told you. Don’t touch without permission, buster,” she said. “And yeah, you’ve taught me well. But I’ve learned a few tricks on my own.”

      She slicked her lips, her tongue a teasing invitation, fingers at his ear a caress now, rather than an affliction.

      “I don’t have it; you don’t have it,” she whispered. “Maude doesn’t have it. Somebody does. Marxus, maybe?”

      “I think not,” the monk offered. “Perhaps—”

      “Come on, slicer bro, slip me some tongue, then let’s get out of here. You’ve got some prayers to mutter. I’ve got a lay of my own still to sing to tonight.”

      The monk and the mystic clenched and kissed, then slipped out of the greenhouse, drifting apart into the chill darkness of the night—their urges stilled for the moment.
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            Prayers In The Night

          

        

      

    

    
      “So Maude had the ledger, and now my brother in Christ Sceleratus possesses that which we seek.” The head of security sat behind his desk, unhappy as all hell, his eyes twin battering rams assaulting my soul.

      “Cut it out, Marxus. You make it sound like it’s my fault. Maude’s your cook, not mine.”

      “Ex-cook, Reno. Ex-cook. And it was you, not I, hired to find the ledger.”

      Outside security’s big picture window, Wednesday’s daylight had irrevocably morphed into nighttime, cold and dark. Here inside, it had been just as chilly and gloomy ever since I walked in and gave the black monk my bad news.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. So let’s put the squeeze on Sceleratus,” I said. “Problem solved.”

      “Would that our headaches were so easily soothed.” Brother Marxus swiveled his chair, glanced at the darkness outside his window, pinched the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb, then swung his eyes and the rest of himself back on me.

      “A Stygian night, Reno. Perfect for crossing Golgotha’s diminutive River Styx. An ideal night to explore Sceleratus’s Hades hermit abode.”

      Stygian, huh? River Styx? Hades? Maybe Brother Marxus had signed up for the same classes I had in college. Not really that important right now.

      “You going with me?” I knew the answer, but I asked anyway.

      “No. I, along with Father Nicholas and Brother Sceleratus and our four Mexican brethren from the farm, shall be keeping vigil in the church this Wednesday eve. The dearly departed’s brothers in Christ from the retreat will be there also. All praying over what remains of Father Damien’s soul. And we shall all keep watch over him until time for his funeral tomorrow morning.”

      Marxus flicked at something on his robe only he could discern. A speck of sin maybe?

      “At least you may be assured you may creep the farm and hermitage in peace tonight,” the head of security said, and stood up.

      I followed suit, less sanguine, however.

      “Last time I tried that, I got fucking cold-cocked in the woods. And tossed in a grave. You and Clare had to ride to my rescue. Shoot it out with those two dumb-ass cops. Remember? It was just last night.”

      “Well then,” Marxus said, “I trust you shall be more vigilant this evening.”

      Golgotha’s company cop brushed past me, robes swirling, and stopped in the hallway. He crooked a finger his way to let me know I should do the same. So I followed him out and pulled his office door shut. Harry Reno—shamus extraordinaire and doorman nonpareil.

      “And do go alone,” the black monk advised.

      We headed down the hall and out the administrative building’s door. “No women should venture near the hermitage. Whether our friend is in residence or not.”

      The head of security laid a hand on my shoulder. I let him. Why not? Like Maude, we were buddies now.

      “It is a place of evil,” Marxus continued. “As evil as Sceleratus himself. For he has fashioned it after his own image. And that of his lady. Be careful, my friend.” Marxus, as always, master of the cryptic comment.

      “By the way, Reno, where is our resident mystic tonight?”

      “I’m not sure. She dropped me off here after Maude left us staring up at that damn empty bat house.” A yawn slipped out. I stretched, yawned again. Long day.

      “I guess Clare’s puttering around in her cottage,” I said. “Changing sheets, fluffing pillows. Doing girl stuff. Getting ready for bed.” Or maybe hosing dust off the Volvo.

      Or busy trying on nighties, practicing how to let them casually slip off that killer bod of hers—yeah, more her style. I was drifting, and Marxus sensed it.

      “Indeed, my friend. Girl stuff.” His sour laugh hung between us a moment, then floated away on the night breeze. Where to, who could say?

      “Remember, Reno, the hermitage is a place of evil.” Brother Marxus traced the sign of the cross in the space between us.

      “May the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit guard you and keep you safe tonight.”

      The black monk turned away, crossing the parking lot toward Golgotha’s church and Father Damien and prayers in the night.

      The detective on the make hoofed it fast as he could over to Clare’s fairy-tale cottage, hopefully to sing a more earthy and soul-rocking doxology of salvation.

      You know by now, don’t you, I’m really good at wrong choices.
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      The pillows needed fluffing. And the sheets most certainly wanted a bit of straightening. But they’d looked like that when we’d waltzed into Clare’s bedroom a while ago. I guess the mystic hadn’t foreseen the need of doing any housekeeping while Marxus and I had chewed the fat over our shared Sceleratus conundrum. Or washing the Volvo in the dark. She’d kept me busy enough though, ever since I’d trekked back to her cottage by the boneyard.

      An energetic lay if ever there was one. On that Harry and Reno both agreed.

      I rolled off her bed, grabbed pants and shirt, and all my other manly accouterments, and headed toward her dwarf-size bathroom.

      “But I want to,” Clare pleaded, the frown on her face matching the pout in her voice. “Please, Harry? Pleeeease.” Damn, as bad as the little hula girl.

      “Well, you can’t,” I said. “You’re staying put. Right here. This cottage. That bed.” I finished what needed doing, flushed, zipped my pants, started buttoning my shirt.

      “It’s almost midnight. Try to get some rest—hell, you gotta be worn out, girl.”

      Clare sailed a pillow my way. I made the catch of a lifetime and tossed it back to her.

      “I mean it,” I said. “Stay put. No women allowed at the hermitage. So saith Brother Marxus.” And with that admonition, I slipped out the mystic’s door for a midnight recon of Scary’s hermit abode.

      Unbidden, a snatch of prayer murmured between my lips—a plea to Saint Christopher for a safe trip. Hadn’t said that one since I was a kid. Didn’t even know I still knew it.

      Why the hell mouth it tonight? Well, why the hell not. Evil abounds. Off I trotted. After I’d admonished Clare’s cat to skedaddle.
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            Santa Muerte

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday–Friday

      

      

      

      
        
        The crow wished everything was black,

        the owl, that everything was white.

        —William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
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            Straw Men

          

        

      

    

    
      The trees kept me from seeing the moon that wasn’t there. And the moon that wasn’t there kept me from seeing the trees—perfect symmetry. Everything black as midnight. Even at almost one in the morning.

      A final tree branch smacked my face, and I stumbled out of the woods and stood at the top of the ridge line. Black as sin there, too. No lights below in the barracks Golgotha’s Mexican monks called home. Nor any lights on in the barn. And for sure no monks bumping along on tractors or dudes in the dark strolling across fields, lanterns swinging to and fro.

      Down the slope I went.

      At the bottom, as I edged my way along, I smelled them before I didn’t see them—Golgotha’s hog operation. My feet picked up the pace. All on their own. No urging needed.

      Past the farm buildings and hog pens, I knew open fields beckoned. Beyond the fields, more woods. And deep within said woods, Brother Scary’s hermit hut.

      At least I’d been told there were open fields and all the rest. Sure as hell couldn’t verify that tonight. Too dark.

      Earlier, back at her cottage, between activities above and below her eiderdown, Clare had told me how to find my way to the hermitage.

      “If you can see me here under the covers, Harry, you’ll be able to see your way over hill and dale. And if you can’t, just feel your way along—quit, that tickles. Yes—yes—don’t stop. Right there. Ohhhh, good boy.”

      So I did as she asked. Until we were both satisfied I knew the way over her hills and into her dale. And everything that lay in between. But when I’d asked her how she knew the way to Sceleratus’s sanctum sanctorum hideout, she said, “Never mind how I know,” and we’d left it at that.

      But along with her admonishment, she’d done her Brother Scary shiver shake again, like earlier in the park. And that’s what finally got me up and out her cottage door.

      So now, crunching my way across hay or corn chaff, or whatever the Mexican monks had left strewn about, at least I knew beyond the open fields I’d find Marxus’s little Stygian stream, and over the bridge and through yet more woods, Scary’s hermitage.

      If I made it that far. A too-long day for sure. As I plodded along, the stubble crunched and crackled beneath my shoes, indiscriminately slipping irritating chaff inside the left Rockport, then afflicting the right shoe as well—small irritations adding to a sense of impending woe. Maybe I should have stayed in bed with Clare. Or brought her with me.

      Then behind me the moon rose over the ridge line and bathed the field in a half-hearted light. Faint, cloaked by a veil of clouds, but just bright enough for me to discern I was surrounded by a clutch of ten-foot-tall boogeymen. Holy shit!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The dark woods almost a comfort after I’d let a bunch of haystacks flash-freeze the blood in my veins. Surrounded my ass. Just post-harvest detritus some idiot had decorated with stick arms to look like monsters ready to snatch yours truly.

      Should have shot the sons of bitches. The haystacks and their creator.

      So okay, Marxus and his place of evil hoodoo had me sorta jumpy. Plus, Clare had warned me they didn’t call Sceleratus Brother Scary without reason. Only she wouldn’t tell me the reason. Too scary she’d said, and shivered. I just hope she hadn’t been thinking snakes.

      The clouds closed heavy over the moon, and I was left to grope my way along a path that led deeper into the trees. Just stay on the path, she’d said—over the river and through the woods. And you know, don’t you, Nancy Drew had to sing that part of her directions.

      And watch out for trip wires once you’re in the woods, the mystic had advised. Use your Ranger training, she said when she kissed me in the doorway. Not a Nancy Drew kiss, either. Don’t let all the skulls frighten you, she’d whispered as her fingers tickled the back of my neck before waving their good-bye.

      Screw pleasant memories. I was flat-footed for real in the here and now.

      Under the trees, my pocket flashlight illuminating the path with its minuscule brightness. Dodging around a bleached cow skull suspended from on high, stepping carefully over a low-strung fishing line connected to a racket of tin cans just off the path under the trees. I glimpsed multiple pig skulls—some red, some black, others green with paint or maybe moss—wedged onto stumps back in the trees. At least I think they were all pigs.

      A final skull-and-post combo planted in the middle of the path necessitated stepping carefully off to the side to get by. The skull might have belonged on human shoulders once upon a time. Or might have started life as a movie prop. I didn’t linger to verify. I’d finally found Brother Scary’s hermit hangout.

      And without announcing my arrival or scaring the bejesus out of myself yet again.
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            White Bones

          

        

      

    

    
      The hermitage sat by itself in a clearing. A one-story, cinder-block building with an overhang in front roofing a concrete pad that I guess you’d call a porch. Had a rocker on it, anyway.

      Windows here and there dotted the bungalow’s whitewashed exterior. The windows even had shutters. Real ones. The kind that shut you off from the world. And that’s just what they were doing—staying shut. A locked door painted red invited you to stay the hell outside, too. Guess Brother Sceleratus valued his solitude, even when he wasn’t at home.

      I let my flashlight play around a bit as I circled the hermitage. A small double window on the place’s backside, a bit higher up than the others, wasn’t shuttered. A metal milk crate not doing anything important just then, so I used it to stand on and let my flashlight scan the hideaway’s interior.

      “Frickin’ A!”

      Good thing I had no need to be silent. Nobody home, remember? I let my pulse calm a bit, then gave it another look.

      Inside the hermitage, a bone-white, life-size skeleton stood in an alcove, a red robe like a nun’s habit draping her bones. In one hand she held aloft a crystal ball scrolled in gold filigree. The bones of her other paw locked tight around the long pole of a sickle, the sort of sharp blade you use to clear a field. Probably good for harvesting souls, too.

      The finger bones of each hand were decked out with rings—diamonds, rubies, turquoise, and black onyx shined all pretty and bright in my flashlight’s searching scan—costume or genuine not a consideration right then. The skeleton’s white bones a less-than-comforting contrast.

      The fleshless cadaver’s red robe sported black snake skins filigreed with silver that sparkled in my flashlight’s quivering beam. And that’s why I’d exclaimed, Frickin’ A!

      God, but I hate snakes. Even fake ones. Remember?

      The skeleton’s red outfit reached to her feet, bony toes peeking out where the feet ended. Around the base of the statue stood votive candles in varied colors and sizes. All unlit.

      Behind me a twig snapped. A forest something prowling. Then the slight sound of the whatever it was moving away. At least it hadn’t slithered.

      I let my flashlight play around inside the hermit hut again. Holy moly! The Bone Lady wasn’t at home all by her lonesome tonight. She had male company.

      In an armchair, hard against the wall, sat a Mexican dude. Or to be shamus precise, a carved and painted wooden replica of a Mexican dude. Middle-aged, slicked-down black hair, bushy black mustache. Piercing black dots for eyes. Staring straight ahead. Like he could give a damn if I was looking at him or not.

      The wooden dude sported a red bandanna tied around his neck and pulled tight into twin points. The dude’s shirt was Old West style—pockets fastened by pearl buttons, a row of the same ensuring the dude’s shirt stayed closed too. The shirt itself the color of aged elephant tusks. Black pants cinched by a black belt with a silver buckle. Green boots tooled with black scorpions finished off his ensemble.

      Pancho Villa roamed for a moment across the borders of my mind. Emiliano Zapata, too. But I shook those thoughts away. Fierce mustache? Check. Crossed bandoliers of ammo on his chest? Check. But this guy was somebody else.

      And while he sat ramrod straight and eternally still in his armchair, one hand was busy clutching an old-fashioned six-shooter, his other mitt gripping the chair’s arm as if he were ready to rise and shoot it out with you for giving his girlfriend the once-over.

      And I guess that’s how I worked out the skeleton was a she. The dude protecting her, the way her robe hung, her sparkly snake skins, the rings on her bony fingers. Just feminine, in a get-the-hell-away-from-me sort of way. So I did.

      As for the rest of the outside of Scary’s hermitage, wasn’t much to it. A woodpile, a port-o-let in need of servicing, an old Jeep CJ in a makeshift carport under the trees.

      The Jeep might have been bright red at one time, but tonight it sat there faded and muddy, sort of grinning at me from beneath its aluminum shelter—grimy round eyeball headlights and a slated chrome grille looking like a spectacled kid with braces who’d had his face shoved in the mud by the schoolyard bully.

      But up close, the Jeep was just a Jeep. One that saw lots of farm duty at Golgotha. A power winch on the front, a pile of chains behind the seats. A light bar hovering above the windshield ready to turn night into day.

      I took a business card out of my wallet—one with the logo I Find Things Others Can’t above a black Maltese falcon statuette and my name embossed below the iconic bird.

      On the back of the card, I sketched a pumpkin face and printed BOO! in capitals above it. Then added Sorry I Missed You, stuck it under a windshield wiper, just to let Brother Scary know I knew how to find his hideout in the woods—stirring the pot in case he’d been the one to slaughter Maude’s pumpkins.

      The Jeep wasn’t all the hermit monk had under the sheltering aluminum. Scary also used the carport to store tools. Shovels, rakes, a hoe, couple of handsaws in various sizes. A sickle on a long pole, reminiscent of the bone lady’s tightly clutched toy back inside.

      Oh yeah, almost forgot. Scary had chainsaws stowed there too, along with their attendant gas cans. All and sundry just simple necessities for a hermit’s somewhat solitary existence.

      A twig cracked off to my left. A night bird hurtled across in front of my face. I flinched, whirled aside, hit my head on the carport’s corner post hard enough to sit my dumb ass down.

      I shook it off, stood up, stumbling a bit as I made my way around the hermitage to Scary’s front porch.
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      And there he sat in the rocker. Just perched there, leaning forward, expectant, with that happy-with-the-world smile of his. Big as life, still decked out in denim, a jersey watch cap ensconced on what I knew to be his closely barbered, balding head.

      
        
        “Hello, Harry.”

        “Ah . . . hi, Tom.”

        “How’s the head?”

        “Hurts.”

        “Here, sit down, Harry.”

        “Okay. Can I ask you something, Tom?”

        “Of course. Anything at all.”

        “The phone booth, who were you gonna call?”

        “You ever been in love, Harry?”

        “Yeah . . . what, monks fall in love?”

        “I was trying to call her, but I didn’t have any change.”

        “I’ve been in love like that, too, Tom. Without a dime. She have a name?”
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      I’m still not sure how long I sat there talking to Merton—or at least the roaming shade of the long-dead monk. Not too sure about what else we had to say to each other there on Scary’s porch. If it was meant to come back to me, it would.

      On the way back to Clare’s cottage, I went a little faster than I had creeping in. Like I had someone special watching over me. Not a saint, but someone almost human. In the afterlife. On the other side of the grave. Wherever or whatever that was.

      Even so, I kept an eye out for mystics lurking behind trees or hiding in haystacks.

      But no white-haired visions of sexual desire leapt out to grab yours truly. At least not until I’d climbed the slope to the top of the ridge and made it out of the pines.

      We strolled hand in hand through the moonlit night while I told Clare all about my post-midnight recon. Except for my tête-à-tête with Thomas Merton. Kept that bit of dark-of-the-night weirdness locked tight inside. Wouldn’t want her knowing for sure I was bonkers.

      Back at the cottage, we hit the hay for real. A tick past three already. And both of us too tired even for a perfunctory frolic. Well, maybe a kiss or two. But that’s all. Almost.

      Father Damien’s planting scheduled for nine o’clock. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            50

          

          
            Father Damien’s Planting

          

        

      

    

    
      The six boys were wearing identical khaki slacks and blue blazers, their ties red and knotted over pristine white shirts. Faces a bit red also as they hefted Father Damien’s casket into the farm truck’s bed. But not all that red. And not really boys, either. Young men. Six members of the football team from Saint Xavier Prep in Rugby. Linemen by the look of them.

      Golgotha’s church doors clanged shut behind them.

      The pallbearers followed the casket onto the makeshift hearse, sitting three to a side in the truck bed for the ride to the cemetery. The leaded glass viewing pane set into the coffin’s lid afforded the young men a most excellent view of the departed priest’s death-contorted face.

      Best I could tell, the six prep dudes kept their eyes on the sky. A Mexican monk clambered behind the wheel and coaxed the pickup back to life.

      Father Nicholas and Mother Superior climbed into their snow-white Rolls behind the casket hauler: Brother Marxus their wheelman. Clare and I jumped into the Volvo next in line after the Christmas pair.

      Angelique sat behind us, piloting the Fruitcakes for Jesus & Tattoos for Christ van, jam-packed with what I took to be a full complement of Mother Superior’s multipurpose nuns.

      Looming behind the rainbow van, a yellow school bus filled with Father Damien’s surviving cohorts, ready to beat a retreat no doubt once the graveside festivities concluded.

      And bringing up the rear of the procession, Brother Sceleratus, his Jeep topless and overflowing with the three remaining Mexican monks and Simeon, God’s Holy Fool, all of the aforementioned trying not to OD on the idling bus’s exhaust fumes.

      The makeshift hearse headed out, moving slowly as befitted the occasion, and the rest of us chugged after it. The funeral procession passed through the cemetery gates, and the farm pickup stopped beside an open grave—the one most recently occupied by yours truly.

      A shiver shook my shoulders. Clare noticed, squeezed my hand, said, “Be brave, old bear.” Funny. Real funny. Old, my ass.

      I creaked my way out of the Volvo, back protesting the sudden absence of Swedish leather. So okay, Harry the Bear older, but not ancient, in-the-grave old. Not yet, anyway.

      An autumnal chill crisped the morning, fluffy white clouds pocked the sky, while the Mexican monks chanted their Non Nobis and Te Deum, praising God, seemingly happy as could be they were planting a priest this morning.

      And why not? Had to be more fun than slopping hogs down on the farm.

      The Saint X boys hauled Father Damien’s coffin over to the grave and held it suspended by ropes over the boneyard hole. The retreat priests stood back at a respectful distance.

      The Mexican monks nabbed a shovel apiece from the back of the Jeep, then stood silently off to the side, shovels at parade rest, their chanting silenced at the approved-of moment by a nod from their jefe, Brother Sceleratus.

      Marxus and Sceleratus stood a bit apart at the foot of the grave. Mother Superior and her nuns, along with Angelique, the almost-a-nun, lined up on one side of the grave behind half of the prep school squad.

      Clare and I stood on the other side of the grave, admiring the neat hair and scrubbed necks of the three Xs in front of us, while holding on to a hand apiece of Simeon, God’s Holy Fool—lest he desecrate the solemnity of the occasion.

      Father Nicholas stepped to the head of the grave. The blue-blazered Saint X squad held steady, ready to lower away.

      I bent low, whispered, “No farting,” in Simeon’s ear, giving his hand a hard enough squeeze to convince him I meant what I said. He belched in my face.

      Father Nicholas ignored God’s Holy Fool and began reciting the prayer of committal.

      A low rumble, like thunder gathering itself for a storm, sounded in the distance. A glance around told me I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed.

      “Hey—”

      “Shhh,” Clare warned me.

      The rumble grew louder. Father Nicholas dialed up the volume on his prayer. Then the rumble was upon us, along with a cloud of dust.

      Maude braked her orange-and-black death machine into a skidding stop and hopped off.

      “As the Lord Jehovah is my witness, ain’t this a collection of sinners.”

      Golgotha’s ex-cook pushed her goggles up on her spiked helmet, stomped over to the head of the grave, shoved St. Nick out of the way, and stood there arms akimbo, surveying the scene. The six-shooter holstered on her hip all too evident.

      “Who’s goin’ in the ground this time?” she snarled.

      Father Nicholas had stopped praying, at least out loud, as he sidled nearer the nuns. Mother Superior, Sceleratus, and Marxus had nothing of import to offer. The multipurpose nuns were scared shitless. Ditto for the ready-to-retreat priests and Angelique.

      The Mexican monks kept their shovels ready, their faces impassive as Aztecs donating body parts. The Saint X football squad still as the grave yawing between them, faces red, straining to hold the coffin above ground, eyes bulging with fear.

      And for once Simeon seemed able to stifle all bodily emanations.

      Clare and the shamus by her side, well, we kept our mouths clamped shut too. The revolver that materialized in Maude’s hand was having the same effect on all of us.

      “Don’t matter what his name is,” Maude said, waving her gun around above her head. “I know why and how you got him here.”

      Maude pointed the revolver at the wooden coffin, her peacemaker making the sign of the cross. “Drop him,” she commanded, cocking the revolver.

      The prep school pallbearers let go of their charge—Father Damien and his coffin hit bottom with a splintering thud.

      “Stand back,” Maude ordered, and loosed her first round.

      Mother Superior stood stock-still—her flock, including Angelique, scattering like leaves caught in a whirlwind. Damien’s priest buddies skedaddled, too.

      Marxus and Scary slumped together behind the grave’s mounded dirt. Father Nicholas crawled toward them—a less-than-dignified abbot on all fours. The Mexican brotherhood held steady. I shoved Clare and Simeon to the ground and threw myself on top of them.

      Maude’s bullets kept thudding against wood, shattering leaded glass. When my brain counted six, my body rose beside the grave, ready to rush the ex-cook before she could reload. But, like her revolver, Maude was spent. She holstered her weapon, straddled her cycle, surveyed the funeral party, and offered her epitaph for this morning’s proceeding.

      “Bunch of pussies.” Maude kicked the Harley to life. “Pissant pussies.” The ex-cook hocked phlegm, spit it toward the grave.

      “Especially you, Brother Scary. So you just remember, lady boy, you’re next.” And then she was gone.

      Father Nicholas stood, dusted himself off, said a shaky Amen, and pointed to the hole in the ground. “Fill it in, brothers, quickly, if you please.”

      Sceleratus barked out some Spanish, and the Mexican monks got to it.

      The rest of us clambered into our various rides, passed through the cemetery gates, and headed back the way we had come—the Saint X boys reluctantly accepting a holy invitation to ride back in the priest bus. I bet they were wishing for the nuns’ Fruitcakes for Jesus van instead.

      “What the hell was all that about?” I asked Golgotha’s mystic-in-residence after giving up trying to figure out Maude’s antics on my own.

      “I don’t know,” Clare said. “But Father Nicholas will be lucky if Saint X will even consider sending in the third string next funeral. That’s for sure.”
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            Piggy Wiggies

          

        

      

    

    
      Clare parked the Volvo beside her library and handed me the keys. “You seem better this morning, but—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. Take it easy. Keep my hands on my head and the needle pegged to the limit.” I gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “See ya.”

      Despite the mystic’s half-hearted assurance clearing me to drive once more, I left the green love of my life parked where she was and strolled toward Golgotha’s version of the Ponderosa in search of fodder. The mystic had fed me after the boneyard festivities, but her culinary skills sure as hell weren’t world class like her bedroom rompings: twice-burnt toast and single-scorched eggs. Maybe Simeon had some leftovers he’d share.

      Inside the guesthouse, the Vatican’s padres were scurrying about, grabbing suitcases, slamming doors, loading their shit on the bus, assuring St. Nick the retreat had been a success, despite Father Damien’s demise. I backslapped my way through the priestly throng and stuck my nose inside the kitchen doors.

      God’s Holy Fool stood in front of the stove stirring a pot. Beans, no doubt, but I wanted and needed something more to eat, so the rest of me followed the nose’s lead and ventured in.

      “What’s cookin’, my man?” I said, and the two of us did a high five, low five routine. I sort of had to stoop on the low five part, but it sure put a smile on the Fool’s face. Even made me feel kind of happy. Until Brother Scary strolled out of the kitchen’s walk-in freezer, a list in one hand, a pencil behind his one ear.

      “Ah, Mr. Reno, just inventorying supplies now that we lack a cook.” The rasp in his voice more than just hoarfrost coating his vocal cords. “The weather turns colder and the larder empties. Simeon, we shall need to begin the slaughtering soon.”

      God’s Holy Fool grabbed a meat cleaver, began whirling in a circle, waving it over his head. “You help, Mr. Nero. You help chop piggy wiggies.”

      The excitement in his voice almost made me say Sure. Almost, but not quite.

      “Perhaps he shall, perhaps he shall.” Sceleratus smirked as he nabbed the cleaver. “Help load the bags on the bus, Simeon. We will plan the slaughtering anon.”

      “Hoot, hoot, hoot! Kill all the piggies! Chop ’em up! Ahooga—Ahooga! Hoot, hoot, hoot!” BRAPPP!

      Simeon scuttled out the kitchen doors, minus his cleaver. At least he only had his voice and rear end to punctuate his delight. Thank God no actual Klaxon this morning—my head still ringing from Maude’s Magnum fusillade back at the grave.

      And now my stomach was adding its rumblings to my ears’ discomfort.

      But before I could search the kitchen for food, Sceleratus looped a fraternal arm across my back, drawing us together, icicle fingers gripping my shoulder and soul—the brother’s other hand still clutching the meat cleaver.

      “An interesting church, is it not?” the monk observed. I shook his paw and non sequitur off but kept an eye locked on the cleaver.

      “It is constructed of concrete rather than stone, Mr. Reno, as I am sure you noticed during the funeral mass. Or perhaps you didn’t.”

      Okay, so Scary—in a roundabout way—was letting me know he knew we’d ditched church this morning. So what? I’d been a little reluctant to leave the softness of the mystic’s bed, not to mention her thighs. We’d made it to the funeral, though. Right on time, remember?

      “Sure, let’s go take a look-see,” I said. “But don’t try to hold my hand.”

      “Ah, detective humor. So refreshing.” A sour chuckle punctuated his fake delight.

      “There are other points of interest within the confines of Golgotha to consider in addition to our church, Mr. Reno. Sights, like the church, you’ve not yet perchance detected.” Okay, he knew for sure I ditched mass. So what?

      Sceleratus laid the meat cleaver on the counter, tracing his finger down the blade. “Would you be averse to a somewhat lengthier stroll this morning?”

      “Come on,” I said, and out the door we went. Monks at Golgotha. Always big on walks. As we strolled outside, Brother Sceleratus bade me pause and reflect on that which hung suspended between Heaven and Earth above us at the gap in the slave wall surrounding the Priory of Golgotha’s guesthouse—his stuffy words, not mine. And he had more of them, too.

      “The Lance of Longinus, Mr. Reno. The centurion in the Gospel of John who pierced Christ’s side at the crucifixion so as formally to end His suffering. Also denominated the Spear of Destiny. The Holy Lance. A relic of vast power. Or so some believe.”

      The greenhouse monk gave me the once-over. “Ours is but a crude imitation, Mr. Reno.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much. Wasn’t planning on stealing it. What else you got to show me?”

      “Our church, Mr. Reno. Perhaps you will find it a bit more impressive.”
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      Like Brother Sceleratus kept reminding me, the monks had indeed built this church of theirs out of concrete rather than more traditional stone or brick. A wealthy benefactor in the construction business suggested concrete and donated same. So up it went.

      “Concrete, huh? This benefactor of yours have a name?” I asked, trying to sound a little bit interested.

      “Most assuredly, Mr. Reno. But I am afraid I do not know it. Nor do I know of anyone we can ask. So long ago.

      “I do know our dear benefactor’s business failed shortly thereafter and he blew his brains out over the perceived humiliation of such an event—right over there.” Brother Sceleratus indicated a nonexistent there. Wow, no name and no memorial plaque.

      “What else you got to not show me?” I asked. Hell of a boring tour so far.

      My spiritual guide pointed a finger skyward, and I let my eyes follow his lead.

      Above the church’s front doors, a circular stained-glass creation drew your peepers in and held them hostage—Christ on His Cross, the dude God the Father had forsaken. Just as mad high up in fragmented sections as when I’d first met Him sculpted out of solid wood low down in the receptionist’s lair.

      Same guy; same anger; same stained glass as earlier this morning. At least Sceleratus’s tour was free. In the church doors we went. The monk and the detective, that is. Christ stayed where He was. Lucky Him.

      Inside, the church was all clean lines and arches rising up to a vaulted ceiling like the ribs of Leviathan pulled from the Deep and encased in concrete. Free concrete.

      Stained-glass windows fashioned in shades of red punctuated the walls off to the sides of the center aisle marching up to the altar. And the windows not namby-pamby, pinker reds, but dark, more vivid shades: crimson and scarlet, ruby and garnet. Scary knew ’em all, along with lava and lust red, his especial favorite, he assured me. Weird-ass monk.

      But when Brother Sceleratus hit the light switches, I called the church what it really was: just plain gory. Red-tinted lights recessed in the floor flooded the interior of Golgotha’s church. Add that to the red of the stained-glass windows, and Golgotha’s demi-cathedral fairly swam in the red, red Blood of Christ.

      I shivered. The monk noticed. So what? You would have, too. Shivered, that is.

      Behind the altar hung yet another Christ on His Cross. But off to the side was one bitch of a painting. The Crucifixion reminder I understood. But that painting? I remember thinking, What the hell’s up with that? Who hangs that in a church?

      I kept my mouth shut—like the Six Hundred, mine not to reason why.

      “An interesting interior, is it not?” Brother Scary asked, his voice the insistent rasping of silk scouring against wood, the words shredding as they escaped his ravaged throat.

      “Yeah, it is. I get Christ on His Cross. All the red lights and windows. But who the hell decided to hang that painting on the wall?”

      So okay, sometimes you just have to ask the reason why.

      “I made the choice. Influenced by Thomas Merton. Do you know who he might be? The late monk of Gethsemani?” A smirk twitched the corners of the present monk’s mouth.

      “Or should I say—late of Bangkok?” If Sceleratus had giggled, I would have killed him—unfortunately, he didn’t. Hey, like the fortune cookie foretold, sometimes a luck come your way, sometimes it doesn’t.

      “Dead, huh?” I said instead. “Unless you got more in here to show me, let’s keep moving. Still lots of detecting to do today.”

      “Perhaps you may inspect the painting more closely another time then, Mr. Reno. It is a most intriguing take on such a well-known Biblical event—Adam, Eve, the Serpent.

      “But what I wish to show you next is outside. Though hard by. Shall we?” Brother Sceleratus’s outstretched arm indicated we should. So we did.
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      Behind the church was a walled enclosure. A segment of the monastery’s outer wall formed one long side, and three somewhat lower walls finished off the enclosed rectangle. A black wrought-iron gate stood sentinel dead center in the long inside wall.

      Off to the left of the enclosure, somebody had dumped a bunch of rocks: big, little, black, white. Here and there a couple of reddish ones. Plenty of standard gray rocks, too. A couple of the rocks so big, the somebody who unloaded them there had to have been sitting at the controls of some serious earth-moving equipment.

      Or at least a heavy duty farm tractor with a front end loader. And there it was.

      But what was dumped in a corner where inner and outer walls met was what really caught your eye. Mine anyway. Red sand, piled high. Sand the shade of dried blood. Of course.

      I walked my eyes a little closer, inspected the sand, kicked at a rock, rattled the gate, peered inside. Not much in there. Certainly nothing to marvel at.

      “Okay, Sceleratus. I give. What is it I’m supposed to see?”

      “The sound of one hand clapping, Mr. Reno.” Laughter, or something the monk meant for mirth, escaped the confines of his ravaged throat. “Eventually, we of the spirituality shall have our very own Zen garden here at Golgotha.” He unlatched the gate, and in we went.

      “Brother Marxus has promised to use his construction skills to lift the larger rocks into place. One just there, wouldn’t you say?” The monk’s finger pointing at emptiness indicated a spot I couldn’t discern.

      “I and our Mexican brethren shall then arrange the smaller stones.”

      “What the hell’s all the red sand for?” I asked.

      “Raking,” the scary monk rasped, trying to laugh. Or not.
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      The gate to the Zen garden-to-be clanged shut. “I apologize, Mr. Reno. I can at times be a bit too forceful.” The wind caught at the monk’s words, whisking them away, turning the end of the morning cooler still, inviting us to note the difference between Boreas and Zephyr.

      Brother Sceleratus ignored my classical allusion. Pretty much everybody’s reaction when I subject them to my tidbits of useless learning. So I dumbed it down a notch.

      “Hey, maybe you’d better throw a tarp over your sand pile. Before the wind blows it the hell away.”

      Scary hooked my eyes, a flat, dead-fish stare. Then a quick lip twitch, like he’d decided what to do: sprinkle red sand in my eyeballs and rake my soul for atonement. Guess Sceleratus didn’t like being told what to do. I held his stare.

      “There is always more sand somewhere, Mr. Reno.” The monk wasn’t backing down. Well, good for him. “I’m not sure if we, however, have a tarp to spare. Our finances, you know. Let us leave the issue in God’s hands for the present.”

      Still in my face, his eyeballs tight on mine.

      “Well, what if God steps aside,” I asked, “and Mother Nature barges in, and your sand sails back from whence it came?”

      Toe-to-toe, the monk’s breath hot on my face, maybe about to let this get ugly.

      “So where did you find all that Blood of Christ sand anyway?” I jerked a thumb the sandpile’s way, just to let Scary know I could actually move.

      “In case I gotta refill your sand box. You know, if you’re not around anymore.”

      Brother Sceleratus kept his eyes locked on mine. Good. Let his peepers Zen-divine what I was up to. Then he could tell me, and I’d know, too.

      “The sand comes from the Saharan Desert, Mr. Reno.” Scary pointed; I didn’t look; been suckered by that maneuver twice too often.

      “By way of New Orleans, I believe,” he said, offering me a corpse grin. “It is not so rare, Mr. Reno, not so unattainable, not really so exorbitant, either. But perfect for our purpose. And perhaps Simeon would know if we have spare tarps.”

      The chuckles escaping his scarred vocal cords slipped past my ears like rats rustling through garbage. “Why don’t you ask him to find you one?” Sceleratus suggested.

      The monk stooped, nabbed a stone, lobbed it high toward the pile of red Saharan sand. The stone hit, sank, disappeared. With nary a sound. Meant to be very Zen, I suppose. End of lesson. Complete with a simpering, ecclesiastical twist of the lips. Pious prick.

      Off we strolled toward the next stop on the monk’s elliptical mystery tour.
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      “Golgotha’s water tower, Mr. Reno. A common reference point for those who seek our solitude.”

      The water tower stood tall on steel legs, its tank crowned by a conical cap painted red. Rust streaks that could have doubled for crime scene blood ran down said legs.

      Funny how red works in Christian theology. Red hats for cardinals, red wine turned into the Blood of Christ. But the Devil clothes himself in red, too. Or maybe it’s we who do that for him, while he slinks around unseen. Or disguised as . . . well hell, the monk was yapping again.

      “I asked, did you find Golgotha all on your own? Or did you seek directions?”

      Yeah, I’d gotten lost coming down from Ithaca, but Brother Scary didn’t need to know that with any degree of exactitude. So I spun it a bit.

      “I stopped off for a cold one,” I said. “At that clapboard honky-tonk out there at the crossroads, the Jazzy Times. Know it?”

      “But of course, Mr. Reno. Father Merton was eager to visit the establishment when he was here with us—an interest in jazz, I believe. And alcohol.”

      Merton, always Merton. What the hell was it with this bunch of shut-ins at Golgotha? Obsessed, that’s what it was. And now I was coming down with the Tom flu, too.

      “Yeah, that’s great, brother. Good to know. Anyway, I asked the bartender there how close Golgotha was. Before he could answer, the mushmouth on the stool next to me said, ‘Lookey out fur da wad of tar. You cain’t miss it. Jess down da pike.’

      “So I finished my beer, said, Thanks, and headed out—watching for a pile of asphalt by the side of the road.”

      The monk raised an eyebrow, tilted his head a bit. I had the feeling he knew where my story was headed. His lips twitched, his head straightened, and he stared at me with a sense of expectation he couldn’t really be feeling.

      “I didn’t see any tar. Then my Volvo stopped at that sign of yours out front, the one with Golgotha spelled out in Gothic. And when I shook my eyes loose from the sign, I saw that damn water tower of yours sticking up.

      “That’s what the mushmouth had been trying to tell me. Look for the water tower. Not a wad of tar. I should’ve gone back and punched him.”

      I hadn’t expected Sceleratus to chuckle, nor bow his head in commiseration, either. And he didn’t. What he did say took us off on a tangent I hadn’t expected.

      “Thomas Merton had a similar experience on his way here. There at that honky-tonk you visited.” What?

      “Yes, Mr. Reno, I note your puzzlement. The celebrated monk of Gethsemani paused to ask directions—and to refresh himself. Beer and brats, I believe. But I may be mistaken. About the brats, that is.

      “Perhaps Father Nicholas should place an addendum on our signage out front: Saint Thomas of Merton Inebriated Himself Nearby.” The sneer lay on his tongue a beat before he swallowed it.

      “And I believe he . . . but that was long ago. Surely of no interest to you.” That’s what Sceleratus said. What I heard was, Oh, please ask me more. So I did.

      “Were you here back then? You met Merton?”

      “Oh,” he said, “we all did. Even the fallen angel who sailed off the water tower during vespers. She too met Merton—before she jumped, of course. But no one sees him now.”

      A cackle rather than his usual chuckle scratched its way across his vocal cords—Brother Sceleratus, marquee act at the weirdo comedy club.

      “I was the one who found her,” he continued, and made the sign of the cross. The weather definitely was changing, a cold front moving in, wind snatching his words again.

      “Who’d you say jumped?” I asked as I zipped my jacket a little higher.

      “A delightful young nun—Sister Bernadette.” Sceleratus tried letting piety weigh down his words. Maybe a Reno frown had blown his way.

      “I do believe she jumped because of Saint Merton’s demise in Bangkok. I was the one whose task it was to inform her. After I myself returned from the conference there—in Bangkok. Our phone system, you know. News from the outside reaches Golgotha, well . . . not always in a timely manner. Especially back then.

      “Poor thing. She fell for him, then fell to her death.” Ecclesiastical concern frowned his face, letting me know the monk’s sorrow was as great as God’s—yeah, right. Something about this monk’s bouncing moods felt as false as D-cups on a transvestite.

      “I take it you two weren’t friends—you and Merton, that is.”

      All the monk threw my way was that damn simpering smile of his.

      The brother motioned for me to follow, and we headed off, his this-thing-and-that pilgrimage drawing us toward the priory’s gatehouse now.

      I swear it sounded like Sceleratus was whistling “Return to Sender.” But maybe not. A bit windy out, remember?
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      Maybe if you had found that Gothic sign that said Priory of Golgotha like I did, you too would have swung off the state highway—really just a two-lane road out here in the boonies—and headed down the asphalt lane running between towering trees. And if you encountered it when I did—in the autumn of the year—well, you would have found yourself cruising beneath a canopy of gold. Not Inca gold, but a physical treasure from the other half of the world—the Orient.

      Later, after all this was over, Mother Superior told me Father Nick had gotten the idea of planting ginkgo trees from a monk he’d met years and years ago. She was crying when she told me. I never figured out whether for the departed Father Christmas or for the long-gone monk.

      Maybe it didn’t matter a whole hell of a lot by then.

      Whatever, next to Clare, the ginkgo trees with their bright yellow autumn leaves were the best-looking part of Golgotha’s somewhat dilapidated precincts. But man did their berries stink.

      At the end of the golden driveway, next to a small stone building marked Priory Gatehouse, a thoughtful monk had erected a sign in the gravel parking lot. Since the sign advised Visitor Parking, I had done so Monday afternoon, then slid my tired rear across the Volvo’s tan leather and gone inside.

      And now here I was on Thursday doing it again. Only from the opposite direction and by other means—hoofing it with shoe leather, following in the footsteps of a psycho monk.

      At least the ginkgo trees were still the same—golden confections standing sentinel duty all along the entrance road—their mashed berries smelling like stomped-upon dog shit. A fitting warning to the unwary that you’d entered Perdition’s precincts. Unwary being spelled R-E-N-O.

      There in the gatehouse on Monday, I’d filched a postcard that showed you a 1950s bird’s-eye view of Golgotha’s grounds and buildings—including the red-capped water tower. Just so I’d know the lay of the land. I could have paid for the postcard back then by dropping a silver Washington in the collection box on the counter, no monk or anybody else in the gatehouse just then—only the honor system hovering in the air.

      But what would have been the point? Father Nick covering my expense tab. And it was his postcard. So in my pocket it went. I was out of change anyway, remember?

      But today I wasn’t by my lonesome there in the gatehouse. Brother Sceleratus held the door, the chimes tinkled like before, and a sweep of his hand bade me enter.

      “Ah,” my guide said, “the mail has arrived.” The monk picked up a packet of rubber-banded letters, tossing aside the ever-persistent junk mail.

      I caught sight of a Victoria’s Secret offering. Probably addressed to Clare. Or maybe Mother Superior. Hey, you never know. You gotta buy see-through nun habits somewhere.

      “All of us here at Golgotha do double and treble duty these days, Mr. Reno,” the monk was saying. “In addition to the farm and greenhouse and supervising the kitchen, I maintain the mail room.”

      And true to his word, Sceleratus stepped behind the counter and began to pigeon-hole the day’s delivery.

      The bored-as-shit detective wandered off to peruse the gatehouse’s offering of books and magazines splayed out on a table for penitent visitors. No Playboy. No Penthouse. Not even a Catholic Times. There was a dusty copy of Merton’s Seven Storey Mountain waiting for a buyer. I started to pick it up, then paused. Probably because Brother Scary yelled, God Damn It!

      “I beg your pardon, Mr. Reno.” The odd-fish monk was in front of the pigeon holes. He’d stopped sorting the mail and was holding a letter. Its envelope lay on the glass-topped counter. The Sherlock in the gatehouse deduced Sceleratus had found something in the envelope’s missive that upset him.

      “Please excuse me,” the monk said, and rushed out the same door we’d just come in.

      I picked up the discarded envelope. The chimes tinkled again, and Brother Sceleratus poked his head back inside, eyes scanning the floor.

      When I was a young lad, not yet a know-it-all teenager, my older buddy could amaze me with his sleight-of-hand magic tricks. Marc had long fingers, perfect for prestidigitation. He’d hold a coin between said fingers and make it disappear, then pull it out of my ear.

      Fun stuff, legerdemain. No time for that in the gatehouse, however.

      I stuffed the envelope in my back pocket, and, in answer to his query, told Brother Scary, “Nope, didn’t see any envelope. Why, you missing one?”

      And just to be fair, I unzipped my jacket, let him see my .38 in the shoulder rig was all I had concealed. Must have satisfied him. He didn’t leave happy, however.

      The monk spit on the gatehouse floor, muttered, Sanctimonious deceiver, whatever or whoever that meant, and blew back outside. Guess spritzing holy ground like that wasn’t a sin. Or maybe the gatehouse precincts didn’t count. I never did solve that one, either.

      A quick check out the window disclosed the squirrelly monk scurrying off to wherever it was he was hurrying to. I patted my gun and the envelope just to be sure the monk hadn’t magicked them away, then sauntered out the gatehouse door—but only after I had informed myself all about Victoria’s feminine secrets.

      On the way back to the priory proper, it hit me. Hey, bet a mystic would know all about whatever was in Scary’s upsetting letter. And probably appreciate the catalog I had with me.

      Hope Clare had her panties pulled up. This might be the clue we’d been searching for.
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        Sceleratus and Clare

        Thursday – noon

      

      

      

      “This proves I have been right all along.” The monk waved the letter from Gethsemani in the librarian’s face. “And it has to be here, in this library. This is where she worked.”

      “Let me read the letter again,” the librarian said, eyes scanning content the moment paper met skin.

      “I don’t care what this Brother Hart says. It’s—not—here. I’ve searched every damn book on the shelves. Every full-of-shit box in the basement. You and I have gone through all of this together a gazillion goddamn times.” The librarian’s finger shot out, pointing unnecessarily to what she considered all of this. “Somebody else has it, damn it.”

      “Yes . . . perhaps I finally agree, my dear. More or less.”

      “Good. Here, take your stupid letter.”

      The monk’s shoulders slumped for a moment, his palm massaging the callused hardness of his missing ear—a rasping scrape not unlike the monk’s voice itself.

      “But . . . the deceiver’s journal is here at Golgotha.” The monk’s mouth corkscrewed itself into a smile of sorts, lips parting to allow a chuckle out.

      “And, as you say, someone holds it close. We must find a way to persuade that unknown personage to . . . shall we say, relinquish that which is rightfully ours?”

      “So that’s what’s got you so giddy all of a sudden—I’ve told you before, I’m not killing anyone to get it. You might want Merton’s journal that bad, but I don’t.”

      “Really, my dear? A librarian who doesn’t covet such a rare literary gem?”

      “Well . . . okay, I do. But I think there’s a less drastic way of convincing whoever has it to give it up. The ledger, remember? We need to find it. That’s our leverage.”

      “We shall see,” the monk said. “We shall see. And so let us maintain the cover that I possess the ledger. Perhaps the person who knows differently will react so as to reveal their identity.” The monk slipped the letter back inside his green robes.

      “Take your new boyfriend to Rugby tonight. Might I suggest dinner and a movie? When he sees me in my Jeep, leaving town with some delicious morsel, urge him to follow.”

      “But—”

      “Do not worry, my darling. I will not harm him—yet. But we must find the deceiver’s journal, for I fear the not-so-saintly monk of Gethsemani recorded what I said to him that day.”

      Sceleratus hung his head, clasped his hands together, shuffle-stepped his way to the librarian’s side.

      “A confession of sorts I related to dear Saint Thomas of Merton concerning certain of my early, shall we say, instructive amusements I scattered round about Rugby.”

      Monk and mystic held one another close with their eyes.

      “So if we do not recover Merton’s scribblings soon, my dear, our plans for Golgotha will never reach fruition. Perhaps an escalation of, well . . . activity may be necessary. Agreed?”

      “Yes, damn you. You wanna sniff my panties before you go?”
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      From the monastery’s gatehouse to Clare’s book house was a bit of a hike. I took my time strolling over. Brother Sceleratus and his less-than-pious sentiments had me puzzled. Maybe a solitary constitutional would help organize my thoughts.

      I stopped off at Scary’s Zen project, emptied my mind, waited for the sound of one hand smacking smarts into my noggin . . . nothing, nada, zip.

      Why had Sceleratus even bothered to show me the garden that wasn’t? And that painting over there in the church—biblical for sure, but damn odd.

      And what about all that playacting at the water tower? The peripatetic monk had all but chuckled out loud while trying to keep pious rectitude plastered on his mug as he’d told me about the young nun pulling her Golden Gate Bridge act right there in Golgotha’s parking lot.

      Plus, when he hinted Thomas Merton, the monk from Gethsemani, was to blame, I’d half expected Sceleratus to whisk his citrus slicer out and say, Tell me what Merton’s been telling you. Or I’ll send you where he is.

      Screw it, the gestalt more perplexing than the parts. I stopped in at the guesthouse and wolfed down some of Simeon’s beans to quiet my rumbling stomach. By the time I reached the library, I was back where I’d started. Just ask Clare what the hell it all meant. And that’s what I did.
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      “Why the tears?” I asked while my eyes scanned the library for Kleenex. No luck.

      So I pulled her to me, hugged her tight, let Clare puppy-rub her liquid lament away on my jacket. At least she smelled good doing it. Sure like to know what she’d dabbed on. But this wasn’t the time or the place for that line of inquiry. Maybe ask her what she was wearing, next time she was wearing nothing at all.

      My mind wandering when it should be focusing. Dames crying throw me off my game. Every damn time.

      “Harry, I’m sorry. I cry when I’m scared. And he really did scare me.”

      “He who?” I asked.

      Clare’s sniffling tapered off a bit. “You sound like an owl, Harry. You know, heee-whooo; heee-whooo.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Answer my question. Who scared you?”

      “Don’t be mean. Brother Sceleratus.”

      “Wait a minute. Sceleratus? When did you see him?”

      “You just missed him.” She dabbed her eye with a tissue. What the hell? I guess a mystic would know where the librarian kept the Kleenex.

      “Sceleratus, huh? He was here? Just now?” Harry Reno, the quick-on-the-uptake PI. “That’s why I’m here. Sceleratus.” Only I hadn’t expected to find him in the library, much less lately departed. My bet had been on Scary rushing out of the gatehouse to grill St. Nick.

      Clare reached out, took my hand in hers. “I know.” She tugged me over to a table.

      “Sit in that chair,” she commanded. “Let’s start over.”

      “Works for me. Hi, my name’s Harry. What’s yours, babe?” I pulled the mystic onto my lap. No resistance. Probably knew I was going to.

      My fingers wiggled their way through white hair, tickled an ear, started to—

      “Oh, Harry, be serious. I am scared. Sceleratus said he’d like a piece of me.” Shiver shakes migrated from her body to mine. But not tremors of pleasure. Still, her seemingly practiced movements while seated on my lap causing a predictable reaction.

      “No, Harry. Not that sort of piece.” Clare bounced up, crossed her arms, her face halfway between put out and amused. Guess the lap dance was over.

      “He flicked a knife out of his cassock,” she said, “ran his finger along the blade, said I’d enjoy what he had planned.” Another tremor twitched her body like an Oscar on a Hollywood mantel jitterbugging to an aftershock. “He scares me, Harry, just plain scares me.”

      “Whoa, girl. Too fast.” I stood up, nabbed her, planted Snow White in a chair of her very own, and found my way back to mine.

      “I came over to see you because Sceleratus got a letter and went nuts. You know anything about that?”

      “No. Well . . . yes. That’s why he threatened me. Tom’s journal.” Oh boy. Merton, always back to Merton.

      “Could we be, oh, I don’t know . . . a bit more logical here? Sequential even?” Harry Reno, always asking the impossible.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just that he frightens me.” Damn, back to square one. I pulled the envelope Sceleratus had come back for out of my pocket, waved it around, held it against Clare’s forehead.

      “Hey, Carnac the Magnificent, know what was in this envelope? No? Well, whatever it was, that’s what sent Brother Scary zipping over here to see you.”

      I laid the envelope on the table between us. Clare’s white-tipped, softer-than-rabbit-fur fingers smoothed the wrinkles I’d inflicted when I stuffed the envelope in my pocket. The green pools of desire Clare used for eyes roamed over it, recognition sparkling.

      “It’s the clue we’ve been searching for,” she said, the green eyes on me now, the fingers gripping my hand—all Nancy Drew excitement, no more Crybaby Clare. An improvement of sorts. Why the hell are all the women I meet completely and utterly and irredeemably nutzo?

      “Okay. A clue. You gonna tell me what it means, Nancy?”

      “Oh, Harry. Don’t be obtuse.” She turned the envelope so I could read it. “See? The return address? We know who sent it. We just need to ask him what his letter said. Simple.”

      Simple? Yeah, Clare’s voice and her look said Simple, like it was the private eye and not the letter that was simple. Simple meaning dumb.

      “Okay. I can read. I already know who sent it. Patrick Hart. OCSO, whatever the hell that means. At the Abbey of Gethsemani. You know this guy?”

      “No.”

      “That figures. He sent it to Father Nicholas. Not you. See.” I let my finger point out the obvious, also. Clare wasn’t amused.

      “Oh, Harry, stop acting like that.” She snatched the envelope off the table. “We’ll have Father Nicholas call Brother Hart. Then we’ll know what Sceleratus knows—come on!”

      I had to scramble to keep from being caught in the door as Clare hauled it shut.

      “So how do you know this is about Merton?” I asked, already talking to her back.

      “It’s from a monk at Gethsemani. Tom’s abbey.” I barely caught the words as they sailed over her shoulder.

      So I stepped on the accelerator and managed to catch up. At least now I could talk to her shoulder instead of her back. Clare racewalking a step ahead and determined to stay that way.

      “Okay, I get the brother part. What’s the OCXYZ mean?” Harry Reno, the plaintive paladin. At least she slowed a bit while delivering her lecture.

      “Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance,” Clare said. “OCSO. Trappists.” Oh, well, that explained everything. “Hurry up, you dumb bunny!”

      Clare’s feet won the race to Father Nicholas’s doorstep—Harry Reno a somewhat distant second. Maybe I ought to consider a twelve-step-cum-exercise program instead of the beer barrel polka I’ve been dancing to for way too long.

      At least that’s the insight into my plight Clare offered as I puffed across her finish line. But hey, she also said thanks for dropping off Victoria’s catalog. And that merci beaucoup came with a peck on the cheek and a promise of a later joint perusal of the secrets inside—hot damn.

      But, as for right now, time for little Harry to sit on Santa’s lap, so to speak.
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      Father Nicholas parked his abbot’s robes and himself in a structure more Swiss chalet than Vatican palace—at least on the outside. Inside, a different story. Neither palace nor chalet. College frat house sprang to mind. Maybe Mother Superior ought to lend Santa a nun or two to spruce the place up a bit. Spread some Pine-Sol here and there. Kill the bachelor smell. And that was just the front hall.

      Oh, and toss out a few beer cans—the empty ones, anyway.

      I followed Clare up the staircase past cobwebs and attendant spiders to the second floor. She knocked on the door. Bang-bang went the brass crucifix. At least it might have been brass. Sure needed polishing.

      Nick said, “Enter,” and in we went.

      Might be growing colder outside, but inside his ecclesiastical den Father Nicholas had the heat set on summertime and Jimmy Buffett rockin’ “Cheeseburger in Paradise” on the stereo.

      “What?” Santa asked as Buffett built burgers. “You say Brother Sceleratus threatened you, my child? How awful.”

      “Yes, he did,” Clare said, wiping sweat instead of tears from her face.

      “And whatever was in this envelope is what set him off.” I laid Brother Hart’s missive shroud where Santa couldn’t possibly miss it—right next to the beer on his desk.

      “And speaking of off, can we dial the heat back a bit? And kill the tunes?”

      Santa reluctantly pointed out the thermostat, and I did the honors while Clare pulled the plug on Jimmy.

      “Well then, I shall make the call,” Father Nicholas said after we’d offered a few more facts by way of explanation. “What is the number?”

      Before either of us could say I don’t know, the head of security marched in without knocking and asked his own question-without-an-answer.

      “Where’s Sceleratus?” The glare in Brother Marxus’s eyes matched the pissed-as-hell tone in his voice.

      “We were just speaking of him,” Father Nicholas said.

      “Answer the question I asked,” Marxus snapped.

      “Golgotha is the Priory of the Son of Man, not a Jesuit schoolroom, Brother Marxus. And I the abbot.” Wow, who knew. So good old St. Nick had a bit of steel beneath all that back-slapping, beer-guzzling jolliness of his.

      “I beg your forgiveness,” the black monk said. He sounded contrite. Even looked it, too.

      “Freely given, brother.” Father Christmas reappeared, his hands making the sign of the cross, his words soothing now, their sternness set aside. “Brother Sceleratus has caused us some distress, also. Mr. Reno . . .”

      I caught his drift and filled Marxus in while Santa drained the rest of his brewski.

      The black monk listened impassively, swiveling his security-camera eyes from me to Clare to Father Nick. A start of a smile twitched the corner of his mouth. And then it was gone, replaced by our answer.

      “I believe I can be of service, Father Nicholas.” The head of security held a small black book in his hand. “Gethsemani’s phone number,” Marxus said, and read it off as Father Nick wrote it down.

      “Hey, Marxus. I just gotta ask. Why lug that phone book around in your robes when this is the only real horn in the whole damn place?”

      “There is also the receptionist’s instrument, Mr. Reno,” Father Christmas answered instead, testy again. “And I would appreciate your forbearance in using profanities while I place this call.”

      “Sure thing, Padre. I’m on your dime. Didn’t mean to forget it.”

      Like cowpokes around a campfire, we scooted in close as Father Nick dialed. He hit speakerphone, and Ma Bell’s ringtones filled his office.

      “Abbey of Gethsemani.” The voice male, somewhat gruff, and straight to the point—no hello, it’s a blessed day sort of crap. I liked the guy already.

      “Yes, yes. I am Father Nicholas, abbot of the Priory of Golgotha. I wish to speak with Brother Patrick Hart. If convenient, of course.” Nick’s assertiveness waxing and waning, like Santa wasn’t sure if the call was a naughty or nice thing to do.

      “Concerning?”

      “Um . . . a matter of some urgency. A letter from Brother Hart addressed to me has gone astray. He and I must speak,” Father Nick said.

      “Urgent, huh?” Maybe Father Nick could hire this clown to answer Golgotha’s incoming. Guy was positively chatty compared to good old Silent Sally, Purgatory’s receptionist.

      Bet he wasn’t as good-looking.

      “Yes, yes. Urgent.”

      “Golgotha, huh? I’ll let him know,” the monk at Gethsemani said, and hung up.

      Golgotha’s abbot sank back in his chair, passed a handkerchief across his forehead. “A contemplative order, the Trappists. More given to silence than speech.” Father Nick, trying to spin being dissed by the monk manning Gethsemani’s phone. Time to help the old boy out.

      “Hey, Clare the Clairvoyant. Any idea when Brother Chatty’s going to call back?”

      “Not funny, Harry.”

      “Sorry.”

      Brother Marxus leaned forward, let his fingertips tap rhythm riffs on his abbot’s desk, his bald head nodding to the tune inside his head, his security-camera eyes lost to thoughts far away. The three of us waited for him to come back to us.

      “We may conjecture in advance of Brother Hart’s call,” the black monk said. “Father Nicholas, you were not abbot when Father Merton made his visit to Golgotha.” Fact, not question. “But you were here.”

      Santa nodded his agreement. If Marxus noticed, he gave no indication I could see. Those penetrating dots he used for eyes had fixed themselves on a rain spot in Nick’s ceiling.

      “You too were here, were you not, Clare.” Still no question, only Marxus stating didactic fact for the elucidation of his somewhat captive classroom.

      “Though not as mystic.” The black monk’s delivery flat, toneless. “Nor as librarian.”

      The water stain on the ceiling held the head of security’s eyes fast, a swirled brown cosmos wherein he sought the answers we lacked. But that might be only my metaphor, not his. Either way, the eyes came unstuck, fixing themselves on his abbot instead.

      “And Mother Superior. She was here, also, was she not.” Again no question.

      “Yes, yes. It is just as you say,” Father Nicholas said, but he squirmed in his chair as he answered and wiped his handkerchief across his forehead again. Santa’s cheeks were rosy, his lips a pursed bow. But not from merriment—Marxus was tying a knot Nick didn’t like.

      Maybe I ought to open the window, let some November chill into the party. Looked to me like the Claus was about to stroke out.

      “Please ask her to join us,” the black monk said.

      “You’ve been doing your homework, Marxus.” Clare stood up. “But are you sure we need to stir all this up?” The way the mystic crossed her arms and the hardness in her question said she sure as hell disagreed with Golgotha’s security honcho.

      Then her arms uncrossed themselves and the hands down at the ends of those arms began the clench—open—clench routine that signals a female-monikered hurricane rolling in. A toe was tapping, too. Hers, not the monk’s.

      Not good. Really not good.

      “Have you asked Tom if he minds?” Harry’s voice a small child’s curiosity.

      Monk, mystic, and abbot stared at the shamus in the room like he’d blasphemed. Or spoken truth to lie. Or maybe the other way around. Sort of hard to tell. Maybe Merton only spoke to me.

      Father Nicholas shook his head, picked up his phone, dialed, spoke softly, hung up.

      “Mother Superior will be with us shortly,” the abbot let us know. “And we need not discuss Father Merton just yet. Let us sit in contemplation until Mother Superior arrives.”

      Contemplation. Yeah, from what I knew about Gethsemani’s mystical monk, he’d have liked that. Contemplation. So that’s what we did.

      But it took a while. I might even have nodded off.
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      Brother Hart’s callback beat Mother Superior’s feet in the race to wake Reno up. But only by a hair. Father Nick’s phone jangled, and as he picked it up, Mother Superior slipped through the door as Clare held finger to lips, whispering, “Shhhhhh.”

      Since we were short a chair, I gave Mother S mine and went to stand quietly in the corner. Harry Reno, the well-mannered PI.

      “Yes, Brother Hart. Your letter did arrive. I have the envelope. But the contents have been, ah . . . mislaid.” Father Nicholas offered us a twitch of his bushy white eyebrows, as if to say, sometimes even Santa spins the truth a bit. “May I assume the subject of your missive was Father Merton?”

      Whatever the monk from Gethsemani was saying, we weren’t hearing it. Clare reached across Santa’s desk, tapped the speakerphone key, and Brother Hart’s voice along with some long-distance static spilled out into the room.

      “. . . his journals. I came across a reference in one to his visit to your monastery. Perhaps if I read a copy of my letter to you, it would help,” Brother Hart said.

      Father Nicholas agreed, and the monk at Gethsemani was off and running.

      “ ‘Dear Father Nicholas, I am Brother Patrick Hart of the Abbey of Gethsemani. At present I am charged with reading and editing Father M. Louis Merton’s journals for publication. In the course of this endeavor . . .’ ” The monk in Kentucky paused, cleared his throat, laughed. “Stilted, isn’t it? Some editor, huh? How about I just tell you why I sent the letter?”

      “Of course, Brother Patrick. Much the best course,” Father Nick said. “However you wish to inform us is fine.”

      I heard nervousness in our padre’s chattering. Bet the brother in Kentucky did, too. Hart sounded like an okay guy to me, though. Like Merton.

      “Well, here it is. I ran across a reference in one of Merton’s journals. About a visit to Golgotha sometime before his Asian trip. Are you by any chance close to Chicago?”

      “It is not too distant,” Father Nicholas admitted.

      “Yes, yes, that may fit.” Dead air. If I had to guess, the monk at Gethsemani was working through something that had bothered him.

      “It’s cryptic,” he continued, “but the gist is, well, I think he left a journal there at Golgotha. For safekeeping, perhaps. It may well be part of his literary estate. I haven’t run that by the full board yet. Or the trust lawyers. I wanted to talk to you first.”

      “Yes. Much the best course.” Father Nicholas swung his head to and fro, let his hands and shoulders and silent mouthing ask, What do I say to him?

      I grabbed a pen, scratched out Ask him where it is on Nick’s desk blotter.

      “Ah, did Father Merton indicate where he might have left this journal . . . or with whom?” Nick’s nervousness had to be channeling through the wires back to the monk in Kentucky.

      “He mentions both a, ah . . . a nun, and a brother interested in Zen Buddhism and also in Mexican missions. Sorry, no names. Does that help in any way?”

      Sounded to me like Brother Patrick wasn’t spilling all the clues he had. But maybe that’s because suspicious has a PI in it.

      “I fear not, Brother Hart. Is that all Father Merton said?”

      “Well, I have been able to make out what may be a reference to it. ‘I wish I hadn’t left it where I did.’ I’m sorry, but that is all I know. Not much to go on, is it?”

      Mother Superior leaned forward, drew her finger across her throat. Father Nick got the message, said, “Thank you, Brother Hart. I’ll be in touch,” and hung up.

      “What the hell did you do that for? We were just beginning to get somewhere.” I sounded hot because I was hot.

      “Harry.” Mother Superior let her eyes twitch to the ruler on Nick’s desk, then flick back to my face. Like the abbot, I could read the nun’s signals loud and clear, too.

      “Well, okay.” Guess Harry instead of a sterner Mr. Reno helped calmed me down. Still—

      “I think you should have let us hear what else Paddy O’Hart had to say. Might have been important.” We locked eyes. Mine a bit equivocal; Mother Superior’s on the cliff edge of anger.

      “Just so you know,” I said, and let it go.

      Clare shot to her feet, eyes wide open and bright. “Come on, Harry. I know who has our answers—Maude!” A Nancy Drew moment if ever there was one.

      I couldn’t say no. You wouldn’t have been able to, either. We started for the door together.

      “Stop—Sit back down.” Mother Superior on her feet, her words a command impossible to ignore. Or disobey.

      Clare slunk back to her chair. I put myself in the corner again.

      “Father Nicholas,” Mother Superior said, “Brother Sceleratus stopped at the convent this afternoon. He threatened both myself and Angelique with a violence most personal. I will not allow him that latitude.”

      Determination spilled from the nun’s brown eyes like hot coffee poured in a cold winter kitchen—you could both see and feel the steam.

      “I am going to tell Clare the truth. These two”—her eyes swept from Marxus to me and back to Nick—“also need to hear what I must reveal—agreed?” Whew, hard on the agreed.

      Santa looked stricken, like Rudolph had just told him, Hell no, I won’t guide your sleigh tonight. But he rallied, shook surprise from his face, said, “If you think it best, my dear, then yes, surely do so. Now is the time, I suppose. Better now than never. I had hoped though that we could—”

      “Shut up, Nick.” And with that verbal knuckle rap stinging all our ears, Mother Superior stepped off her angry cliff and into Truth’s thin air.
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      “Golgotha,” Mother Superior said, “was originally run by our order as a birthing center for unwed mothers and orphanage for the unwanted children. Clare was born here.”

      “Surely you are mistaken—”

      “I said shut up, Nick. I’m not warning you again.” Mother Superior, the wrath of God incarnate. Santa slumped in his chair, put his head in his hands.

      “And I was a young nun who worked with the newborns. That was in the Fifties. Clare was of course too young to remember any of this. Isn’t that right, my dear?” Clare nodded, but her eyes had that I’m puzzled scrunch to them.

      Okay, whatever. Mother Superior really spilling the goods. So Clare’s in her thirties. I leaned in, listening as hard as I could with both ears. Maybe I could learn something else vital.

      Both the shes noticed. So what?

      “Dr. Crane delivered her. I assisted him. Unfortunately, her mother died shortly after giving birth. Dr. Crane’s inebriation caused Clare’s mother’s death. But we covered that up. We needed him then, as do we now. The mother’s parents accepted their daughter’s death as God’s Will, and Clare stayed with us.”

      “That news to you, Clare?” I asked.

      “Of course not, Harry,” Clare snapped. Her Harry sounded sort of huffy. Her Of course not a bit hurried. Maybe I ought to just keep quiet and let Mother Superior tell it her way.

      “Clare was here when Father Merton visited with us.” The head nun’s eyes flicked Clare’s way.

      “See, Harry. I told you I knew Tom. Father M. Louis Merton. But Tom to his friends.”

      “Father Merton was quite charming,” Mother Superior continued. “He told me I could call him Uncle Louie.”

      You know, sometimes your eyes play tricks on you. But not always. Right then and there in the abbot’s den, mine said Mother Superior was blushing. Faint, perhaps, but cheeks rouging up nonetheless.

      “He charm anyone else?” I asked her.

      “A somewhat younger nun,” Mother Superior admitted. “A rather susceptible soul.”

      The sigh slipping from between her lips left no doubt in the mind of the shamus in the room that Mother Superior had been more than a little susceptible herself—guess Uncle Louie affected gals that way. Even ones decked out as nuns. Shoot, I liked the guy, too.

      “So how’d that land us in the mess we’re in now?” I asked.

      “When Father Merton stopped here at Golgotha, he also met a young monk. A monk who, as Brother Hart said, had an interest in Zen Buddhism.”

      “Lemme guess, Brother Scary, right?” The sigh escaping the head nun’s lips wasn’t one denoting lost pleasures like before. Oh, no. Hers a hiss of exasperation now.

      “Sorry,” I offered. “No more interruptions. I promise.”

      “We shall see, Mr. Reno. We shall see. But, yes, Brother Sceleratus. They discussed what Father Merton called Zen’s one hand clapping inside all of us.”

      “And the hermit life, my dear,” Santa interjected. “They chatted about that, too. And the Blake painting in our church.”

      Mother Superior stood up, glared at Father Nick, then swiveled her cold peepers onto Brother Marxus. “Do you also wish to interrupt? If so, please get it over with.”

      My brother mon kept his tongue in lockup, shook a no the head nun’s way. Marxus, master of self-control.

      “Very well then. Do not change your mind.” The head nun sat again, smoothed her habit, and resumed her tale.

      “While he was here, Father Merton and Brother Sceleratus had several long walks. Father Merton helped Brother Sceleratus select a site in the woods for his hermitage— Father Nicholas, my throat feels dry. Would it be too much to trouble you for some water?”

      Nick said, “No trouble, my dear. No trouble at all.” His Right away hustled through the door with the rest of his less-than-jolly-elf self.

      “Father Nicholas wasn’t the abbot back then,” Mother Superior confided. “His duties were chiefly to nurture those just entering into holy orders. Master of Scholastics—training our newest monks. Not that we had many, even then. Or nuns.”

      Mother Superior let her eyes wander off to Nick’s window—searching outside for the monks and nuns who never were, perhaps? I didn’t ask. No interruptions, remember?

      “Father Merton had held the same position at Gethsemani, and Father Nicholas hoped they could spend some time together discussing how best to meet the spiritual training of the few postulants he had.” The head nun glanced at the door: still no Nick; still no water.

      “Brother Sceleratus so monopolized Father Merton’s time with us, all that Zen nonsense, that Father Nicholas grew quite resentful.”

      A scrape of a shoe in the hall and Santa was back in his office. No milk and cookies, but a pitcher of water and glasses so Mother Superior needn’t drink alone.

      “Thank you,” we each said in turn as Nick served, then snuggled down behind his desk once more.

      “Now, where were we, my dear?”

      “I was speaking. You”—her eyes fastened on Nick, then swept over the rest of us—“were promising to listen without interrupting.” Nodding heads all around, silent mouths clamped tight. “Very well.” Mother Superior resumed her lecture.

      “Twenty years ago, when Father Merton stopped with us, we were a community in transition. Much like the world outside our walls. Vietnam literally in flames. Napalm, you know.” We nodded; we knew.

      “Father Merton was going to Bangkok to speak at a conference later that year. We of course wondered what he would have to say, but his focus while with us was on the solitary places of the soul, rather than the world at large. What he called the High Places we should seek out for contemplation. Such as our fire tower in the woods.”

      Mother Superior’s eyes traveled sideways, hooked Nick, pulled him into the midst of what she was about to say.

      “And Father Merton’s love of High Places led us indirectly into our present difficulties. Didn’t it, Father Nicholas?”

      Santa sort of jerked in his chair, got his feet under him, said, “Please excuse me. Too much water. I must seek relief.”

      The office door closed with a resounding slam. Nick’s glass of water remained where he’d left it—on his desk, untouched by his not-so-merry lips.

      “Father Nicholas becomes agitated when we speak of what transpired during Father Merton’s visit. Doesn’t he, my child?” Clare nodded. Mother Superior sailed on.

      “Somehow,” the nun said, “in visiting our High Places, specifically our fire tower in the woods, a nun—Sister Bernadette—and Father Merton became somewhat intertwined in his quest to know himself.” Intertwined, huh? Sounded like Mother Superior hadn’t approved of said activities.

      “Clare, as I said, was too young at the time to understand fully, but Sister Bernadette’s subsequent death affected her deeply.” More feminine head nodding, more mystical agreement.

      Maybe my brow only furrowed; or, maybe my mouth actually said, Huh? Whichever, Mother Superior, instead of flinging wrath my way, took pity on me instead and said straight out what she meant.

      “I believe Father Merton was a man whose soul was at war with itself. The world-seeking writer, the inner-focused monk. Here at Golgotha—up in the fire tower, during walks together—a bond formed between Sister Bernadette and Father Merton. One perhaps more physical than spiritual on her part.

      “Or perhaps it was all just in Sister Bernadette’s head and heart and not in Father Merton’s at all.” Mother Superior’s eyes fixed themselves outside again—in the far distances our eyes can’t discern but our souls do. We waited for her.

      “Whichever it was,” the head nun said, coming back to us, “when word reached us of Father Merton’s death in Bangkok, Sister Bernadette flung herself from the top of the water tower—she made such a splat.

      “Brother Marxus, please find Father Nicholas and ask him to rejoin us, won’t you.”
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      Nick shuffled back in, eyes downcast, a Santa whose bag of toys hadn’t lasted the night. He sat, Marxus closed the door, and Mother Superior started up again.

      “Golgotha, as a community, was deeply affected by both deaths. Clare cried for weeks.”

      “I’m still crying, Mother Superior,” Clare said. “Inside.”

      “I know, my child. I, too.” Mother Superior passed Clare a Kleenex. Golgotha’s mystical librarian wiped her eyes, honked like a goose, and tossed the wadded tissue expertly into the wastebasket beside Father Nick’s desk.

      “I’m all right now,” Clare said. “But all this has triggered something. Something I’d blocked out. From back then.” Clare’s eyes found Mother Superior’s. “Sister Bernadette was naked when she jumped. Wasn’t she?”

      “She was, my child. Quite unclothed.” Nobody spoke. Even Harry Reno wanted to leave that one alone—only I couldn’t.

      “That’s quite an image, Mother S. Now tell me why Father Nicholas couldn’t sit quietly and listen to your story. He knew where you were headed.”

      I held up my hand, stopping Nick’s sputtering protestations. “Uh-uh. I’m asking Sister, not you.” I swung my green peepers back to the only nun in the room.

      “Why’s Nick so upset by your history lesson? He strip her and launch her off into the wild blue yonder?” Well, that changed the mood in the room for sure.

      “Mister Reno.” Mother S, pissed as Persephone when Pluto announces, Remember, we’re wintering in Hades this year, my dear.

      “Harry.” Clare, as disappointed in her knight errant as a maiden busy being gobbled up by a dragon.

      “Enough, Reno.” Marxus, no Jamaica sunshine in his island voice, none at all.

      And another “Reno,” but Santa this time, moving Harry over to the naughty list for sure.

      So they were all mad at me—so what.

      Yeah, I’d shoved their thoughts from the sadness of remembered death over to anger at a certain crass and unfeeling detective we all knew. Had to happen, though. I wasn’t up to spending the rest of the afternoon in a playpen full of crybabies.

      “So I’m sorry, okay? Just tell me what all that has to do with right now.” Three of the four were still glaring at me, mentally shooting venom-dipped arrows my way.

      Brother Marxus, however, appeared as puzzled as Reno, the angry paladin for hire.

      “I do not recall you mentioning any of this to me, Mother Superior,” the black monk said. “And I was to be told all, was I not, Father Nicholas?” The steel of his gaze honing the sharp edge of his voice slicing and dicing the North Pole pair.

      “Well, Brother Marxus,” the head nun said, matching her voice to his, “now you know.”

      “And no, Mr. Reno,” Santa said. “I played no part in the young nun’s death.”

      “Well then, perhaps Mr. Reno and Ms. O’Toole should pay Maude another visit,” Golgotha’s head of security suggested. Brother Marxus, always big on getting others to do his investigating.

      “See,” Clare the Clairvoyant announced, “I was right. We do need to go see Maude. She was here back then. She’ll know something about all of this.”

      Clare turned a bit in her chair, hands still clasped primly in her lap, and asked ever so sweetly, “May we be excused, Mother Superior?”

      “Of course, my child. Do be careful.” The head nun etched a cross in the thin air of her truth. “Our world is much filled with evil. And a most pernicious example lurks in our midst.”

      The head nun’s hands as demurely folded now as Clare’s, but the knuckles bone-white with the force of her clasping.

      “Never forget, Mr. Reno,” Mother Superior said, “we but work God’s Will.” Now where the hell had I heard that excuse before?

      Clare up on her tootsies now, tugging the puzzled paladin to his feet, nudging me through the door, breathlessly telling the others, “We’ll let you know what clues we find!”

      Oh Lord, if only someone would clue old Harry in.
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      Late afternoon, the sun low, stretching our shadows, two giants stalking past Maude’s Bronco in her driveway. I followed the mystic up the front steps and onto the ex-cook’s porch, out of the sun. Giants no longer.

      A replacement pumpkin, perhaps a survivor from the backyard killing zone, sat in the goo left by the porch’s previous decorative gourd—a squirrel on his haunches gnawing busily toward the seed trove inside. The furry tree rat gave us a suspicious glance, squeezed through the porch rails, and hit the ground running toward Maude’s desiccated oak.

      I tried the same maneuver.

      “Oh, no you don’t, Harry.” Clare nabbed my sleeve with one hand and knocked on the front door with the other. It opened, and there stood the homeowner herself, again sporting the food-stained purple muumuu.

      “The fornicatin’ duo. ’Bout time you got here. Come on in.” A sly smile played across Maude’s face, exposing tobacco-stained teeth. “Sorry I missed you at the funeral.” Her yellowed canines feral, sharp, and ready. But ready for what?

      “But, Maude, we were there— Oh,” Clare said, recognition dawning as she entered.

      “I imagine you pretty much hit what you meant to hit this morning,” I said, and slipped inside, too. “Good to see you again, Maudie.”

      Her Dirty Harry cannon lay on the table beside her recliner, a cleaning kit, and a box of ammo on the floor. The rest of Maude’s place looked and smelled pretty much the same as last time: clutter and dead butts everywhere, cigarette smoke busy downgrading its status to nicotine stain. Plus a rotten-egg stink no air freshener could ever hope to subdue.

      Out the sliding glass doors, I caught a glimpse of Simeon’s pumpkin effigy. Still sitting atop the garbage can in the backyard, the face sunken, caved in on itself. No machete in sight anymore.

      Maybe that front-porch squirrel and his buddies had hauled it away. Planned on using it to chop their nut hoard into bite-size chunks. Maybe I ought to try concentrating on why we were here, instead of letting my mind wander about on its own.

      “Sit your sorry asses down,” Maude said, pointing toward the kitchen table, her cigarette croak pulling me back into the here and now.

      “Knees together, girly. You, boy, hands on the table, thoughts above the navel. We got the Lord’s work to do here, not the Devil’s.” Maude’s eyes took a quick inventory, then flashed the all clear. No Satan in sight.

      “You two want somethin’ to drink? Or eat? Before we start?”

      “I’m good,” I said. Dirty dishes still filled the sink, residue-filmed glasses and cups cluttered the countertop. Like Satan, no detergent in sight, either.

      “I’m good, too,” Clare said.

      Maude fired up a Camel and sat down, her hands instantly busy flipping scrapbook pages. But not her Rugby Ripper collection. She’d filled this one with Golgotha clippings.

      “Pull your chair closer,” the mystic said, so I did. “Now we can both see.” Clare let her hand rub my leg. Hope the homeowner missed that little maneuver.

      “All right, boy,” Maude said. “Let’s just start at the start.” A nicotine-stained finger told my eyes they had a caption for my brain to absorb:

      
        
        world-famous monk electrocuted in bangkok

        thomas merton dead at 53

      

      

      Tom’s face stared up at me, the eyes impish and bright, even in a twenty-year-old, faded newspaper clipping. Maude’s fingers went back to work and flipped to the next page:

      
        
        world-famous monk had visited golgotha

      

      

      No photos, just text. About Thomas Merton stopping off at the priory. After-the-fact reporting. Stuff I already knew.

      “So what?” I said. Another page, another finger stab, another headline:

      
        
        local monk recounts bangkok visit

      

      

      “Read this, boy,” Maude ordered. “Out loud. And get your hand off his leg, hussy.” Son of a gun—damn eagle-eyed homeowner.

      
        
        Brother Sceleratus, a monk at our local Priory of Golgotha, attended the recent religious conference in Bangkok, Thailand, and was there when Father Thomas Merton, the world-famous hermit and author, passed from this world to his reward in Heaven.

      

      

      “Keep goin’, boy. Don’t stop there.”

      
        
        Brother Sceleratus assured your intrepid reporter that the Bangkok authorities were “Quite right” to conclude Father Merton’s death was an accident. “A tragic accident,” Brother Sceleratus told this reporter, a tear trickling down his cheek. Our own local monk seemed much affected by the passing of his Brother in Christ.

      

      

      “Whew, boy, enough. Only so much Brother Scary horseshit a body can stand. Don’t smell no better with age, neither. Still stinks all the way up to God on His High Throne. And the King don’t put up with that crap, neither. Wherever he is.” Maude blew a kiss Elvis’s way.

      “So what’s any of this have to do with Sceleratus running off with the ledger?” I asked.

      Maude’s eyes glanced back into the living room, flicking from Charlton Heston posing in Moses robes to Elvis-the-King Presley, sparkly and sequined in white—the Ten Commandments poster plastered between them. A sigh escaped Maude’s lips, her eyes swiveled back to me, taking the full measure of the detective at her table, impressed no doubt by my steely stare.

      “As God and the King sit in judgment above, you are a dumbass, boy. And quit tryin’ to peek at my boobs.” Ugh—shudder—never—not in this life—no way.

      “Harry, get that look off your face,” Clare said.

      Maude shook her head, flipped more pages until her fingers found their next target.

      “See,” the ex-cook said, and stabbed a digit at an upside-down photo of the monastery’s water tower. She spun the scrapbook my way. “See what it says?”

      
        
        nun jumps to her death

      

      

      “Clare said we were coming here about Sceleratus being the Ripper,” I said. “Not nuns taking a dive.”

      Maude palm-smacked my forehead, and over I went. At least I got back up on my own.
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            More Intel Scraps

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I was seated at the kitchen table again, Maude nabbed her scrapbook of Ripper reminiscences and started flipping pages.

      “Here, boy. You want Ripper and not nun? Read this one then. Out loud. All of it. And don’t act so damn stupid no more. I ain’t really into smackin’ men.”

      “Sorry,” I said and complied with Maude’s order:

      
        
        body parts scattered throughout city park – police mystified

      

      

      
        
        Early Tuesday morning, Rugby police received a disturbing call-in that sent patrol cars screaming toward City Park. A morning jogger reported finding female body parts hanging from tree limbs inside the park.

      

        

      
        The police detective investigating the case had no comment later Tuesday morning when asked about the grotesque sights at the scene, except to say, “We’ll find whoever did this. You can be sure of that, pally.”

      

        

      
        The park remains closed as police scour the area for clues.

      

      

      “This was more than twenty years ago,” I said.

      “That’s his first one, boy. First one in print, anyways. I always knew he was a bad one,” Maude said. “Kids what hurt animals and set fires ain’t never gonna make decent grown-ups.”

      “You’ve known the Ripper since he was little?” I asked.

      “Yeah, Junior G-Man, I have. And I know Brother Scary has appetites he can’t control. He’s got hunger for women gnawin’ around in his gut, chompin’ at his God-given soul—the one he sold to that Mexican bitch.” What?

      “But Maude—”

      “That’s too much out of you, girlie. No talkin’,” Maude snarled.

      Clare’s eyes sank to the table, her mouth a tight line no words could cross. Maybe the ex-cook could teach me to snarl like that.

      “When the gnawin’ gets real bad,” Maude assured us, “he’s got to cure his hard-on, and quick.” Hard-on? Scary? Mexican bitch? Oh . . . the bone lady, in Scary’s hermit hut.

      I glanced over at Clare. Her eyes, like her mouth, scrunched shut. Bet hands covering her ears come next.

      “So how do you know all this about Sceleratus?” I asked.

      “Cooks know a lot about people’s appetites, boy.”

      “So why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

      “So why didn’t you ask me?” Maude countered.

      She reached down beside her chair, nabbed the coffee can patiently waiting there, hocked a glob of I-don’t-want-to-know-what-it-is into the can, and set it back on the floor. Yep, Clare’s hands on ears now, in case Maude had more globs forthcoming.

      I should have followed that squirrel off the porch when I had the chance, clambered up the tree with him. Sat on a limb, chattering about nuts—instead of talking to one. Too late now.

      I pushed the scrapbook toward Maude. “Anything else you want me to know?”

      “Yeah, there is.” She licked a finger, flipped pages again, said, “Here. Read this, dummy. Tell us what’s right there, plain as sin, right in front of your peckerwood nose.”

      So I did. Out loud. Recent news not yet faded by the passage of time:

      
        
        is a modern-day jack the ripper stalking the streets of rugby?

        police remain baffled by 20 plus years of gruesome murders.

      

      

      
        
        Chief of Police Jake Ragan refuses to acknowledge more than twenty years’ worth of unsolved murders as being connected.

      

        

      
        “I’ve been here two years,” the Chief told The Rugby Sentinel when questioned. “And we have thoroughly investigated each and every homicide within our jurisdiction.”

      

        

      
        While that may be true, the fact remains no one has ever been arrested, much less charged and convicted, for what remains the most horrendous series of deaths imaginable.

      

        

      
        The blood of these slaughtered women covers our community in a cloak of collective guilt.

      

        

      
        Will no one come forward with information? Will no one tell the police what they have seen or the screams they have heard?

      

      

      “I’ve told that chief friend of yours who done it plenty of times,” Maude said. “It’s Brother Scary. That’s who it is.” Defiance hung in the air alongside another puff of cigarette smoke, reminding yours truly Maude had once fingered me for a pair of killings. I made no comment.

      “Don’t matter,” Maude said. “He’s a dead man, Sceleratus is. Leastways next time I see him this side of the grave. No coffin target practice needed.”

      Maude pushed back from the table, headed into the living room. “A head shot’s what he’ll get. Nice and splattery.” Well, that got Clare’s hands from her ears, eyes off the table, lips parted. No words yet though.

      Maude snatched up her revolver, began waving it around, sighting on Elvis: “Bam.” Maude drew a bead on Charlton Heston in his Moses getup: “Bam,” she barked again.

      A quick grab, my hand encircling her bony wrist, forcing the barrel toward the ceiling. Maude’s finger tightening, pulling the trigger for real—click. Empty chamber, thank God.

      The cannon slid from her hand to mine without a fight, then went to rest on the kitchen counter. After I made sure the revolver’s cylinder was as empty as it sounded.

      “Hell’s bells and buckets of blood,” the ex-cook said, seated at her kitchen table once more. “Just forgot to reload. No biggie.”

      “But Maude,” Clare said, standing now, fists balled, jammed hard against those soft hips of hers, “why did you make me think Mother Superior had something to do with the Rugby Ripper?”

      Clare’s finger pointed to the headline. “Why didn’t you tell me about Brother Sceleratus last time I was here?”

      “I would have eventually, girly. But you took drunk. Hell, you was guzzlin’ wine straight up and straight outta the bottle. Remember?”

      The white-haired mystic’s chin angled the other way, toward her chest, her indignation slipping into a halfway apologetic smile, fists back to being just hands at her side.

      “Oh, yes, I was, wasn’t I.” Then her full smile flashed my way. “But I’m fun when I’m tipsy—right, Harry?”

      “Look, you two, this is getting us nowhere.” I turned a couple of pages in the ex-cook’s scrapbook all by myself, found something of masculine interest.

      “Why’s this in here? Girl tag team wrestling?” I walked my eyes a little closer. A color ad, but sort of grainy, faded. Old.

      “Big Betty Boop and Little Annie Orphan versus Maude the Masked Marauder and Sister Sarita the Half-Nelson Nun? Championship Bikini Match?”

      Clare peered over my shoulder, scanning the old wrestling card announcement. “That’s you, Maude. In the purple bikini. You’re the Masked Marauder!”

      The somewhat-older-now Masked Marauder sat across from us in her muumuu, chuckling, her cigarette dancing between her lips.

      “Who’s the nun? In the black bikini?” I asked. Not that I needed to. Or even wanted to.

      “Mother Superior, Sister Sarita the Half-Nelson Nun herself,” Maude informed us. “And they was tear-off tops, boy. That was the whole point of a bikini match back then.

      “And you would’ve been in the front row, like a slack-jawed, droolin’ farm boy.”

      “I don’t believe you, Maude,” Clare said. “That’s not Mother Superior. It can’t be.”

      “Well,” I said, leering at Golgotha’s hot-blooded mystical librarian, “I believe her. And Maude’s right. Front row for sure.”

      “You’re a pistol, boy. That’s a fact,” Maude said, cackling at the righteousness of her judgment. “Now beat it, you two. I got things need doin’.” Since Maude was busy fumbling ammo into her six-shooter, we took the hint and hit the trail.

      “Adios,” I offered, to cover our retreat.
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            Dinner And A Movie

          

        

      

    

    
      Maude’s cackling hurried us out her front door, a slew of prurient images whirling inside my brain. Mother Superior in a tear-off bikini. Younger. And a lot less covered up.

      I slid behind the wheel of the Volvo, and off we went to downtown Rugby to slop some chow and catch a snooze job of a talking picture. Clare’s idea, if not exactly her phrasing.

      Hey, maybe the mystic, the once-upon-a-time hula girl, has her own tear-off bikini. Have to ask her. But not right now, not with my grass-skirted and gray-taped Hawaiian dashboard babe listening in. Wouldn’t be prudent.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Wasn’t that a great dinner, Harry? Harry, I’m talking to you.” Clare’s rib jab a reminder I should pay closer attention to my date. “I said, Wasn’t dinner great? The place had a real homey feel, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just great.” My mind wasn’t into rockin’ and rollin’ about paprika chicken over Amish noodles just then. Or reminiscing about the little green peas I’d gobbled up.

      Instead, images of naked novitiates plummeting to their deaths from high places mixed and swirled with future Mother Superiors in black bikinis waltzing through forests with Saint Thomas of Merton, while the Nicks and Scarys of my imagination fumed and plotted revenge, as Maude on her Harley, with Moses in the sidecar, roared skyward, six-shooter loaded and cocked—eager to confer with her good friend, the Almighty Lord Himself, while Elvis the King Presley belted out a tune to remind me how much fun a jailhouse could be.

      Confused images I couldn’t sort out. Indecipherable motives for all the antics I now knew had gone on back then. While Tom Merton fried and died in Bangkok and became my very own mystical sidekick. For-real raindrops began to splatter the sidewalk.

      “Here we are, Harry. You said a movie sounded good to you, too.”

      “No, I didn’t. I hate movies.” And now I was getting wet to boot. Something else I don’t particularly relish.

      “Oh, come on, Harry,” Clare coaxed. “Let’s get in out of the rain. It’s Raiders of the Lost Ark. With Harrison Ford. You know, your look-alike.” Her voice smiled along with her face. “I’ll let you hold my hand.”

      “I already am,” I said, squeezing her paw.

      Look-alike, my ass. What he was, was a lot younger. And maybe better-looking. And for sure richer—but what about that damned Mother Superior and Maude and their floozy bikini gig? And that naked young nun? Diving away from water instead of into it.

      Let it go. Try to stay in the here and now for a while.

      “. . . well, yes, you are,” Clare was saying, as prim as a Pilgrim lass in church. Maybe she’d kept talking while I wasn’t listening. Sure seems to happen to me a lot.

      “But holding hands will be a lot more fun in there,” she said, pointing to the movie palace’s entrance. “In the dark. In the back row. You could buy me some Raisinets.”

      “I thought you told me raisins reminded you of bugs.”

      “Well, raisins might, but Raisinets certainly don’t.”

      Harry and Reno both without a snappy comeback to that. What the hell. I don’t like movies, but I wasn’t into getting soaked, either.

      “Two,” I told the talking ticket doll behind the glass, and glanced over my shoulder just to be sure it really was just the two of us—no nubile Golgotha nuns cavorting in line behind us, sneaking fruitcakes for Jesus into the theater to snack on—on my dime.

      Instead, there stood Hank, my convenience store nemesis. With a chick in tow. Date or sister? Hard to tell. We nodded; not very friendly nods.

      I turned back to the ticket booth, inched another twenty toward the broad inside the glass.

      “That’s for theirs,” I said, my head indicating Hank and his whatever she was. “Give ’em the tickets and the change. Tell ’em I said buy themselves some popcorn.” Sometimes I actually feel bad about losing my temper.

      “Enjoy the movie,” I told the cute couple. “I know I will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Snakes—fucking snakes. You did this on purpose.”

      “Oh, Harry. No, really I didn’t,” Clare said, her voice Eve’s commiserating purr soothing Adam’s rage at getting booted out of the Garden. Only we hadn’t been lounging around in any perfect Garden of Eden. Just a chewing-gum-stuck-under-the-seats, empty-popcorn-containers-strewn-everywhere, hick-town, third-run movie house.

      And now I was on a Rugby sidewalk getting wet again.

      “I hate snakes. You know that. Remember you, naked, at the cottage door, that damned fake snake just plain scaring the shit out of me. Why would you do that? Or this?”

      “Harry, calm down. People are staring.”

      “Let ’em stare,” I said, but the gripe in my gut was already fading. She was just too damn sexy to stay mad at for long. “Let’s find a bar. I need a beer.” Off we went.

      Downtown Rugby wasn’t exactly party central on a misty and rainy Thursday night. A couple of couples strolling. A couple of cars weaving down Main Street. A couple of—

      “Hey, I know that Jeep.” The hermit monk himself behind the wheel, parked across the street. Chatting up a babe. “Look,” I said, pointing out the obvious. “It’s Sceleratus.”

      “Oh, I don’t like that, Harry. Not at all. Oh no, she’s getting in.” Clare’s hand tight on my arm, her fear morphing into need. “Do something, Harry. Do something.”

      Before Harry or Reno could decide what that something might be, the monk and the babe, like Arabs folding their tents, disappeared into the night along with the Jeep.

      “We have to save her. Come on, Harry. Back to the Volvo.”
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            Scary Tattooing

          

        

      

    

    
      The Volvo raced through the night. Reno the determined detective at the wheel, Clare the clairvoyant librarian silent beside him. The Jeep long gone. No hope of saving the girl. Until—

      “He’ll take her to the hermitage,” Clare said. “Chop her up there.”

      “Why the hell would any girl go anywhere with Sceleratus?”

      “Free tattoos, Harry. That’s why. He does them at the hermitage.” Oh, well, that sure as hell explained everything.

      The Swedish love of my life found her way to Clare’s cottage and stopped. I was out quick and before Clare could follow suit, I said, “Oh, no you don’t. Slide over here behind the wheel. Go nab Marxus. Then the two of you come save me from myself. Got it?”

      I didn’t wait for her to say yea or nay. I trotted toward the trees. Sounds of the Volvo turning around behind me, speeding off.

      Then I was into the woods, no pausing at the top of the ridge, stumbling down the slope, racing past farm and hog pens, crossing the stubble field with its sentinel haystacks, pounding over the narrow covered bridge, picking my way through the darkness of Scary’s skull-hung woods. Thank the good Lord, no Mexican mafia anywhere, blocking my way.

      Even so, in far more time than it takes to tell it, I found myself gasping for breath, standing in chill shadows outside the alleged tattoo artist’s hermit hideaway.

      The muddy Jeep sat under its makeshift carport once more. Smoke curled from the hermitage’s chimney, the promise of warmth rendered visible. Light gleamed inside, filtering its way through rustic shutters, bathing the porch here and there with slats of pale yellow.

      Girlish giggles followed the smoke and the buttery light outside, mingling with the damp night air—puzzling the gumshoe lurking under the trees. What the hell? Sure not the sights and sounds of murder and mayhem the mystic had foretold.

      I crept around back, used the same milk crate, peeped through the same small, high window I had used before, saw the same spooky bone lady standing upright and white, the same Mexican pistolero daring you to say hi to his date.

      But tonight, a little something more was going on inside.

      The pavement princess lay stretched out on the monk’s scruffy couch—her hooker skirt pushed high, showing lots of thigh, Sceleratus bent over her, something I couldn’t quite ID in his hand. Whatever it was, it looked sharp.

      The tramp was still giggling. Hell, if I couldn’t save the babe from an unholy death, maybe I could at least save her from sinning for the umpteenth time. I took myself and my fist around to the hermit hut’s front door.

      Bam-bam-bam. “Open up! It’s the Pope!”

      The door opened. Brother Sceleratus stood there, grinning. “I’ve been expecting you, Mr. Reno. No Clare?” He poked his head out the door, eyes flicking right, left, then back to me. “No Holy Father or Brother Marxus, either? You are such a disappointment, Harry. But do come in.”

      The girl was sitting up now on the raggedy-ass couch, her thighs as visible upright as they had been when prone.

      “Is he part of the party, too?” she asked. “Hey, he sort of looks like Indiana Jones.”

      “Be quiet, my child,” the monk said, stroking her hair. “I believe Mr. Reno was peering in the window and feared deviltry afoot in here tonight.”

      “What?” she said.

      “Nothing, my dear. Show Mr. Reno your tattoo.”

      The hooker on the couch stood up, lifting her skirt higher than even I would have wished, turning this way, then that, proud of the artwork on her thigh.

      “It’s a witch’s hat,” she said, offering enlightenment to the chagrined shamus in the room. “Brother man’s gonna give me a broomstick on the other one tonight.” She kicked her other leg out, made sure I saw it too needed tattooing.

      “Well, that’s awfully nice of him, isn’t it,” I said.

      “I’m sure Nell won’t mind if you stay to watch. We’re having wine and fruitcake afterward.”

      “I don’t want no shitty fruitcake,” little Nell commanded.

      “Of course not, my child.” Scary’s hand found the back of the panties beneath her short skirt, fingers converting verbal assurance into tactile confirmation.

      “Nell, please tell Mr. Reno good-bye.”

      “Beat it, you fucking Peeping Tom.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I stepped out before she booted me out. Little bitch. Witch’s broomstick, my ass. More like a tattoo payoff for a night’s worth of screwing and God knows what else. All of it just a Clare-instituted wild goose chase. Whichever, whatever, Nell wasn’t yelling, Save me, save me.

      No sir, she surely wasn’t.

      Hey, maybe it would be fun to be the Pope, God whispering in your ear, cluing you in on what He wants done, no doubts about what you needed to be up to. Instead of my life—mystics and monks and street whores commanding do this, not that.

      I did notice one thing however, there in Scary’s Holy of Holies—or rather the absence of a couple of somethings you’d expect a monk to have spread around—not a crucifix or Bible in sight. Just the Mexican pistolero and his bone-lady bitch to light candles for. That’d be a hell of a pair to worship for sure.

      I moved off into the woods, heading back to Clare’s cottage beside Golgotha’s boneyard. What a confusing day. Starting with Father Damien’s blast of a sendoff right through to me peeping through the shutters of Brother Scary’s hermit abode.

      And what the hell happened to my backup? Why no Clare? No Brother Marxus? And why no Reno insight into what the hell Scary was really up to in there tonight?

      Back into the trees I trudged.
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            Scary’s Tale

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sceleratus and Nell

        Thursday – almost midnight

      

      

      

      “I don’t like guys who peep windows,” Nell said. “They’re worse than dudes who try to cop a feel for free. They’re just pervert creeps. What’d you say that one’s name was?”

      “Harry Reno, my dear. But no need for you to remember that. I can assure you, he will not bother you ever again.”

      Brother Sceleratus bent to light the second candle. The votive flickered a moment, then flared into life. The monk snuffed the match with his fingers, smiling at momentary pain, savoring its acknowledgment of earthly existence.

      “How come your skeleton’s got two candles tonight? White and red?” the girl on the couch asked. “Last time it was just a blue one.”

      “Santa Muerte has many colors, my dear. Blue was for our new friendship last month. Tonight, red for earthly pleasures, white for purification so success with a new project ensues. And your broomstick is such an endeavor, is it not? A new project for us? A pleasure?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. But still . . . that bone lady sorta creeps me out, you know. What’d you call her?”

      “Santa Muerte—Holy Death,” the monk said. “Or, if you prefer, Our Lady of the Holy Death. She protects her believers from all manner of threats and grants her faithful many favors.

      “She hears our prayers—are you praying for a new tattoo tonight, Nell?”

      “Hell yes!” The girl jumped up, hands tugging at her skirt. “You want me buck naked? Like last time?”

      “I do, but not just yet, my child. Sit back down, be still a moment. I do want your attention, though. I have something quite literary I wish you to hear.”

      “Literary? Do I hafta?”

      “You do if you want your tattoo tonight, my dear,” the monk said.

      “Okay. You got any booze, monk man?”

      “Ah, such a delightful young thing. Some wine, perhaps?” Brother Sceleratus filled a glass, handed it to the waiting street waif.

      The girl’s nose drifted around, skimming over the wine. “That’s what you’re supposed to do, right? Sniff it?”

      “Most assuredly,” the monk said. “Now, take a sip and then do please slip out of your garments.”

      “Okay.” The girl drained the glass, stood up, pulled her short skirt off, tossed it on the floor. Brother Sceleratus watched as her top and bra followed.

      “You may leave your panties on for now, child. I want no touching yourself while I read to you.”

      “Ahh . . . really? Why not?”

      “Mother never allowed me that comfort. Not at story time. So I must deny it to you. Now do pay attention. I wrote this some time ago—twenty years actually, next month. Just after I experienced it. I have titled it Now I Shall Disappear. I do so hope you enjoy it. I myself always find it . . . stimulating.”

      Brother Sceleratus began to read aloud.

      

      
        
        December 10, 1968. Afternoon. Red Cross guest cottage, near Bangkok, Thailand.

      

      

      
        
        The monk, still wet and dripping, stepped naked from shower to floor—cleansed, but not refreshed. He paused, closed his eyes, tried the calming exercise he’d learned while visiting the Dalai Lama . . .

      

      

      “Dolly who?”

      “Hush, my dear. You need only listen, not comprehend. This is more for me than you.”

      
        
        But current pressures in the monk’s life intruded, his eyes popped open. This morning’s conference had left a dull ache thudding in his head that neither a cold Coke nor rest and a shower had soothed. And now meditation—however brief—had failed him also.

      

      

      
        
        At least December here in Bangkok felt no more humid than last summer had been in Kentucky, but hot nonetheless. The pole fan standing tall close by moved air, but did little to help cool the room. A pleasant perfume from the flowering shrubs beneath the guest cottage’s open windows drifted in. The naked monk inhaled deeply and smiled. God’s unexpected gifts always a surprising pleasure in his life.

      

      

      “Hey, monk man, this is gonna take like forever, ain’t it? You got any more wine?”

      “There you are, my dear. Sip it slowly, please. It is quite potent. And remember, no touching yourself.”

      Mother never liked it when he cried out as she told him of Parisian striptease performers while her soft fingers stroked him into hardness. Ah, such memories. Always and forever within himself. Sceleratus’s eyes found the page again.

      
        
        His talk, “Marxism and Monastic Perspectives,” had been politely received this morning at the conference, but the two film crews showing up had been an unexpected and unwelcomed intrusion. His abbot back at Gethsemani would not be pleased he’d been caught on film.

      

      

      
        
        “Father Louis!” A discordant voice, one he knew too well, behind him. The wet monk turned to face his interlocutor. Corner shadows coalesced into human form, and a green-robed monk stepped toward him.

      

      

      
        
        “Ah, my brother in Christ Sceleratus, from Golgotha,” Father Louis said. “You find me naked to mine enemies this afternoon.”

      

      

      
        
        “We need not be enemies,” Golgotha’s monk said, his words the rasping of sandpaper scouring against silk. “But I must have your journal,” Sceleratus hissed.

      

      

      “What’s a journal?” the girl interrupted. “This shit’s boring.”

      “You need not concern yourself with definitions tonight, my child. Just sip some more of your wine. Relax. Listen. I am sure you will enjoy how all this ends.”

      “All right, but I want that broomstick tattoo. I’m a witchin’ woman, you know.”

      “Do not worry, my dear, your tattoo shall indeed command everyone’s attention. Let us return to my fable.

      “What’s a fa—”

      “Shuuuuu . . . finish your wine. Be a good little girl, Nell.”

      
        
        The whir of the cottage’s pole fan muffled their words as it chased drops of water from the naked monk’s bald head.

      

        

      
        “Let me dress.” Father Louis pulled on fresh underwear, then turned back toward the monk from Golgotha. “We’ll walk, discuss options,” he said and reached for his robes.

      

        

      
        “No,” the intruder hissed. “I must have your journal—Now.”

      

        

      
        Sceleratus stepped closer. “And have it I shall.” He shoved Father Louis, hands on the older monk’s chest, propelling him backwards.

      

        

      
        “Beast,” Father Louis exclaimed, surprised at the other monk’s sudden onslaught. He raised his hand, made the sign of the cross. “Satan’s evil—begone,” he said, clenching his fists.

      

        

      
        The intruder monk shrank back, eyes darting around the room. He grabbed the broom by the door and swung it at the half-naked monk.

      

        

      
        Father Louis dodged, breathing heavily now, his chest tightening.

      

        

      
        “Your journal,” Sceleratus said. “Where have you hidden it? It’s not here in your room. I know. I’ve searched.” He brandished the broom, moving closer. “I must have it,” he rasped.

      

        

      
        “Beast,” Father Louis said again. “Never.”

      

        

      
        Sceleratus swung the broom wildly.

      

        

      
        Father Louis stumbled backwards, knocking into the fan.

        The air crackled; flesh sizzled. Father Louis gasped, twitched, and fell backwards, pulling the fan down with him—his bladder voiding, toes curling grotesquely as the electricity surged through him.

      

        

      
        The intruder stepped close, cursing his enemy. “Rot in Hell, sanctimonious deceiver.” He bent low, nostrils flaring, sucking the delicious smell of burned flesh deep into his lungs.

      

        

      
        “Hermit fool,” he hissed, “I’ll find your accursed journal if it takes a lifetime.” The intruder slipped out the window as silently as he had entered.

      

        

      
        Behind him, Thomas Merton—Father Louis, monk of Gethsemani—lay dead, flies already gathering, buzzing the blank-eyed corpse.

      

      

      Sceleratus laid the sheaf of papers on the altar. “I do this for you, Santa Muerte, that you may grant me my desires.”
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            Mumsie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sceleratus and Nell

      

      

      

      “Asleep now, are we, my child? Well then, let me finish undressing you. There, no panties now. Ah, exquisite. And your aroma, so delicate. And sleeping so soundly. Such nice wine, wasn’t it? Mother Superior’s own vintage. A bit altered though for my purposes tonight.

      “I wish I could finish tattooing your broomstick. I assure you, you would feel nothing.”

      Sceleratus gathered the girl’s clothing, stuffing bra and skirt and top into a black plastic bag. He smoothed her panties and laid them reverently in a drawer for later.

      “Ah, such a future I am rescuing you from, Nell—the street-corner degradation, the sordid involvement with all manner of men in cheap rooms, automobiles, pickup beds even, like my dear mother. The anonymity and utter uselessness of such a false existence.

      “If only you could comprehend what at least a small part of you will set in motion in the morning.”

      Brother Sceleratus grasped the young woman’s ankles, yanking her off the couch, dragging her outside—Nell’s head bouncing over the doorjamb, across and off the porch, onto the cold ground, toward the waiting Jeep, the black plastic bag of clothes a silent accompaniment.

      “This would be so much more enjoyable for us if you were awake. But tempus fugit and necessity presses. So I fear my sawing may be a bit crude tonight. Oh well. It cannot be helped.

      “In you go and off we go,” he sang.

      Brother Sceleratus eased the Jeep onto the forest path and disappeared into the night, Nell, his human cargo, lolling in the seat beside him, jouncing at each and every bump—senseless to time or her fate.

      “Well, Nell, as long as I have you to myself for a while still—now that that bothersome detective has fled into the woods—may I relate to you something about myself? My antecedents? No objection? Good. Do listen closely, my dear. For even the unconscious have ears.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        When I was a young lad, my mother, Mumsie, was as you—a harlot, a streetwalker, a servicer of male desire. Our home a rather tragic affair. A tenement apartment in the worst part of town. Or should I say, a dirty, bug-infested, mice-ruled trash heap of a dwelling. A basement walk-down.

      

      

      
        
        I lived there with Mumsie and my oh-so-little sister. But lest you think, dear Nell, that we were neglected, I offer this: we had food and heat and water that ran hot at times and free of rust. So Mumsie did see to it that we were fed at least once a day and bathed at . . . well, intervals. But carefully bathed, as it were.

      

      

      
        
        Mumsie warned me from a tender age that bathtubs were places of danger. Death even. Plus, she said, we’ve never enough hot water. So Mumsie and I always soaped up together. A learning experience, she explained.

      

      

      
        
        What’s that? I would ask her. How come you’ve got those and I don’t? And she would answer and show me additional and hidden secrets of her woman’s body. And wash me most tenderly as she did so. Ah, I do so miss my Mumsie. I do, little Nell, I do.

      

      

      
        
        Mumsie, as I said, earned her meager living walking the streets and standing on street corners and frequenting alleyways. And bringing the occasional friend to our humble abode.

      

      

      
        
        And after these . . . encounters, shall we say? Mumsie would bathe me most assiduously. We would sit in the tub together and as I grew older, Mumsie would see to it that I, well, rose to the solemnity of the occasion and honored it in that particularly male way we have when confronted with a naked specimen of the opposite sex.

      

      

      
        
        A pleasurable way to learn the ways of Adam and Eve, you say? Not really, dear Nell, not really. Not at all.

      

      

      
        
        For the tub we sat in became foul with what Mumsie’s friends had placed inside her and also with what Mumsie coaxed from me. I grew to fear and hate bath time. And bedtime, too. For Mumsie, especially in her usual drunken state, pulled me to her bed for further edification. Exciting at first, but as I grew older, I at length perceived it as, well . . . somewhat sinful.

      

      

      
        
        Mumsie of course discounted my objections to our lifestyle and to her now disdained affections. And I suffered her remonstrances and those of the brutes she consorted with in a most physical way. The men beat me and so did dear Mumsie.

      

      

      
        
        But I endured—rigid now with a different desire.

      

      

      
        
        So when Mumsie began to bring men to our slatternly apartment and allowed them to gaze upon my young sister unclothed and to fondle and lick her, I resolved I must act on the desire I’d been nurturing.

      

      

      
        
        Something rather drastic to improve circumstances for myself and my darling little sister.

      

      

      
        
        Late one especially profligate and perverted evening, after Mumsie lay quite incoherent, I snuck out and retrieved the gas can I had stolen. I soaked her drunken form in the liquid and poured a circle round about Mumsie’s bed and wetted her bedroom rug for good measure.

      

      

      
        
        I might even have pissed upon it first. Such being the ways of young gentlemen such as I.

      

      

      
        
        Then I woke my little sister who sleepily complained, What stinks? in a too-soft voice as I carried her up the steps and onto the sidewalk outside our apartment. Would that she had said, You stink. I might have saved myself some . . . future discomfort. And retained my rather, at that time, pleasant speaking voice.

      

      

      
        
        I crept back inside and lit off my cleansing project. The gasoline roared, Mumsie roared, and I roared, for I had splashed gasoline on myself in my haste to complete my deed.

      

      

      
        
        Up the steps I fled, all afire. But at least, no more Mumsie. And my little sister safe.
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      “And that is why, little Nell, I now reach out to others of Mumsie’s ilk and seek to help and correct their lives. Though sometimes, as tonight, my dear, that help and correction must take a rather final form. Ah, and here we are!”
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            Unwelcome Surprises

          

        

      

    

    
      My pace picked up. Where the hell’s my backup? a kettle-drum beat inside my brain, forcing legs faster and faster. Leaving the tattooed hooker to fend for herself inside Scary’s hermit hut wasn’t my idea of a good choice. But she hadn’t been amenable to embracing a Reno sort of salvation.

      Well, good for her. Hope the bitch loves her new tattoo. Peeping Tom, my ass.

      Out of Scary’s woods, across the covered bridge, cold wind at my back. Into a trot for a bit, stubble crunching underfoot. Can’t go flat out full time. Not tonight, anyway. Where the hell were Marxus and Clare? Backup never there when you need them.

      Across the field, past the barn and the slumbering Mexican monks, kettle drum forcing the pace. Clambering up the slope. To the top of the ridge line. Maybe Clare can talk some sense into that street kid.

      Stop, catch my breath. Gotta get back in the gym. Gotta slow down on the beer. Tomorrow, maybe. Not tonight.

      Good enough. Heading into pine trees again. Making for Clare’s cottage beside the boneyard. Trees thinning. A figure just off the path, stepping out, blocking my way.

      “Hey!”
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      “Here’s a suggestion—don’t ever do that again. Okay?”

      The woman across from me glanced up from her morning coffee, said, “I’m the one who got hurt, not you.” She sipped, winced, put the coffee back down.

      “I mean it, Clare. I might have killed you.” Her face puffy where I’d punched her.

      “I’m not in the mood this morning to listen to your whining,” she said. “I’m the one who got hurt. Let it go.”

      The cottage walls too close, the distance between us at the table too small. The detective too persistent. “I’m trying to say I’m sorry. That’s all.”

      “And I’m trying to tell you to shut the fuck up.”

      Golgotha’s mystical librarian shoved back from the table, stood, walked away. Not far, though. Her Snow White cottage too compact to distance herself from Harry the Heel Reno, batterer of women in the night.

      “If you’d just said, It’s me—Clare, I wouldn’t have slugged you.”

      At least I don’t think I would have. She’d startled the shit out of me, popping out of nowhere. In the dark. In the trees. Hell, I would have belted Sweet Jesus himself if He’d pulled a stunt like that. And been sorry afterwards, too.

      “Look Clare, I’m—”

      “Don’t, Reno. I mean it. Don’t say it again.” One fist balled itself tight, while eyebrows above glaring eyes scrunched themselves closer together as her fury mounted.

      “Talk about something else. Anything. You’re just making it worse. Making me madder.”

      Madder, huh? Well, Reno can do madder better than anyone.

      “Okay, something else then. Why the hell did that black cat of yours screech all night? Right outside the fucking front door. I didn’t sleep at all. Not after you scared the shit out of me. Jumping out of the goddamned trees.”

      “That’s it.” Clare’s hand yanked the cottage door open. “Get out.” Her eyes flicking jade daggers my way, her finger pointing behind her, showing me exactly where out was.

      I brushed past her, stuck my foot outside, froze, turned, said, “Ah, Clare—”

      “I said get out. Now, Reno. Not later.”

      No use talking. I shook a no her way, pointed. Not out, but down. To her front doorstep.

      “Oh my God!” I caught her before she hit the floor. Pushed her away from the door, held her tight, hoping she wouldn’t throw up.

      “Make it go away, Harry. I can’t look.”

      Well, shit, that left me to do the looking, didn’t it? I plopped Clare in a chair and walked back to the cottage’s front door.

      Smack dab on the doorstep lay a hunk of cold meat. A thigh sawed loose from its torso. White bone and shredded flesh, maimed by the sawing. The rest of the leg below the thigh still attached. Foot where it should be. Easier to drag around, I suppose. Wasn’t going anywhere now.

      No wonder the cat had screeched all night.

      The thigh still flashing its distinctive tattoo—the witch’s hat no longer a sexy come-on, now that the rest of the girl was gone. Poor kid. Wonder if she ever got the broomstick tattoo?

      I stepped high over the meat, drove over to Father Nick’s to phone it in, then headed back to Clare’s.

      The thigh still there. So too the cat. I waited outside.
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            New Arrivals

          

        

      

    

    
      Eventually, flashing lights, cop car and ambulance stopping in front of Snow White’s cottage—the one hard by Golgotha’s burial ground. I climbed out of the Volvo and sauntered over to see who the fat detective would think was good for the leg. Bet he’d want it to be me.

      “Hey, Fatso, last time I saw you around here, you were over there.” I jerked a thumb toward the boneyard. “You and your skinny sidekick, trying to shovel me under. Remember? I don’t forget cop pranks like that—just so you know.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t forget pokes to the gut. Or busted radios.” The fat detective moved closer, payback on his mind until I stepped aside and let him see what I’d seen.

      “You know what, shamus, you’re not as dumb as you look,” he said. “When I got the call this morning, I figured you and the chief had tied one on. Thought up a drunk-funny practical joke. Something to get me out of bed on an ass-cold Friday morning.”

      The fat detective nudged the thigh with the toe of his shoe.

      “But now I see you were playing it straight.” His other shoe took its turn jostling the remnant. “So where’d you stash the rest of the body?”

      “Funny, real funny. Think maybe you ought to quit contaminating evidence? Leave off kicking her leg?”

      “Her leg? So you know who this belongs to. Give it up. Now.”

      “Nope,” I said. “We’re gonna wait for your boss.” Clare eased out her door, squeezed my arm, glanced at the leg, shuddered, clung tighter.

      “Look, there’s Ichabod,” the mystic said, inappropriate giggles mingling with morning air. Horror’s like that at times. Too terrible for tears.

      Doc Crane puttering along in a lime-green Gremlin, one of Detroit’s many failed efforts to stem the import tide. A good ways back, another cop cruiser flashing its way toward us and the leg. With any luck, the chief was behind the wheel.

      The Gremlin clunked to a halt, the engine still shuddering as the good doctor somehow managed to unwind his six-feet-and-then-some bony body from the car’s confining embrace.

      Cornelius I. Crane, M.D. twitched his way to the Gremlin’s rear, popped the hatch, nabbed his black bag, and skitter-stepped his way toward Clare’s cottage.

      “Doc Crane looks like a string bean, Harry,” Clare said, more inappropriate girl giggles slipping out of her mouth. “If he just had a coat the color of his car.” Inappropriate because of the thigh at her door. Otherwise, she’d nailed it.

      “Not you again,” Doc said, his eyes sweeping me from head to toes and back again, as if I might not really be me.

      “Good morrow, Ms. O’Toole. My pleasure, I am sure.” The beanpole bent at the middle, then straightened back up. “Why have I been summoned?”

      This complaint of Doc’s of a more general nature. Not directed exclusively toward mystic or detective, but to the crowd at large. One of the ambulance guys grinned, turning aside to hide his mirth, pomposity inviting derision—like always.

      “Over here, Doc,” the fat detective said. “We got a leg you might like.”

      Doc Crane bent low—a feat of prodigious accomplishment given his six feet and more—and viewed the hacked-up thigh through squinting eyes.

      “I was informed a body awaited me. This is but a leg. There is a difference, you know.” Doc’s head tilted, swiveled, satisfied itself we were indeed idiots.

      “Or perhaps you do not. But in either eventuality, what have I myself to do with this monstrosity?” Cornelius I. Crane, esteemed doctor of medicine, just letting his bedside manner out for a morning stroll.

      “Harry saw—” Clare started to say. “Ow!” A kick to the shin by said Harry stifling further mystical revelations for the moment.

      “You, good sir,” Doc asked, glaring at me, “sawed this thigh from its attendant torso? Is that what the young lady was about to relate? I should imagine that a crime.”

      Doc’s baleful glare settled on Rugby’s chief of police slowly making his way toward our crime scene convention. The chief stopped, looked at the leg—an audible sigh escaping, mingling with the morning’s cold air.

      “A confession of guilt, if ever I heard one,” the beanpole squawked. “Chief Ragan, do your duty.”

      “How about you do yours, Bones. Bag it and tag it. Then haul it the hell out of here,” Ragan said. “Give him a hand, Sarge.”

      “Sure thing, Chief. But I think Reno knows—”

      “I’ll figure out what Reno knows or doesn’t know. Get on with it,” Ragan said.

      “I need to ask him about this here leg, Chief.” The fat detective wasn’t giving up. “Reno was seen talking to a known prostitute last night. In Rugby.” How the hell did Fatso know that?

      Jake waved his detective off, indicated Clare and I should scoot inside, and pulled the cottage door shut as he joined us. No love lost between the chief and his sergeant. I might not know a lot, but I did have that much on file.

      “How you doing, Harry? Hi, Clare.” Jake’s eyes tracked from me to the mystic, then back to me. I didn’t like the eyes. Jittery, like Jake had downed a few uppers to get himself out and about this morning. Like in the old days.

      “You still keep that bottle of booze in the pantry, Clare? I could use a shot,” the chief said, and sat down at the table. Hmm, wonder if he knows what’s in her panties as well as he knows her pantry?

      Maybe I should ask him. Or her. Or maybe I shouldn’t.

      Clare poured, Jake swallowed, Harry watched. Uppers, booze, uniform not buttoned. Two hands guiding glass to mouth. Jake Ragan, Rugby’s chief of police, was a mess. Good old Harry’s poker face said as much.

      “Cold morning, Harry,” Jake offered.

      “That’s not it. Not by a long shot. How about coughing up a little truth, old buddy.”

      Jake set the glass down, fumbled a cough drop out of a uniform pocket, unwrapped it, shoved the cherry soother into his mouth and its wrapper back in the pocket, jittery eyes sweeping the cottage for unwanted guests—or ghosts maybe.

      “I was afraid it was Angelique’s leg, Harry. That’s what I was afraid I’d find.” The cough drop in the chief’s mouth crunched, teeth grinding it out of existence.

      “Pour me another shot of rye, will ya, Clare?”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Jake.” Clare-the-Comforting-Mystic and Harry-the-Commiserating-Detective offering sober advice in unison.

      “How about some coffee, Clare?” Harry on his own with this one. “For the three of us.”
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            Ragan’s Sour Stomach

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffee perked while someone or something scrabbled around outside. Ragan heaved himself up, pulled the front door open, said, “Get that goddamn leg out of here.”

      “But it’s a crime scene, Chief. The tech’s gotta take some photos,” the fat cop said.

      “Move it now, Detective. Or tonight you’re back on patrol with Stan. Minus your stripes.”

      “You got it, Chief. Come on, Doc. Gimme a hand. Shake a leg, will, ya?” Yuk, yuk.

      The chief shut Clare’s front door and sat back down. “Sorry,” he said as he quickly got back up. “I need to use your bathroom.”

      My old drinking buddy sure could move fast when he needed to. Sounds of gagging and retching drifted into Snow White’s kitchen through the half-open bathroom door.

      “Sorry,” Ragan said again as he sat back down. “He’s crooked, Harry. I told you that, didn’t I?”

      “Which he? Crane or your cop?”

      “Both.”

      Before I could interrogate Rugby’s chief of police further, Clare put mugs of coffee on the table along with a question for Jake. “How about some bacon and eggs?”

      The chief was back up and out the cottage’s front door this time, hand at his mouth again.

      Being the gentlemanly sort, I slurped a bit of java, told Clare, “Really good, and yes, I would love some bacon and eggs,” then went to check on the chief. He wasn’t hard to find.

      “Bourbon makes a hell of a great mouthwash, doesn’t it, old buddy?”

      “Spare me, Reno. I learned it from you.” Ragan sucked in the last of the whiskey, swished, spit, said, “Tell Clare I’ll have to pass on breakfast.”

      He tossed the empty half-pint into the weeds. “See ya, Reno.”

      “Uh-uh. Not so fast.” I wasn’t stupid enough to put a paw on Jake’s shoulder, but I did place the rest of myself between the chief and his open cruiser door.

      “What the hell happened to clean and sober, you need to try it, too, Harry? Where the hell did that guy go? And why?”

      Jake’s shoulder dipped, his fists tightened—eyes narrow and menacing. The looping roundhouse right came at me as if punching its way through molasses.

      I caught his fist, spun him into the cruiser, pinned him there. At least Sarge and the medics and tech were gone. Doc, too. No need them applauding Chief’s morning-drunk routine.

      “Assaulting an officer, Reno. You’re under arrest.” His voice molasses-slow, too, words slurring their way toward my ear. Being drunk’s like that—hits you when you don’t expect it.

      I turned Jake loose, stepped back a pace. “Go ahead. Cuff me if you can.”

      Jake didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Kept holding the cruiser steady while his world spun circles inside his head. Didn’t know that for sure. The spinning part. Just a guess. Based on personal experience, though. Pretty reliable.

      “I’m gonna be sick again, Harry.”

      I took the hint and backpedaled to the front of the cruiser while the chief of police puked his guts out by the trunk—took a while. Lot of dry heaves.

      Then he was done—for now.

      “You won’t believe me, Harry. But it’s more I thought it was Angelique than the whiskey. I’m okay now. Come see me later. I’ll be in the office.” Yeah, with a fresh bottle, I bet.

      But I let him go. I know Jake. I would’ve had to shoot him to stop him.

      My feet didn’t move until he was out of sight, my thoughts focused on my own need for a drink. I’d left little Nell there with Sceleratus last night. And doubtlessly the bastard had been the one who chopped her apart. Or supervised her desecration.

      Maybe I could have saved her. Maybe Clare had more whiskey. Maybe she’d pour me a drink. Tell me how it wasn’t my fault. Or tell me we could have saved little Nell, but I’d blown it when I slugged little Clare instead.

      Fuck it. I headed back toward the mystic and her fairy-tale abode.

      We sat without talking. Or at least without saying anything worth hearing. Bacon, eggs, more coffee appeared, disappeared. Burnt toast, too. Maybe Clare would have poured me the hard stuff I’d wanted. Stirred it into my coffee.

      Maybe she would have said, Hell no, Harry.

      Don’t know. Never asked for it. Didn’t need it. Yeah, right. Needed it. Wanted it. Still, I managed to do without. The whiskey, that is. Clare kept coffee coming.

      Sobriety afloat in the Java Sea. Okay, finally time to paddle around a bit.

      “So where was Marxus last night? You ever find him?” No answer. “Hey, was it his idea for you to hide in the trees, jump out, scare the holy shit out of me?”

      She looked down at the shamus at her table, put the coffeepot back, walked into her bedroom. It wasn’t an invite.

      When she came back out, it was the library lady who stood over me. The one who always reminded poor little Harry he still owed a handful of coins for overdue books. That if he didn’t turn them in along with the coins, the debt would keep building, weighing heavier and heavier on little Harry’s soul. Until little Harry owed thirty pieces of silver—lugging Judas guilt with him wherever he went.

      “Come on, Reno,” Clare said.

      Obedient to her growled command, I followed her out the door, pulled it shut, stepped over the stain. A second start to another brand-new day.

      Oh joy.
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            Aztecs In Switzerland

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick’s Swiss chalet bachelor pad hadn’t cleaned up its act any since my visit yesterday—empty beer cans and dust on the first floor, beer cans and slightly less dust in the abbot’s second-floor office. His window on the world grimy, cobwebbed. Nick himself in need of a bath and a new robe. Or better habits.

      His desk calendar up to date, though—Friday, November the eighteenth, in the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and eighty-eight. Wonder what date Marxus had on his today?

      “You say the police took the leg with them?” Father Nicholas’s face white as North Pole snow. No jolly red cheeks this morning, no jolliness in evidence at all. Hands wringing worry from his soul. Voice quavering. Or maybe the hands and the voice busy churning the fret around, intent on hiding clerical mistakes from a skeptical world.

      “Yeah, Padre. It’s gone,” I said. “Why? A little piece of murder worry you more than a whole body does?” Father Damien’s corpse a constant reminder for Harry and Reno that maybe, just maybe, Santa and Mrs. Claus knew how to kill, too.

      “Mr. Reno.” Mother Superior, ever alert for Reno sarcasm. Eternally disapproving, too. No need this morning to incur her wrath, bring Sister Sarita, the half-nelson, wrasslin’ bikini babe, back to life.

      But you know, Harry’s the nicer sort. Reno’s not. So why not tussle a little.

      “What, you got a beef with me being upset about murder? Finding out maybe my clients run an Arsenic and Old Lace racket? For God, no less? And where the hell’s Marxus?”

      Shoulder shrugs from Santa and Mrs. Claus. Their standard-issue answers for all my overly impertinent queries.

      “Okay, forget where your head of security is at this precise moment. How about last night? Either of you two know the answer to that? Yeah, I didn’t think so.

      “Well, if Marxus had backed me up at Scary’s hermitage, as I was led to believe he would”—a glare for Clare—“we might, just might, have saved little Nell’s leg and the rest of her street-walker ass from Brother Scary’s tender tattooing. Maybe the two of us, me and Marxus, could have cold-cocked that raspy-voiced motherfucker.”

      “Mr. Reno!”

      “Sorry, Mother Superior. Didn’t mean to let reality intrude on our little clambake here.” Walking and talking, pointing and pacing time. So I launched out of my seat and got to it.

      “Yo, mystic.” Now both of us were out of our chairs, toe-to-toe, glaring—emerald eyes locked on jaded green peepers. And vice versa.

      “One more time. Where the hell was Marxus last night?”

      “Harry, Tom said—”

      “Shut up, Clare. I’ve had it with your mystical bullshit. Merton, my ass.”

      My eyes ditched the mystic, locked themselves on the Christmas pair once more. “And I’ve had it up to here with clerical bullshit. Tired of that, too.” I spun back to the mystic.

      “So again, Clare, where the hell was Marxus last night? And where is he now?”

      The mystic turned away, let her feet and her anger propel her to Father Nick’s window. Golgotha’s head honcho and the priory’s head of security had that much in common—a window. But could I trust either of them to see what needed seeing? Or say what needed saying?

      “Brother Sceleratus,” Clare said. “With his Mexican monks.” And that was all she said. She shuddered, found herself a seat, sat quiet as a mouse.

      I took Clare’s place at the window.

      Yep, Brother Scary and his four Mexican Mafia dudes. Parading our way. Not that I hadn’t believed Clare. Just pays to be sure.
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      The knock, when it came, was expected. Brother Sceleratus and his posse didn’t wait for an invite, though. The five of them strode in, the Mexican monks fanning out either side of the door. Brother Scary, hands folded primly, standing between them—smirking.

      “Father Nicholas. Mother Superior.” Scary’s reptilian head swiveled an inch or so on his fire-ravaged neck. “Ms. O’Toole.” Another incremental swivel. “Mr. Reno.” The rasp in his voice as obvious as his scars.

      “I want Merton the Deceiver’s journal—and I want it now.”

      Two of his Mexican backup along the wall, the ones with the Pancho Villa mustaches, wore smirks like their jefe. The other two stared straight ahead, clean-shaven and as stone-faced as Aztec idols awaiting their sacrificial hearts.

      “We,” Father Nick said, letting his gaze encompass Mother Superior and the rest of us, “do not know what you are talking about.”

      I couldn’t help but notice Nick had his hands clamped tight to his desk, holding himself as still as he could.

      “The journal,” Brother Sceleratus hissed again. “You have it. I know you do. You must give it to me.” He took a step toward Father Nick. So did I.

      “I am your abbot,” Father Nicholas said, knuckles white, hands holding his desk down lest it flutter away. “By what authority do you make demands of me?”

      I half expected one of the mustachioed Mexican monks to crack a toothy smile, say, We don’t need no stinkin’ authority. But neither of them did. Maybe Bogart wasn’t their favorite.

      “I hold your ledger, Father Nicholas,” Brother Sceleratus said. “And I know what it enumerates. At present, you have a negative balance. Your peril is your own.

      “Or perhaps”—coercion slipped away, the smirk reappeared—“you require another piece of inducement, shall we say, before you part with the journal.” Damn snickering monk.

      Clare started to stand, tried to tell him, “But we don’t have—” I shoved her back down, pinning her in her chair.

      “Beat it, snake face. Get out. All of you.” None of them moved. Not the two mustaches, not the stony pair, nor Scary in the middle.

      “An inventive calumny, Mr. Reno,” Brother Sceleratus said. “I do not, however, believe Santa Muerte would find it amusing. And, all in all, as false as it is ridiculous.

      “Let us be frank here, Mr. Reno. It would be but your word against mine.”

      “Yeah, your word, my word. And the Jeep’s tire tracks.”

      “Ah, poor Mr. Reno. You but muddy your own thesis. Perhaps the young lady went back to Rugby. Perhaps she asked to be dropped off along the way. Then hitched a ride with the wrong sort. There are many such creatures abroad in the night.

      “And your, ah . . . word is somewhat suspect, Mr. Reno. If I understand your past correctly.” I shook loose of Clare, took a step toward the hermit monk.

      “You killed her and cut her up. You think the cops won’t finger you for it?”

      “I, Mr. Reno, think the cops, as you call them, will do what cops do. And soon.”

      A flick of Scary’s head shoved his Mexican Mafia out the door ahead of him. His robes swished as he turned to follow. Then swished again as he stopped in the doorway, turning to survey the effect his little visit had had on us.

      “Shall we reconvene, say tomorrow? About this time? Perhaps by then, to speak briefly in the vernacular, you’ll change your tune. Once I have the journal, the ledger shall be returned.” Brother Sceleratus cocked his head, let a smile creep onto his face.

      “Guard yourself closely, my dear Clare. Be wary of visitors. Midnight tattooing can be painful—exquisitely so, I should imagine.” Scary’s eyes fingered the mystic, made her blush. “And she also an angel so delicate,” he said.

      The Blood of Christ monk slipped away, leaving Nick’s door ajar.
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            Wrestling With Problems

          

        

      

    

    
      Without Mother Superior even having to ask, I strolled out of Nick’s office, leaned over the rail, made sure Scary and crew really had departed the premises. I even scampered down the steps, locked the front door, and scampered back up—a little slower on the ascent than on the descent. Gym, gotta keep that in mind.

      “Well, how about that Brother Scary?” I said as I walked back into the abbot’s office. “Guess you’ll be snoring with me tonight.”

      “Mr. Reno.” That nun-with-a-ruler voice. Mother S, filling Father Nick’s office with ecclesiastical indignation.

      “I meant Clare, Mother Superior. Not you.”

      “I am well aware to whom you were addressing your remark. Your frivolity is out of place, Reno. Kindly stuff it.” Say what?

      “Yes, that is the phrase that fits. Stuff it. But if you require something more erudite, then perhaps no more of your . . . hmm . . . puerile inanities, Mr. Reno.”

      Yeah, classier. But either version, the head nun sounded stern as Saint Peter at the pearly gates telling you your name’s not on the approved list. Pete politely informing you, Go to Hell.

      “Let us instead formulate a plan to stop Brother Sceleratus,” Mother Superior continued, still bitchy. “You are our detective, Mr. Reno. Do you have any suggestions?” Why ask? She knew I didn’t.

      “I know,” Clare said. “A treasure hunt for Tom’s journal. Then we’ll trade.” Pretty perky all of a sudden for a chick whose choices tonight were sleazing in bed with a wisecracking shamus or slicing and dicing the night away with Golgotha’s blood-orange-growing, psycho horticulturalist. Never seen mood swings like Clare’s.

      “No, child.” Mother Superior gone soft all of a sudden. No I’ll whap your knuckles, kid for poor Clare. No sir.

      “Brother Sceleratus will not trade. He wants both. Our ledger and the journal. Only then may he do as he pleases without fear we will, what, Harry? Blow the whistle on him?” Wow. Harry. Soft nunning now for me, too. Run with it.

      “I think you nailed it, Mother S. But short of plugging him, what do we do?”

      “Well,” the head nun said, “we find Tom’s journal, of course.” Son of a bitch.

      “I thought you just told Clare no.”

      “Harry. I said, Brother Sceleratus will not trade. We, however, must find the journal for our own satisfaction as to its contents.”

      Yeah, like maybe Sister Sarita, the half-nelson bikini babe, might have found her way into Tom’s thoughts. Like maybe the world’s not quite ready for that riff on Saint Thomas of Merton. Thought it; sure didn’t say it.

      “Mr. Reno.” Mother Superior, formal again. I discreetly slipped my knuckles into my pockets along with their hands. Better safe than stung.

      “Yes, Mother Superior?”

      “A plan, Mr. Reno. Have you a plan for us?” The eighth deadly sin: exasperation. Hear it a lot. Especially from women. Even nuns.

      “Yeah, I do. Come on, Clare. Let’s go track down Marxus.” I not so much took her hand in mine as yanked her the hell out of her chair. “Come on.” No resistance, at least. But no happy smile, either.

      I shoved the mystical librarian out the door ahead of me, turned, and fired a parting shot over the bow of the S.S. Mother Superior.

      “You know what I think, Sister Sarita? I think you still have that wrasslin’ bikini. And I bet it’s nestled right next to wherever you’ve stashed Tom’s journal.”

      Nick’s face blanched ghost-white; Mother Superior’s a blacker shade of pale. “So you go dig up the journal,” I said.

      “Hell, dust off the bikini. Bet it still fits. See ya around, Sarita,” I promised with a wink.

      I left the door to Nick’s office wide open. Clare and I hoofed it down and out. The office door slammed shut behind us—a hard, full-body-slam sort of closure.

      Harry Reno, just stirring the pot.
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      Outside, the morning had turned a bit cooler. Okay, reality check. It was almost noon and damn cold. Clouds closing in. Promising rain, sleet, ice—maybe even North Pole snow. Wind picking up. Swirling late-autumn leaves this way and that.

      Maybe I ought to ask good old Aeolus what he was up to, what he had in mind to blow our way. Better chance a Greek god would tell it straight than a certain head nun I knew.

      “Harry. Why did you say those things in there? To Mother Superior?” Wow, Clare the Clairvoyant, not quite tuned in to Reno’s frequency. How about that.

      “Because I don’t like being jerked around.” And to illustrate my frustration, I yanked Clare close. “And that goes for you, too,” I said.

      A quick kiss. Just on my cheek. Then just as quick, Clare mouth-massaging my lips. Anger smooched away. Hard to stay mad at a babe who’s so friendly. Shamus suspicions still intact, however.

      “Where’s Marxus? Don’t tell me you don’t know.” Somehow she’d slipped her arms around my waist.

      “Just hold me for a moment, Harry. Make me feel safe.” So I did, her nose nestled snug into my shoulder. Might have been a sniffle I heard. Or a snicker. Sorta hard to differentiate, muffled and snuggled as she was.

      “I’m all right now. And I do know where Brother Marxus is.”

      “Where?”

      “Golgotha.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I figured that much out on my own. We’re here; he’s here.”

      Damn it, I felt a hurt rising. One I was about to lay on Golgotha’s resident mystical librarian; the self-proclaimed PI; her Jersey hula girl stripper self; and whoever else Clare O’Toole might have hidden inside her skin I had yet to meet.

      Ready to beat my answers out of a beautiful woman. Back off, Harry told Reno.

      “Clare, please.” Harry does plaintive best; Reno let him run with it. “Where’s Marxus?”

      “At Golgotha.” Foot stomp conveying her vexation with the detective holding her captive. A gentle confinement, however. Something else Harry does better than Reno. Harry’s arms loosely encircling, not squeezing like Reno would.

      But we both wanted a more precise answer. So a squeeze is what she got.

      “Golgotha. I already told you that,” she said, squirming loose, frowning a bit at the hurt.

      “Okay. I give up.” Reno and Harry both admitting defeat.

      “The hill, Dumbo.” A white-tipped nail on a perfectly slender finger pointed out the obvious: the priory’s namesake stony skull. Just a cold and windy half mile or more away.

      I flipped the collar of my jacket up, tried blocking the wind shivering my soul. At least I hoped it was only wind.

      “What’s he doing over there?” I asked.

      “Checking last night’s fires, maybe.”

      “I didn’t see any.”

      “That’s because you were asleep, Harry.”

      “You told me it’s just kids who light fires in there. Teenage pranks. A little illicit warmth in the caves while they drink beer and make out. Why would Marxus need to poke around all of a sudden?”

      “Well . . . Harry . . . maybe I haven’t been entirely truthful with you.” Wow—big surprise.

      “How so?”

      “Uh-uh. Not now,” Clare said. She squeezed my hand. “Come on, Indy.” Off she trotted. I less than hustled after her.

      Indiana Jones, my ass. More like an ersatz Debussy, with Clare de Loony tunes rattling around in my head. Along with something Brother Sceleratus said back there in Nick’s office.

      But like the rapidly departing mystic, what Scary had said and done in Nick’s office just another piece of Golgotha’s puzzle I couldn’t quite wrap a paw around.

      Nice rear on the mystic, though. Maybe I could grab that. If I picked up the pace.
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            Groping For Clues

          

        

      

    

    
      Halfway to Skull Hill, we bumped into Brother Marxus. Wasn’t a surprise. We’d seen him heading our way—he’d seen us heading his. A wave from us—a wave from him.

      And now here we all were, standing in a bare field the monks of Golgotha had yet to repurpose for God’s holy use. Looming in the now-shortened distance, Golgotha’s namesake hill.

      “Find anything inside that skull of yours, Marxus?” A shake of his green cowl led me to believe the answer was no—Harry Reno, wrong as usual.

      “I did, shamus. But not what I had hoped to find.” Ah, that sort of back-and-forth head shake.

      “So what did you find, mon?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing,” the monk assured me.

      “Cut it out, Marxus. You said you found something. I heard you. Clare heard you. Come on—give.”

      “I have already told you. I found nothing.” A ghost of a smile flickered across the face inside the hood. Not a Welcome-to-Jamaica, it’s-gold-and-going-good-mon smile. More the grin that goes with a Zen snicker.

      “Still unenlightened? Well, then, nothing is always something, Mr. Reno. As in, the sound of one hand clapping.”

      Oh my God. I was right. Another Zen master. Maybe Marxus and Scary were in this together. Or at least in agreement that driving Reno batty was a Zen-worthy endeavor.

      “Okay,” I said. “So nothing is something. How about you tell us something about all this nothing you dug up? That’d be a start—right, Clare?”

      “Oh, poor Harry.” Clare let fingers trace a trail along my jaw, white-tipped nails rising, tickling my ear. “I knew Brother Marxus would find just what he said he found.” The fingers tried tap-dancing their way across the back of my neck. “I’m clairvoyant—”

      I swatted Clare and her fingers away.

      “Dammit. Cut it out. You too, Marxus.” A twitch flicking my eye, hiking a lip that ought to be smiling, only wasn’t.

      I took a deep breath, held it inside, counted to five—ten too  far away—and let the breath float slowly back out into God’s cold-as-shit cloudy day.

      Hey, no more anger. Maybe I was a Zen master, too. Who knew?

      “Okay. So what do we do now?” I asked.

      “We go see Simeon,” Golgotha’s security monk said.

      “God’s Holy Fool,” Clare added.

      “Makes sense to me,” I said. At least it beat beating nothing to death.

      And off we skipped, like Dorothy and crew on the Yellow Brick Road. Not arm in arm, though. Reno not Zenned enough for that. Not yet, anyway.
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      Marxus marched us up to the guesthouse door and called a halt. “When I learned a thigh had appeared on Clare’s doorstep, I feared Brother Sceleratus had not acted alone, given the time frame in which the deed was accomplished. Now I am not so sanguine.”

      Brother Marxus, serious as shit. Formal, too. His eyes steady on mine. His hand in his cassock, finding something. His palm flat, holding the something out for my inspection.

      Peppermint! Hot damn! Progress! I nabbed it. “How ’bout one for Clare?” I asked.

      “Oh, no thank you. Sweet for the breath; bad for the teeth,” she said, foreseeing future dental decay. A full-service mystic.

      “Come on, boys, in we go,” she said, flouncing a nonexistent skirt.

      The guesthouse doors opened on their own. Modern monks, remember? The doors slid shut behind us, their Got ’em now whoosh soft in my ears.

      “You think Simeon knows something?” I asked.

      “Nope,” the monk assured me. “At least I hope he doesn’t.” Some assurance, huh?

      “Mr. Nero. Missy Clare.” God’s Holy Fool, off his dunce’s stool, out from behind the guesthouse counter. A wave of the hand for the two of us, then on his knees, salaaming his greeting to Golgotha’s black monk.

      Up quickly, hand out low, palm up. “What it be, Marxus, my man.”

      The head of security not-so-politely declined to hand-slap Simeon’s proffered mitt. Instead, Brother Marxus stalked across the room to the TV, retrieved a cassette from the VCR.

      “Ah,” he said. “That explains it.” The monk slipped the tape into its sleeve and let the cassette disappear among the other slumbering stories nestled beneath the TV. Explained it for him maybe, but not for us.

      “Just because you see something on television does not make it proper and good for you to do the same, Simeon.” Brother Marxus, guru of the tube.

      “Okey-dokey. You want eat lunch? We got beans.” A monstrous fart escaped south of Simeon’s waist, heading north, east, and west, polluting as it spread. “Toot-toot-toot,” the Fool added, crabbing sideways before Marxus could nab him. Quick little sucker.

      “Simeon.” Clare’s voice gentle, slowing his scuttling. “Come sit here with me. Please?”

      The Fool began edging toward the couch, avoiding the black monk’s gimlet eye. I headed for the kitchen, the glimmer of a lunchtime gimlet cocktail dancing in my head. Ah, the power of visual stimulation.

      No luck. No gin; no lime juice; no Raymond Chandler to tell me how it’s mixed if there were any. I settled for a Pabst and headed back to the lobby.

      Simeon sat beside Clare on the couch. Brother Marxus nearby, pacing.

      I stood beside the mystic and managed a sip of Blue Ribbon while simultaneously exploring Clare’s white locks. Harry Reno, the two-handed sleuth. Anything to take my mind off this morning’s leg.

      “Stop it, Harry. Get your hand out of my hair. And give me that. It’s too early for beer.” Clare passed the confiscated can to Simeon. “Pour this out. In the sink. In the kitchen.”

      The Fool’s moon face beamed, rising from the couch along with the rest of his less-than-celestial body, and scuttled off toward the kitchen, hooting his pleasure at Harry’s double defeat.

      “While you were busy stealing suds, we were busy detecting!” Clare the mystical librarian PI, along with Snow White, the less-than-pure fairy-tale princess, and Nancy Drew, girl sleuth, all rolled into one. Excited about what said group plus Marxus had learned from Simeon while Reno had been rummaging in the kitchen for life-sustaining liquids.

      Wonder where her hula dancing, Jersey stripper self was? She was my favorite.

      “Missy Clare was quite adroit at getting Simeon to spill the beans,” the monk said. “Now we actually know something.”

      “What?”

      “Ah, visual before verbal,” Marxus said, as mystifying as the librarian herself. “Up for a walk, Reno?” He headed outside without waiting for my answer.

      “You coming with us, Nancy?”

      “No,” Clare said. “But I am disappointed in you, Harry. Beer before lunch is a no-no. Now hurry up. Marxus has something you both need to see.”
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            Tandem Recriminations

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sceleratus and Clare

        Friday – around noon

      

      

      

      “I am much disappointed in you, my dear,” the monk rasped. “You did not support our position as I expected you to with Father Nicholas and Mother Superior this morning.”

      “Well, tough shit, Scary. I want Tom’s journal, but not bad enough to kill for it. I already told you that. So drop the surprised act.”

      “Well then . . . where is my brother in Christ Marxus—oh, and the ever-so-ready-to-bed-you detective?”

      “Gone for a walk.”

      Brother Sceleratus smiled thinly, turned, and meandered along a row of plants.

      “I do believe the new crop of cursed crowsfoot finds the atmosphere of my greenhouse most congenial, wouldn’t you agree, Clare?”

      “How could you just chop her up like that?”

      “It was a rather indelicate severing, wasn’t it. So unlike my usual work.” The monk stopped beside the door set in the greenhouse wall. “We could go inside and discuss it at length, if you wish, my dear.”

      “You’ve already threatened me once today. So give it a rest.”

      Sceleratus pursed his lips, clasped his hands in front of his robes, lowered his head, and shuffle-stepped his way to the mystic’s side.

      “I do apologize if I frightened you there in Nicky’s little chalet. And I meant no threat to you in here, either. I was only suggesting we could repair to my inner chamber, and there allow you to chastise me. I have a red robe in there—you do transform yourself into a most impressive and delicious Santa Muerte, don’t you know.”

      “You bastard. All right, but I’m on top this time—got it?”
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            Finding Nothing – Learning Less

          

        

      

    

    
      Hurrying feet and nipping winds swirled the monk’s cassock. Marxus had the lead and seemed determined to hold it. He veered hard left, away from the guesthouse, away from the Zen garden, heading off a way I’d never been. Leaving Clare to whatever it was she considered more important than his mysterious sightseeing trip.

      “Hey, where’re we going?” I hollered.

      Took me a while to catch up. But when I did, I received the beneficence of his erudite elucidations.

      “Straight ahead,” the monk said.

      “How far?”

      “Far enough.” Not easy having a Zen head of security for a tour guide.

      “So what did the Fool say? He must’ve said something to get us up and out of the guesthouse like this.”

      No answer. If he didn’t want to talk about the Fool, maybe he’d talk about the weather. Everybody loves to do that.

      “Hey, Marxus, you notice it’s getting colder? Starting to rain again?”

      The black monk’s pace slowed for a step or two. The head inside its cowl turned my way, the head’s face blank. Then all of him was facing ahead again, feet picking up the pace.

      “Dammit, Marxus. Come on. What did Simeon say to get us out in this miserable weather? Come on—give.”

      “Nothing,” the monk said.

      “Don’t start that Zen shit again.” I grabbed a fistful of monk clothes. Big mistake.

      “Okay,” I said when it was over, “so I won’t do that again. Sorry.”

      “And I, too, am sorry.” Marxus sure as hell didn’t look sorry. But I bought it. It was all there was for sale and the monk the only merchant around.

      “I wish for you to see what we shall see—or not see—free of preconceived expectations.”

      Okay, I could buy that, too. But Harry Reno’s the determined sort of shopper.

      “Come on, Marxus. At least tell me where we’re headed?” No reply.

      “Suppose your heart conks out, suppose the sound of one bullet firing happens to drill through that green cowl and into your thick skull. Lays you out dead.

      “I’d have to just keep walking. Straight ahead. Hope I’d find whatever it is you want me to see, wherever it is or isn’t.”

      Not a sound from the monk. Not even a grunt.

      “Suppose you’re back there, laid out, dead. I’m marching straight ahead, like I said. Only you had a left turn planned. Or a right turn. How am I going to know, if you’re dead.”

      Still no sound at all, other than his feet and mine on the path to enlightenment. And wind whistling in my ears. Leaves shuffling past. Crows in the tree line up ahead cawing. The plaintive bleating of a train in the distance. A garbage stink in the air. Nearby. Didn’t hear that, but I sure as hell smelled it.

      Noise and ungodly stink. Might as well be in the middle of Times Square.

      “Come on, Marxus. Damn it. Where’re we headed?”

      “Very well, Mr. Reno. If only to shut you up. So I at least may enjoy our stroll in silence.” He stopped; I stopped.

      “Water,” the monk said, and then we were off again.

      I held any further questions in abeyance, as my old uncle the lawyer would advise when I asked for something forbidden to kids before dinner.

      Abeyance, what’s that, you say? Well, don’t worry. I never could understand that son-of-a-bitch uncle, either. So just hold that question for consideration another time.
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      “Bloody Pond, Mr. Reno. A local Civil War curiosity.” Aha! The source of the stink.

      “So? The Civil War’s over, sort of.”

      “Instead of so, why not inquire of me why I have led you here.”

      “Okay,” I said, “I’ll bite. So why are we here?”

      “The stink,” the black monk advised.

      When Marxus finished his fish tale, I knew local Civil War legend claimed the good folks hereabouts had pitched dead Union troopers and Confederate guerrillas into the pond after a skirmish, short-cutting the need to bury the rapidly ripening corpses.

      “Okay, now I get it. The rest of the hooker’s carcass. That’s why we’re here.”

      “And do you see it, Mr. Reno? The carcass, that is.”

      “No.”

      “Ah. So what do you see?”

      Enormous catfish swimming by, surprisingly active for a cold-ass day in November. Every once in a while one breaching the pond’s surface, gulping like Jonah’s great whale.

      I offered Brother Marxus the benefit of this insight.

      “So, fish only. Is that what you are trying to articulate?”

      “Yeah, that’s it, Marxus. You’ve made your point. I see nothing important for us to know.” I jammed my hands deeper into my pockets. Maybe it was warm there. “So why are we here?”

      “Because Simeon told me he was here. Early this morning. Even earlier than you finding the leg. And one of Brother Sceleratus’s Mexican monks was with him.”

      “Aren’t they your monks, too?”

      “No.” The head of security gave the catfish pond a final once-over and headed off again. Stay with the fish or tail Marxus? Hell of a choice. At least the monk smelled like peppermint once in a while. The fish pond just plain stunk.

      I caught up to him, but only because he’d stopped to gaze thoughtfully at some mud. I tried doing the same. Zip; nada; nothing.

      But then again, wasn’t that the whole point of all of this? Maybe the whole point of existence itself? Zen nothingness? Not so sure I was comprehending Zen. Not so sure I was understanding much of anything at all.

      “Tell me what you see, Harry.” Ah, Harry. The monk was about to tell me something.

      “Nothing, right?”

      “Wrong, Harry. Something.” He bent low; I did the same.

      “Tire tracks,” I said.

      “Yes, tire tracks. But whose, Harry?” Man, that was a tough one. Called for a hell of a Zen answer, too.

      “The tires’?” I offered. Finally, a chuckle, some monkish mirth escaping through those white-as-Jamaica’s-beaches teeth of his.

      “I have perhaps oversold the benefits of Zen analysis.” There it was. That chuckle again. I joined in. Nobody likes to laugh alone. Especially at nothing.

      “You have seen the tires themselves, I believe,” the monk said. “On the farm truck. But perhaps not observed them. At the time, there was no need to do so.” Okay, off the hook on that one at least. And now I got it. The why and wherefore of our straight-ahead-but-meandering journey toward enlightenment.

      “Scary killed her, chopped her up, sawed her apart—whatever.” My words coming fast now, as fast as the wind whipping at my ears.

      “Then Scary got one of his Mexican Mafia dudes, and maybe Simeon, to haul what had been Little Nell over here to the pond, toss it all in for fish food, while he scurried over and left the leg for me to find.”

      “And for Clare, Harry. Don’t forget Clare. The leg was as much for her as for Father Nicholas and Mother Superior—mostly for her, I think.”

      “You sure about all of this?”

      “No, I am not,” the head of security said. “Brother Sceleratus may simply have had his Mexican acolytes bury the poor girl instead.” A sweep of his arm indicated the woods. “Out there somewhere.

      “Let us seek Simeon once more. He sometimes confuses fact with fiction.”

      Off we went. Back to the Ponderosa. Wind and rain assaulting faces now. Shivering our souls. Mine, anyway.
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      Way more than a ticktock or two past noon by the time we’d re-crossed fields, retracing our way back from the Zen nothingness of a Civil War fish tale and tire tracks lingering in mud. Golgotha’s guesthouse loomed up out of the mist, spectral and incorporeal, the light inside thin, diffuse. The Spear of Destiny guarding the guesthouse gateway swinging back and forth ever so slowly. At least the wind had died down somewhat.

      Then a rumble and a roar like Niagara crashing over its falls. “Hungry, Mr. Reno?” Brother Marxus, all formal once more.

      “Yeah, I am. But not for beans.” And not anxious to confront God’s Holy Fool, grill him about being Brother Scary’s garbage man. I liked the little guy, so I found it hard to understand why he would help somebody slop catfish, feed ’em girl parts.

      “I’m going to go check on Clare,” I said. More rumbling. “Maybe we’ll grab some lunch. You want to join us?”

      “I think not, Mr. Reno. Simeon has answers. Better I coax them forth, rather than you. Word has reached me concerning your interrogation skills. Of which I have also had the benefit of personal experience.” The monk’s lips were smiling; his eyes weren’t.

      “You need not bludgeon forth each and every fact you seek, Harry.” And then he was gone, medieval monasticism swallowed up by the modern miracle of automatic doors.

      I headed off to find Golgotha’s resident mystical librarian and grab some grub.
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      The Friday lunch crowd at the Jazzy Times had come and gone—if, indeed, it had been there at all—by the time Clare and I found our way to the old roadhouse down the pike from Golgotha.

      Clare had said she had to fix her face before we could head out. And fluff her hair. And put some appropriate scent behind her ears and wherever else scent goes on a woman.

      I just wanted to eat. And so did my stomach: Niagara’s roar hadn’t diminished. Not a bit. If Jazzy Times only had dog food left to serve, I’d chow down with nary a complaint. If we ever got there.

      I said as much to Clare.

      “Yeah, right, Harry,” she had answered. “No complaints? You? I don’t think so.”

      At least that got us out the door, into the Volvo. At least the little hula girl on her dashboard beach kept her thoughts to herself, for once. Unlike her real-life counterpart seated on Swedish leather beside me.

      Clare started yammering about Merton the moment the car door shut. Hey, better than hammering on me.

      Eventually, all of that got us to where we were now.

      Like I said, we had the old roadhouse pretty much to ourselves. The barkeep, his cook in back, my old buddy the mushmouth warming a bar stool, plus a dude in the corner bent over his late lunch, spooning soup. Cold in the corner by the bar’s back door, I guess. The dude had his jacket on, the hood flipped up.

      “Last time I was here, that guy sitting at the bar told me how to find you,” I said.

      “Me?” Clare leaned out of our booth, craned her neck, checked out my bar stool buddy, swiveled back to me. Then Clare spotted something or somebody else.

      More neck craning. Puzzlement furrowing her forehead. Horizontal stripes, rather than the angry cleft I sometimes caused between her eyes.

      “I don’t know him, Harry. He doesn’t seem like the library sort.” She meant the guy at the bar, but she was still eyeballing the dude back in the corner, in the shadows, spooning soup.

      “I know he’s not much of a talker,” I said. “He’s a mushmouth. So I doubt he can read, either.” My lip found itself caught between my teeth, pinned in place.

      “What’s wrong?” Clare asked, the other men in the bar all but forgotten.

      “I don’t know. After seeing what Scary did to that girl . . . I’m going to try not to be so hard on everybody. Including you. I’ll be right back.”

      I headed over to see the mushmouth, the roadhouse’s floorboards popping like an out-of-whack spine on a bonecracker’s slab.

      “I appreciated the directions you gave me the other day. Really helped.”

      The character on the bar stool pulled his eyes from his beer to my face, his head canted sideways. “Gladuvhepya,” the wad-of-tar wizard of local geography said. Be nice, my bitten lip reminded.

      “Can I buy you lunch? Just to say thanks.”

      “Dunet.”

      “How ’bout another beer?”

      “Thatbegud.”

      The barkeep drew the mushmouth a fresh mug. “I’ll put it on your tab, Harry,” he said, and smiled. “Your all’s lunch is almost ready. I’ll bring it over in a minute.”

      The mushmouth salted his beer, took a sip, said, “Thankeemuch.” All without looking up again. A man focused on what’s important. Good for him.

      I patted his shoulder and creaked my way back to Golgotha’s mystical librarian.

      Clare leaned across the table, said, “Come here.” So I did.

      “Why the kiss?” I asked.

      “You’re a good man, Harry. You just need to let the goodness bleed through more often.” The mystic’s eyes had a sparkle in them. A gleam I’d seen before.

      “Nice guys get more kisses,” she said. “And other stuff, too.” Stockinged toes wiggled between my legs. Under the table, thank God.

      “Put your shoes back on. Whatever will people think?”

      “Oh, Harry.” Her toes kept tickling my . . . well, you know. “It’s only you and little old me, and your friend at the bar . . . and him.” Clare’s eyes scoped the guy in the corner again. Her toes stopped their tickling.

      “Here’s your lunch,” the barkeep said. “Two Reubens with fries and sweet pickles for you, dill for Clare—right? Enjoy yourselves. You both look hungry.” Chuckles floated merrily in the wake of the bar’s retreating observer of the human condition. Okay, so the barkeep knows the mystic. Big deal.

      “Hey, Clare, you forgot about the barkeep. I think he saw what your toes were up to.”

      “So?” Clare said. The toes were at it again. Just my leg, though. And only for a second. The Reubens smelled too good to ignore. So we didn’t.

      Until Clare said, “Why the sourpuss, Harry?” The Reno poker face. Splays my feelings ear-to-ear, chin-to-forehead for all the world to see. Always has, always will.

      I finished chewing while my fingers pried a corner of the sandwich up.

      “Look. Rye bread. Plenty of seeds.” Clare nodded. Plenty of seeds, the nod said. “Now check out the sauerkraut. See any caraway seeds there? Well, do you?”

      “Easy, Harry. Not everyone wants Bavarian kraut. Or needs it, like you. Mine’s good. The kraut tastes homemade.” The face across from me said I didn’t need little caraway splinters in my kraut. Not here and right now, anyway. Well, the face was wrong.

      “He doesn’t have to buy Bavarian kraut. Or make it himself. All he has to do”—a thumb jerk toward the bar to indicate the he I meant—“is buy a can of caraway seeds and have it around so I can sprinkle it on mine.”

      The now-vertical frown creasing the mystic’s face informed me it was past time to drop the subject of caraway seeds. But why give up when your point’s well taken?

      “They sell ’em at the grocery store, for God’s sake.”

      Clare pushed her plate away. “Stop it, Reno. Right now.” The cleft between her eyes deep as the Grand Canyon. “There’s more to Bavarian kraut than just a few caraway sprinkles.”

      “Something wrong with your all’s lunch?” the barkeep asked. “Or should I just butt out?”

      “No,” I said. “Nothing wrong with the lunch. It’s just me. Something happened this morning. That’s all. Made me kind of cranky.”

      I stood up, offered the barkeep my hand. “Damn fine Reuben. Best I’ve had in months. It’s just . . . I like Bavarian kraut. The kind with the caraway seeds in it. No big deal.” I smiled. Didn’t want him mad at me. Didn’t need to be barred from yet another bar.

      The mushmouth shuffled up, said, “Beseein’ya,” and headed toward the bar’s front door.

      “Ah, it’s okay,” the barkeep promised, “that other guy likes his kraut that way, too. With his hot dogs and mashed potatoes.”

      “Him?” I asked, pointing at the mushmouth’s departing backside. “He likes Bavarian kraut?” The mushmouth stopped, glanced back.

      “No, not Willie,” the barkeep said. Mushmouth’s feet began creaking toward the bar’s front door once more. “The guy back there in the corner in the brown and white jacket . . . now where’d he go? I ain’t give him his change.”

      “Oh no, Harry.” Clare slid out of our booth, her ass a sled on a hill of ice. “He can’t be gone.” Clare pushed past us, slammed her way out the bar’s back door, and disappeared.

      “Damn,” Mushmouth said—loud and clear for once—and charted course for the restroom instead.

      “Yagottago-yagottago-nowIgottago.”

      I offered the barkeep a Reno shrug and started toward the bar’s back door.

      “Forget it, Harry.” Clare, white hair and all the rest of her framed in the doorway, backlit by a pale yellow glow of sunlight filtering through snow showers, her image flickering, a gust of wind through the door stirring clothes and hair, rustling napkins from tables.

      “He’s gone.”

      “Who, Clare? Who’s gone?”

      “Tom. That’s who.”
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      After that little gust of improbable news, our trip back to Golgotha passed in silence. The Volvo could have doubled as a monk’s cell. The Zen-confused detective meditating on the absence of Clare’s repetitious Tom-Tom beat.

      Not that she’d been still—oh no. The whole way back, Clare’s hands rubbed together, one palm busy sanding its mate; jaw muscles and lips performing quirky routines. But nary a word. Just worry. Oh, and eyebrow scrunching. That, too.

      The Volvo turned into the priory’s entrance and sailed down the drive, scattering golden ginkgo leaves in her wake. On past the gatehouse and into the guesthouse parking lot. And still not a word from Golgotha’s resident mystical librarian.

      I started to give the Volvo a rest.

      “Don’t turn your car off, Harry. It’s cold outside.” Clare opened her door and slipped out, running for the guesthouse’s self-opening entrance.

      “I’ll be right back,” she called out. Easy to hear her. She’d forgotten to close her own manually operated door.

      I clambered out from behind the wheel, trudged around the Volvo’s front end, made it all the way to the other side, closed the door, and trudged back again. Without even a muttered damn it or a stupid bitch. Maybe I was on the path to Zen enlightenment.

      Back inside the green love of my life, rubbing my hands together. The mystic had foretold that much correctly—it was cold outside. I cranked the heater up a notch or two. Might even have drifted off. Clare’s I’ll be right back taking a while.

      The Volvo’s door opened and closed—startling me awake.

      “Sorry, Harry, I just had to pee. Now I need to go see Mother Superior.” A white-painted fingernail touching an even brighter white tooth, face lowered, eyes peering up, making her request so prettily.

      “Would you take me over there? You don’t mind, do you?” A damsel’s plaintive pleas no paladin could refuse. The sucker behind the wheel swallowed the hook, too. Off we went.

      Wonder why the damsel had been inside the guesthouse for such a long while if pee was all she claimed to have accomplished. Given the chivalrous nature, however, that accompanies the status of knighthood, I passed on pursuing the topic.
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      Mother Superior’s nunnery finally hove into view, and my damsel jumped out even as I reined my Swedish mare to a halt. “After you and the chief do whatever it is big boys do, come back and pick me up. Please?”

      “Okay. Then maybe you can explain that Tom nonsense.” And some other stuff, as well.

      “It’s not nonsense. It was Tom. I just have to find him again.” Good luck with that, sister. Hey, try a knock to the noggin. Works for me. Every time.

      The car door shut and the mystic took a step, wheeled, reopened the door.

      “Harry, when you come back to get me, don’t you dare tell Angelique that Chief Ragan said to tell her hello, not even if he says to do that, especially not then, bye, see ya.”

      And then she really was gone. With the Volvo’s door left open—yet again.

      Mother Superior’s nunnery bore silent witness to one Harry Reno, the ever-persistent, Zen-seeking detective, repeating his guesthouse parking lot routine. And again with nary a muttered damn it or even a stupid bitch.

      I did, however, treat the nuns inside to the sound of one door slamming. Harry Reno, on the path to enlightenment. Just not quite there yet.
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      Where I did end up was Rugby’s main library. My meet-and-greet with Chief Ragan postponed a bit until I coerced some nuggets of knowledge out of the dusty tomes buried within the stalls of Rugby’s book barn.

      The Volvo found a congenial spot, and I headed up the library steps.

      Andrew Carnegie might have been one of the richest men who ever lived—steel, railroads, whatever put another million or two or twenty in his pockets. But by the time he moved on to give the Good Lord above sound financial advice, he’d managed to give away about 90 percent of one of the greatest personal fortunes anyone anywhere ever managed to cobble together—and that includes yours truly and Croesus, too.

      One of the ways he shoveled money onto the heads of his contemporaries and their descendants was to erect book barns—better known as Carnegie libraries.

      Magnificent structures, domes and columns, marble and stone, books and paintings, shelves and desks, tables and chairs, plus Silence Please signs. And shushing library ladies reminding boys and girls they owed five cents a day for their overdue tomes.

      A message that one lad, little Harry, never seemed to absorb.

      Rugby’s Carnegie library wasn’t the biggest one I’d ever been in. Nor was it the tiniest. But what it was, for sure, was downtown Rugby’s most notable pile of architectural endeavor. Well, maybe second to the courthouse—but then again, maybe not. Remember the jail? In the courthouse basement? Snug inside that limestone foundation? Nothing to read there, unless you count that have a nice day bumper sticker on the cell door.

      So yeah, the library nicer by far.

      Inside the book temple, over an oak desk the size of a frigate, hung a sign that announced reference librarian. And below the signage a lass who said, “You must be Harry Reno, the detective.” Wow. She really had all the important facts handy, able to coax them forth at will.

      “So how—”

      “My girlfriend works over at the Chamber. You know, Chamber of Commerce?”

      “Oh, yeah, the blonde, right?”

      “Cindy said if I saw you around town, I should say hello.”

      “And how, pray tell, were you supposed to know who to holler Hi! to?” I asked.

      Or should it be whom? I didn’t inquire. More on my mind at the moment than grammar. Quite the bookrack on the reference babe. Nice eyes, too. Deep blue and perceptive—always an interesting combo, if you’re Harry Reno.

      “Cindy said I’d know it was you if I saw Indiana Jones stroll in—my name’s Aimee.” The librarian stuck out a delicate set of fingers.

      I indulged a whim and kissed the proffered digits. I don’t know if Indiana Jones would have, but I did.

      In return I received a smile too genuine to be fake and an I don’t think a man has ever done that to me before response. Home run for Harry.

      Aimee found me the books I wanted and even carried them to a table for me. A big, strapping farm girl, for all the demure qualities of delicate fingers and a name such as Aimee.

      I settled down and spent an hour or so skimming through the books.

      After a few final pleasantries, I left with a Thomas Merton bio and a promise to return said book along with myself in the very near future. And without a request to show a library card. Seems a copy of my driver’s license was all Aimee needed and wanted.

      She did let me know Merton was popular hereabouts lately.

      “You’re the second person in as many weeks to check out a Merton book. But that botany book you skimmed rarely leaves its shelf.”

      Who could have guessed blue-eyed, redheaded farm girls decked out in bib overalls and pigtails made such accommodating book maids? And had such competent memories regarding their charges.

      Reference librarians—a breed apart, for sure.
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      The bar where I found Jake Ragan was built for serious drinkers. Dark—old—quiet—no jukebox—no TV. The radio behind the bar tuned to an oldies station. The Animals’ lead singer still grousing to the Lord about not wanting to be misunderstood. Just like yours truly.

      I’d heard the song a few days ago in the Volvo driving into Golgotha. I guess with an ersatz crucifixion mound nearby, the Animals and Mr. Burdon just resonate hereabouts. Or maybe it’s the only oldie the station has.

      Whichever or whatever, the song playing quietly tonight, radio volume twisted low.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” I asked the guy behind the bar. Nada.

      “Maybe they got ‘House of the Rising Sun’ coming up next. Liven a Friday night up a bit in here.” Again nothing. Not even a nod. I cranked my volume knob higher.

      “Give me a beer and whatever he’s drinking,” I said, and pointed to the chief. Another volume twist. “Can I run a tab?”

      “Can you hold it down a bit, bud?” the bartender asked.

      I nodded acquiescence, and received what I’d asked for: two beers and a shot of whiskey. Plus another shot. On a tray. Self-serve in here.

      “I just want a beer. No whiskey.”

      “And that’s what I gave you,” the bartender said.

      “But . . . oh, thanks.” Guess the chief knew his bars, and the bartender knew his patrons. Two shots of whiskey to wash down the chief’s beer. Or one beer to help the two shots slide inside. Like I said, a place for serious drinking.

      “Here you go,” I said, and put the tray down. I dropped into the booth opposite Jake Ragan. Not the sort of joint where two guys would sit side by side. In the dark. Doing whatever. Even if they managed to do whatever quietly. No sir.

      “Second bar I’ve hit today. How about you, Jake?”

      “I’ll spell it out for you, Reno. Mike knows what I drink. He knows when I need another. And he knows better than to try to cut me off.”

      Jake tossed the rest of his beer down, wiped his mouth. Cop eyes squinted. The cop’s voice said, “Fuck off, Reno.” Not a friendly Fuck off, either.

      “Rough day? Me too. Hey, how ’bout that leg this morning, huh?”

      “Leave me the hell alone, will ya, Reno? Sober people piss me off. Impair my ability to get plastered.”

      I held my mug of suds in front of his face, took a sip. “I’m drinking, too,” I said.

      Rugby’s chief of police snorted, glanced around, finally found what he was looking for.

      “Hey. Mike. Bring us a bottle, will ya?” His two shot glasses stood silent sentinel to the chief’s request, both empty, like his beer mug. “And some real glasses. Done drinking beer.”

      Mike the bartender didn’t remind the chief of police to pipe down. Didn’t say, I run a nice quiet little bar, like a guy up north had admonished me back in the summer. Mike, not bred out of Angus stock, not at all.

      A shiver shook my soul, the flashback to summer up north forcing the rest of my beer down and inside before I had a chance to tell myself don’t do it. Don’t let your drunk act take center stage.

      Damn, but I missed her. All of the hers. The dead ones and the still-alive ones.

      The bartender placed a bottle of Old Crow between us with all the care it deserved, and the willies shivered me harder still. Yet another trigger firing unpleasant memories of June escapades up in Kipling—that bastard the judge. Fucking old crow.

      I tried deep-sixing the brain whispers, but they only glided beneath the waves. At least images of Norwegian dragons morphing into cinders weren’t dancing before my eyes tonight.

      Mike’s other hand deposited two tumblers on the table, his finger inside one, his thumb in the other. They made a nice little tinkling, clinking together. Much more musical than the whiskey bottle had sounded, thudding down between us.

      “I guess noise is in the ear of the beholder,” I said. “Thanks, Mike.”

      “Mike’s for my friends. Of which you ain’t.” The bartender started away, stopped, said over his shoulder, “And you mean listener, not beholder. That’s for eyes. Gotta smarten up, buddy, if you want to hang around in here.”

      The World’s Unfriendliest Barkeep wiped at a table, nabbed an empty, and set up shop behind his bar again. Plus turned the radio down a bit. Music too much like noise tonight.

      “Drink, Reno.” Jake shoved a too-full tumbler my way, its amber contents spilling a bit on its journey across the table. “All of it,” the chief commanded.

      Up north sang its lament inside my head again. A hand wrapped itself around the amber liquid and its fortress wall of glass. The tumbler rose slowly from the table, turning a bit, this way, then that, the light in the bar too feeble to sparkle the whiskey inside.

      Up north, my ass. I set the whiskey back down, stood up. Nothing to glean from Ragan tonight. Too drunk already. And Harry too worried what might spill from Reno if whiskey sloshed its way inside.

      “I’m out of here, Jake. Take care of yourself.” A grunt for a reply. My feet found their way to the bar.

      “Do me a favor, Mike. Since we’re not buddies. Don’t let him drive.” A grunt for an answer from him, too. Softer than Jake’s, but a grunt nonetheless. I hit the door.

      “Hey, Reno.” I stopped, looked back at the chief of police. “Tell my daughter I love her,” he said. “And tell her to stay away from Scary. Will ya, Harry? Will ya tell Angel that?”

      “Sure thing, Jake.” Never argue with a drunk. Wait, what? Daughter? Angel? Did he mean Angelique? What the hell? Gotta get out of here. I pushed the bar’s door open.

      “Please . . .” the chief wailed, as plaintive as a donkey braying for fodder. Out I went. Better I ask my questions and get my answers from someone—anyone—else. Maybe I hate drunks because I know it’s so easy to be one.

      I headed back toward the Volvo.

      Angel . . . . I almost had it, the word whispering in my head, tickling my thoughts. An out-of-place Angel. Somebody had said it earlier today, but who?

      My mind lunged after it again. And away it slipped.

      As I reached the Volvo, two cop cars pulled up. One stenciled rugby police, the other one unmarked, but cop-splotched as hell, its whip antennas waving in the wind, a chrome peeper-spotter outside the driver’s window: the chief’s very own Laurel and Hardy pair.

      The skinny patrolman waved a middle-finger greeting. His sidekick, the fat detective, fired a gunman’s salute my way.

      “I got me a numero uno suspect, Reno. For this morning’s meat on the doorstep,” Sarge said. “I got it on good authority he’s a leg man.” Into the bar the pair went—laughing their collective copper asses off.

      The blue brotherhood, always the last to offer true enlightenment.
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        Sarge and the Chief

      

      

      “I got him, Mike,” Sarge said. “Easy does it, Chief. Let’s get you home.”

      Stan held the slick top’s door open.

      “Watch your head, Chief. In you go. There, that’s good. I’m taking you home. Stan’ll follow us, drive your cruiser.” Sarge gave Stan a thumbs-up, shut his detective ride’s rear door, heaved himself behind the wheel.

      “I told Reno what you two are up to.”

      “That’s nice, Chief.” Sarge bleeped his siren, merged into traffic, Stan behind him.

      “I told Reno you and Stan run guns. Protect the drug pushers. Told him you’re a pimp. For the city council. For the big shots.”

      Sarge headed out of Rugby. Stan still behind him.

      “Now, Chief, why’d you go and say all that? What’s gonna happen to Angel if you’re not around? Hey, Chief, you awake back there? No? Good.”
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      Heading back to Golgotha, deer in the headlights—honk—brake—bump to a stop. Side of the road. No collision. Just a little whack. My head, the rearview mirror. Nothing a little rubbing wouldn’t fix. But no mystic to comfort me tonight. All alone this trip, remember?

      
        
        “Harry . . . you’re never really alone, you know that now, don’t you?”

      

      

      
        
        “Tom? Father Louis? I hear you but I don’t see you. Not that I should see you, or hear you. You’re dead. And I’m nutzo.”

      

      

      
        
        “No, Harry, I’m real, real enough for you in your here and now. That was one close call, huh? I never did learn to drive, but I can say with authority, because I wrecked a Jeep not learning to drive, that was one hell of a close call.”

      

      

      
        
        “I hear you, Padre, but I can’t see you. How come?”

      

      

      
        
        “I’m on the other side of the grave tonight, Harry.”

      

      

      
        
        “Are you coming back here?”

      

      

      
        
        “If you need me, I’ll try.”

      

      

      
        
        “I need you, Tom. I’m getting nowhere in a hurry.”

      

      

      
        
        “Oh, I don’t know about that, Harry. You have that book beside you—my biography. Try reading about women who came calling for me at Gethsemani. And about Bangkok.”

      

      

      
        
        “Okay, Tom. But that sounds like a lot to dig into.”

      

      

      
        
        “Funny, Harry—dig into. Nothing grave about you. I like that. Laughter’s a gift from God. See ya, Harry Reno—sure would like to be ya.”

      

      

      The Volvo eased herself back onto the road, running for Golgotha once more.

      “Shit,” I said to no one in particular, “gotta get somebody to ride shotgun. Maybe I shouldn’t wander around on my lonesome.”

      Reno, hey, Reno. You still got me, Big Kahuna.

      Yeah, yeah, yeah. I did have that much going for me. Not that the little hula girl was up for much in the way of soothing my soul after yet another white-tailed, near-death experience. No wiggling tonight. Multipurpose gray tape binding Waikiki’s hottest beach babe’s splintered halves, curtailing her Hawaiian dance routine. Damn skinny cop.

      “Thanks, babe,” I said. “Did you . . . just now . . . that is . . . just you and me in here tonight, right kid?”

      You worry me, Big Kahuna. You most certainly do. Hey, this tape itches.

      “I’ll get you patched up. Really I will. When we get home to Ithaca.” Right after I kill the bastard who broke you in half. And figure out how Merton keeps popping into my skull.

      Yeah, whatever, Big Kahuna. The little hula girl—always wanting it all, never satisfied with what’s right in front of her. Just like me.
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      “Damn it, Mother S, what do you mean you don’t know where Angelique is? And again, Clare, why the earthly hell didn’t you tell me Angelique was the chief’s daughter? Why?”

      Besides conjuring up long-dead mystical monks, the scare from avoiding the deer had fired neurons and synapses—or whatever it is that passes for thought and intelligence in human brains—into solving my lingering, out-of-place Angel conundrum.

      Angel, Clare, Scary, Angelique—all lined up in my head finally.

      Earlier today, back in the abbot’s office, as Brother Sceleratus snickered his way out Nick’s door, I’d assumed his comment meant Clare was next on his slice-and-dice list.

      But I’d misread Scary’s Angel comment and let him con me into believing he was going after Clare tonight. It had to be Angelique Scary was after now. The blood-orange monk would save Clare for last—the final escalation before . . . whatever he’d do next.

      After my deer-in-the-headlights, come-to-Merton fright, the Volvo had deposited me in front of Golgotha’s nunnery. I’d rung the bell, knocked on the door, pecked on a window. All to no avail. I’d climbed back into the green love of my life, placed one hand on top of the other, and pushed down on the horn—hard and long.

      Eventually, a novitiate or a nun or Father Nick in drag opened the nun house’s front door, and I shoved myself the rest of the way in. Only to find the mystic and the head nun had let Angelique slip through their collective grasp somehow.

      Hence, my current tirade.

      “Mr. Reno, please lower your voice.” Mother Superior, Mike the bartender’s spiritual doppelganger. “You’ll upset the sisters.”

      “I’ll lower my voice when you hike your robes and start wrestling again,” I said.

      “Humpf,” the head nun countered.

      “Harry—”

      “What, Clare? You said you didn’t know where she scooted off to either.”

      “Well,” the librarian said, “that’s still no reason to yell. A nunnery is a quiet zone.”

      “How ’bout when she’s dead? Can I scream my son of a bitchin’ head off then? After Scary’s chunked and carved her? Think I ought to scream at you two after it’s over, instead of before? Huh? Well, do you?”

      I glanced around, grabbed a little votive light—one just sitting there on a table, waiting for the match, a painting of St. Who’s It tacked to the wall above it. I threw the candle far and hard.

      “Harry.” Clare and Sarita in unison, not quite drowning out the shattering light’s demise.

      A door down the hallway opened, a nun scurried out, scurried back in, scurried out once more, broom and dustpan in hand. No more mess. No more nun. All as it always has been. And ever shall be. Amen.

      I gave up and sat down. “I’m sorry. You got any beer, Sister Sarita?”

      “Yes, I do. But stick to Mother Superior, Harry.”

      Off she bustled. But I think I’d made her blush with my hike your robes wrestling jab. Or maybe only the rose bloom of anger on her cheeks now. Either way, score one for the detective.

      And now for the remaining female in the ring.

      “What, Clare? I’m the one who ought to be mad. Not you.” No reply. Clare turned around, offering me a view of her backside. Probably meant to be dismissive. I kinda liked the change—hips canted deliciously and no more glaring eyes in sight.

      “Thanks, Mother Superior,” I said, as a cold Blue Ribbon changed hands. “Like I said, sorry. I get a little worked up sometimes.”

      Clare still standing there—but facing me now—hands on hips, glaring death and destruction my way. Or perhaps fire and brimstone. Whichever, she still hadn’t answered my question. Or moved, other than to pivot.

      Kind of cute, though. White hair, red-splotched face, curvy body encased in sweater and jeans. Brown leather boots topping off the look, so to speak—the boots on her feet, of course. All in all, sexy as hell. But not answering the questions I’d asked.

      “What, Clare? I’m the one who ought to be mad. Not you. Where’s Angel?”

      No response. I drained the Pabst. The two broads in the room eyeballing me like maybe I was crazy. Maybe I was.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Are you okay, Harry?”

      “What’s wrong, Mr. Reno? You seem jittery.”

      “How long since you’ve seen Angelique?” Jittery, huh? What the hell’s that mean?

      “A couple of hours, I guess,” Clare offered.

      “And what was it you two were so absorbed in, that you missed she was missing?”

      Clare said, “Mother Superior thinks Tom’s journal is here, in the convent. We were searching for it.” The mystic’s hands balled into fists, jamming themselves into her just-about-perfect hips, her body tense, ready to defend the necessity of their search.

      “And besides, Reno, Angelique’s not missing.” Clare, hard on the R. And on the eno.

      “She went to town,” Mother Superior let me know. “To run some errands. I let her take the van.” The head nun, defiant as could be, daring Reno to pour his wrath on her head.

      I said some things I shouldn’t have—nouns and verbs, several adverbs thrown in for effect. An expletive-laced tirade. But only to let the pair of them understand how I felt. Reno, like Golgotha’s trademark Christ on His Cross, angry, a mouth full of wrathful words that wanted out. And then it was over.

      “Sorry,” I said for the ten thousandth time.

      A fist whamming on the convent’s front door pulled a pair of dirty looks away from the detective and toward said door—praise the Lord.
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      Clare held the convent’s front door open, and Brother Marxus staggered inside, a handkerchief wiping at blood running from his forehead, more drops dripping from his nose, red oozing from a gashed hand, too.

      “I am in need of assistance,” the black monk let us know as he stumbled toward a chair.

      Mother Superior clapped her hands, and a gaggle of young nuns appeared, took in the scene, rushed here and there, and promptly had Brother Marxus shipshape once more—a tumbler of brandy working its magic along with bandages and Bactine. Mother Superior’s girl crew damn efficient. I’d seen better battlefield medics, but certainly none so comely.

      “Okay, so what happened?” I asked the head of security.

      “A disagreement.” Son of a bitch. Games, always games.

      “With whom?” I gave his chair a kick.

      “Brother Sceleratus,” the black monk said.

      “You know where Scary is? Come on, Marxus, it’s important.”

      “I am not sure, Reno. Brother Sceleratus drove his Jeep straight at me. I dove out of the way. He kept going. I came here.”

      Marxus poured the rest of the brandy inside. “Small pebbles may do the work of great boulders, when need arises.”

      I let his parable bullshit slide.

      “So where’s Sceleratus now?” Maybe a twice-asked request would charm something more than a prissy I am not sure out of Golgotha’s head of security. No luck.

      Marxus’s good hand—the one without the bandage and Bactine—lashed out, chopping my bicep, then ricocheting back, the arm and its hand at rest on the table beside the chair once more.

      “I-Said-I-Do-Not-Know.”

      Lesson Number One: Keep your distance from a wounded monk. They tend to be testy. Lesson Number Two: Concede nothing.

      “No, you didn’t. You said you weren’t sure. There’s a difference, you know. Come on, Marxus. Up and at ’em. Scary’s got Angelique.”

      Well, finally, some action—Angelique propelling Marxus out the convent’s door. Had him wearing a frown, too. I hustled after him.
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      “Which way?” I asked, the end of the priory’s driveway offering a right/left decision. “Toward Rugby or away? Come on, fifty-fifty.”

      “Left,” Marxus said, “toward Rugby. Mother Superior’s errands.” My pick, too.

      We ground to a halt long before we made it as far as town. Marxus and I had been not so silently contemplating what we’d like to do to Sceleratus once we found him, when Marxus said, “There’s the van.”

      And sure enough, there it sat illuminated by the convenience store’s parking lot lights, rainbow-hued with God’s promise to never again misbehave. The Volvo nosed in beside the van, the green love of my life’s headlights holding encroaching nighttime darkness at bay.

      But the convent’s van sat off to the side of the store, more like it ran out of gas before reaching the pumps. Or broke down and coasted to a stop. Or maybe the wannabe nun just wasn’t much of a driver, the van’s position Angel’s usual parking technique. Whatever. You get the idea.

      The shamus and his monk buddy had found that which they sought.

      “So where is she?” I said. The van deserted. Not even any fruitcakes inside. No Blood of Christ oranges, either. And certainly no Angelique, Chief Ragan’s almost-a-nun daughter. Not the sort of woman you’d fail to notice—no sir. No Scary, either.

      “Let us go inside.” Marxus’s suggestion, so he led the way into the store.

      “Hey. Hi, Hank. How’s it hangin’?” My old pal behind the counter, so I fired our opening salvo. “Got a couple questions for ya.” Folksy, friendly, all nice like. Just typical Harry Reno bonhomie. Maybe Hank would remember I sprung for the movie palace tickets last night. And the popcorn.

      Wary eyes scanned my approach. A furtive hand sank beneath the counter, its mate still in view, clenched, ready to punch.

      “Take it easy, son,” I said. “Just a question or two.” Hands up. Palms out. Mine, not Hank’s. “Really just a question.”

      Marxus slipped behind the counter quicker than a cat after catnip. Hank’s gun in the monk’s paw now.

      “We of the spirituality of Golgotha do patronize your establishment on occasion, Hank. Surely no need to act so unfriendly.” Marxus ejected the magazine, cleared the action, tossed the gun back under the counter.

      “It’s not you, Brother. It’s him. He’s crazy.”

      “Yes, I do agree. That he is. Humor him, though, won’t you?” Marxus dropped the magazine into the icy water of the beer tub next to the counter, the now-not-so-hot lead hobnobbing with bobbing brewskies a second or two before it sank out of sight.

      “Yeah, humor me,” I said. “Make me happy, Hank. How long’s the van been here?”

      “What van?”

      The head of security frog-marched the clerk out the door and around the corner of the store. I tagged along.

      “I didn’t know the van was out here. Honest.”

      Marxus gave Hank’s shoulders and the rest of him a vigorous shake. Sort of made his eyes dance. Hank’s, not the monk’s. Then he frog-marched him back inside. I tagged along on that journey, too.

      “Okay, okay. Angel came in about an hour ago. Bought a twelve-pack. That monk with the raspy voice was with her.” Hank tried sticking a smiley face into his info. “I guess they was gonna go get drunk. In his Jeep.”

      “Which way did they go?” I asked.

      “Toward Rugby, I think.” Gears in Hank’s head ground, meshed. Another thought emerged. “Or maybe Miami. That’s where I’d take her.”

      Hank’s grin faded faster than summer frost in Florida. Marxus has that effect on people. Or at least his karate-chopping good hand does.

      “Okay, okay. Sorry.” Hank tried massaging away the head of security’s stick-to-the-subject-at-hand admonition. Didn’t seem to be easing much pain.

      “That raspy monk filled like four gas cans. He put ’em in the back of the Jeep. Oh, and I think they picked up that hitchhiker.”

      “What hitchhiker?” I asked. God, like pulling teeth. I should have been a damned dentist.

      “The guy in the brown-and-white jacket. He was standing out there.” Hank pointed. His there apparently the road out front.

      “Never seen him before. Anyways, he had his hood up. So even if I did know him, I couldn’t see his face. It was almost dark.” Great, just great.

      “But he had his thumb out,” Hank added, unhelpful as usual.
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      “So where to now?” The Volvo nosed her way out of the convenience store’s parking lot.

      “I do not know,” the head of security said.

      “Hank said toward town.”

      “Then let us seek Brother Sceleratus and Angelique there.” The monk on the seat beside me seemed even less convinced than I was that Rugby was the right choice tonight.

      “What about the guy they picked up? Maybe they dropped him off somewhere. Like at a crossroads. So he could wait for Scary’s pal the Devil. The guy might still be there, thumbing a ride,” I said. “He might know something.”

      “Then by all means, let us head for Rugby and stop if we see your hitchhiker.” Sarcasm, no softer for being delivered by way of Jamaica.

      “But we should not focus ourselves on such externalities, Mr. Reno. You may discount the importance of your hitchhiker friend in our inquiries.” Marxus, Jesuit lecturer supreme.

      “Just keep your peepers on the asphalt, shamus mon.”
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      Touring Rugby turned up zilch: no wannabe nun on the run; no cop chief, drunk, sober, or otherwise employed; and no Brother Sceleratus tooling around town in his Jeep. Nor any body parts decorating doorways. Nor mysterious bums thumbing rides.

      But our search, of necessity, cursory. Time pressing; need hurrying; Scary’s Jeep our only sure target. We could have missed them. And any body parts. And hitchhiking bums. I got us the hell out of Dodge.

      As we passed Hank’s convenience store again, Marxus said, “There’s the damn Jeep.”

      The Volvo slammed to a stop, wheeled herself around, pulled in next to Scary’s transport. The store dark, a Closed sign on the door confirming its status. Odd—not that late.

      I walked around back searching for Golgotha’s Fruitcakes for Jesus & Tattoos for Christ van, while Brother Marxus sniffed at the Jeep.

      “The gas cans are gone, Harry.”

      “So’s the van.”

      “Well, shit,” we said in unison.

      The Volvo greedy, eating asphalt, motoring hard toward Golgotha—gulping gravel, too. The detective-seeking-enlightenment pushing the green love of his life to her limits. And then some. Maybe Angel and Scary took the van back home, the Jeep kaput for now. Or maybe . . .

      Pretty sure I heard Brother Marxus praying beside me. A dark night of the soul for him, too. A useless trip for us both.
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      The Volvo’s headlights swerved past Golgotha’s nary-a-light-lit guesthouse and the rest of the car followed, bumping her way toward the boneyard—Golgotha’s founder’s soulless tomb and the rows of identical headstones marking dead monks and maybe-murdered priests all silent as sin.

      On past the darkened windows of Snow White’s cottage, until the Swedish love of my life reached the end of the asphalt and the start of the path that led into the night-dark woods.

      The Volvo chugged to a stop, and we shoved our way out.

      “Stay put. I’ll be back.”

      “I’m going with you, Reno,” Brother Marxus said.

      “Yeah, I know. I was talking to her.” A quick tilt of my head let the monk know it was the island wench in the grass skirt on the dash who was staying put, not the Jamaica mon in green robes beside me.

      “Not the time for levity, Reno.”

      “No shit, Marxus. Come on.”

      Just like every other time, the woods petered out at the top of the ridge overlooking Golgotha’s farm. Down below, lights were on in the Quonset hut bunkhouse. Beyond, halfway across the stubble field, a lantern swinging its way toward the woods surrounding Brother Scary’s hermit hut of horrors.

      “You think that’s Scary?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “You think we ought to make sure?”

      “Yes,” the black monk answered.

      Down the slope we went, feet slipping, at least one backside sliding.

      As we jogged across the farmyard, two Mexican monks stepped out from the shadows and leveled shotguns at us. We pulled up short. Could have been the Aztec pair, or maybe the two mustachioed smilers, or one of each—but neither of us moved closer for a positive ID.

      Their boom sticks indicated we should raise our hands, so we did.

      “Amigos,” I said, for what it was worth—which was zip.

      The pair motioned us to turn around. A third monk stepped into view and let his gun inform us to head back the way we had come.

      So we did that, too. At a fast trot. Waiting for a blast of buckshot in the back. We made the bottom of the slope intact but panting. Probably my Amigos had saved the day.

      Up we went, all the way to the top of the ridge and quickly into the trees.

      “Well, that worked out just about right, don’t you think?”

      “Once again, no time for levity, Reno.”

      “Levity? Do I sound happy, Marxus?” My eyes roamed from the monk beside me to the farm down below and back to the monk. “Well . . . do I?”

      “No.”

      “So what do we do now?” I asked. “And why the silent treatment down there?”

      “I thought them quite eloquent.”

      “Yeah, guns speak louder than words. I get it, Marxus.” I sucked air, let it out, breathed deep again, let go of my knees, straightened the rest of me up until both Harry and Reno were upright once more. God, but I was out of shape. Marxus, however, seemed just peachy.

      “So, again,” I said, “what do we do now? Remember Angelique? Ragan’s daughter? The one we’re trying to save from a Brother Scary chop job? How do you propose we save her not-quite-a-nun ass now?”

      The head of security scuffled his feet a moment or two, let a sigh float on the night air.

      “I believe our options at this point are limited, Harry. Even if your Volvo were up to the task of negotiating the track that leads to Brother Sceleratus’s hermitage the back way—and she is not, as she, as you persist in calling her, is not possessed of four-wheel drive—the fourth of the Mexican brethren, the one whose lantern we observed swinging across the field, likely is soon to be guarding that rutted track and would deny us passage.”

      Holy Sweet Mother of Jesus—a whole mouthful of words. Way to go, Marxus.

      “And,” the monk continued, “I would imagine the fourth Mexican monk’s order to stop would be rather more forcefully delivered than that of his three . . . amigos. With the sound of one finger pulling the trigger.”

      Monk humor okay tonight—only detectives cracking wise inappropriate, it seemed.

      “I have attempted negotiating the back way in on my own,” Marxus assured me. “I do not characterize it as rutted without reason. On foot, we would be too long going and returning.”

      “Let’s do something—anything,” I said, and kicked a pine cone, shanking it hard into the undergrowth. Overhead, wind stirred in the evergreens, while the sour taste of despair settled itself between monk and detective. But only for a moment.

      “The convent?” Marxus asked. “Perhaps Angelique is safely inside. If not, then we can decide whether to attempt the back way in.”

      “Yeah. Why not,” I said. “Beats the hell out of standing here holding hands.”

      We hustled our asses back to the Volvo.
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      Inside the convent, its inhabitants as detached from reality as your old maid aunt in the nursing home who assures you it’s a nice place to visit, but she sure wouldn’t want to live there.

      “I believe you and Brother Marxus are both exaggerating the seriousness of the situation, Mr. Reno.” Mother Superior touched her nun’s wimple, made an imperceptible adjustment, and smoothed nonexistent wrinkles from her habit.

      “Brother Sceleratus and Angelique have . . . well—”

      “Well what, damn it,” I demanded.

      “Partied together before,” the head nun said. “Nor is this the first time they have stayed out all night. He generally brings her back before first light—usually with a new tattoo.”

      “And you let him? The chief’s daughter? The one you’re supposed to be setting on the straight and narrow? What the hell’s wrong with you? Scary’s a killer. Plain and simple.”

      “Brother Sceleratus knows what we do here at Golgotha.”

      “Which is what, Sister Sarita?” I said.

      “I would rather not say. And please do not call me that.” Mother Superior tried slapping her nun-with-a-ruler voice on me, but I wasn’t buying it. Not tonight I wasn’t.

      “Remember the leg at Clare’s front door this morning?” No answer. “Well, do you?”

      I finger-poked the head nun’s shoulder—a hard, I-mean-it sort of prod. She swatted at the digit, but it had beat a hasty retreat all on its own.

      Sister Sarita sure wasn’t chuckling any during my skillful inquisition. More like gearing up to lay a couple of her old wrasslin’ moves on the hectoring PI hounding her in her very own nun house. Well . . . bring it on, sister.

      Clare stepped in before it got ugly for real.

      “We’re all exhausted, Harry.” The mystical librarian nudged us apart. “Take me back to my cottage now, won’t you please?” I let her tug me back a step or two from Mother Superior.

      “You can spend the night with me—what’s left of it, anyway,” Clare said. We were almost out of the room, almost in the convent’s front hall.

      “And tell Mother Superior you’re sorry for the way you’ve acted here tonight.”

      “The hell with it.” I shook Clare’s too-clingy fingers off my arm. “Scary’s out there chopping Angel into pieces while the two of you make like he’s just late bringing his date home. What the hell is wrong with you two?”

      “Harry.”

      I turned, gave Marxus a Reno-hard stare, too. “What?”

      “Ms. O’Toole is correct. Your histrionics tonight do nothing to help Angelique. We have done all that we could. And I fear what little we did do was accomplished far too late.”

      The black monk flipped his hood over his head, shielding his eyes and maybe his soul.

      “Nor do I believe in Mother Superior’s tattoo theory.” Marxus’s hands drew his robes tighter—a carapace of wool set against a hard and cruel world.

      “I too could use a ride to somewhere else tonight,” he said. “Shall we?”

      I didn’t exactly slam the convent’s front door as I stomped out, but mine certainly wasn’t a gentlemanly closing of the nunnery’s portal—the convent’s doorknocker banged its good-bye not once, but twice.

      Clare and Mother Superior hadn’t just been spinning the truth in there, they were selling lies—wholesale. And probably had been ever since I took their retainers. Dumb-ass private eye. That’s why I slammed the convent’s front door. Hoodwinked again. Willingly so.

      And I slammed yet another door when Clare climbed into the Volvo’s backseat, snuggling her killer bod tight against Brother Marxus and his green robes.

      Hell, she was probably doing him, too.
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        Vengeance is mine . . . saith the Lord

        —Romans 12:19
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      Saturday’s sun wasn’t fully up yet, but I sure as hell was. Clare, too. Both of us dressed, both of us standing in the cottage’s doorway, java clutched hard in hands. Hers in a mug imprinted Have A Nice Day—complete with a stupid yellow smiley face, a ceramic clone of the Rugby hoosegow’s uplifting message. My coffee steaming in Styrofoam.

      Have coffee, will travel, wire . . . well, you get the idea. The paladin off to find Angelique as his lady love kisses him adieu.

      “She’s dead, you know that, right?”

      “Harry, we’ve already had this conversation. Twice this morning over breakfast and ten times last night. Enough. You and Brother Marxus did all that you could.”

      Yeah, and in between all of that, I’d spent a sleepless night buried in my lending library Merton book—anything to dull the ache of yet another epic Reno fuckup.

      “And calling the police would just have . . . well, it just wouldn’t have worked. You know it, I know it,” she said.

      Maybe she did know it. Maybe she had been right, as far as the locals went. But I’d wanted to roust a certain someone up in Ithaca I knew. Run it by him. Clare had convinced me that too much here at Golgotha would unravel if I did. It was just a date night, remember?

      Golgotha’s resident mystic sipped more coffee, offered her take on the day-to-be.

      “Brrr—feels like it’s going to snow later. Check out those clouds. You sure you don’t want a lid for your coffee, Harry?”

      “I’m not saving it. I’m drinking it. On the road to Rugby, hopefully. To see the chief.”

      My feet walked down the cottage path, my free hand pulled the Volvo’s door open, and the shamus on the prowl slid behind the wheel.

      “I’ll let you know what he says,” I assured Golgotha’s mystic. “Just in case you don’t already know.”

      Three tries later, Sweden’s marvel of automotive engineering finally sputtered to life and off we chugged. You’d think something handcrafted by Scandinavians would love cold weather, right? Well, in a word—wrong.

      Nor was the little hula girl into cooing cold-weather greetings this morning, either.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know the tape didn’t hold. It’s chilly outside, babe. I even heard it’s supposed to snow. White snow. White like sand at—”

      The Volvo bumped over a stick in the road, and the little hula girl’s bent-over head bounced twice on the dash.

      Stow it, Big Kahuna. I’m not in my happy place this morning. Not at all.

      I think I heard her teeth chattering. As we passed the priory’s cemetery, I reached over to give Waikiki’s finest a pat on her grass-skirted rump—a maneuver she usually adores.

      “Shit!” Whether she said it or I said it or we both said it, I don’t remember. It was, however, painfully apropos.

      The Volvo slewed to a stop and I bailed out.

      Golgotha’s cemetery sports a wrought-iron archway inviting mourners or curious visitors to stroll beneath its uplifting message: Pax Intrantibus et Habitantibus.

      And just to be sure you do make your entrance that way, the piked iron fencing enclosing the boneyard is a mite too tall to hop over, high enough so kids and grave robbers would think twice about climbing over, just the proper height to persuade you to use the fancy entrance.

      And once you’ve entered the cemetery precincts, rows of long-dead monks, rows of too-soon-dead priests, their headstones bone white. And, way in the back, the priory’s founder’s marble-fronted limestone mausoleum awaits your inspection.

      If you get that far. I didn’t. Because last night, or perhaps earlier this morning, someone had made sure my attention remained riveted on the cemetery’s gateway.

      A meat cleaver—the sort you find in a guesthouse kitchen—stood propped against one boneyard entrance post. A torso leaned against the other side of the wrought-iron gateway.

      And yeah, now that you ask, it was pretty much just a torso. No legs. Only stumps where the legs had been. No arms, either. Shoulders, but nothing attached to them. And whatever skin had fleshed out that torso, well . . . most of it flensed, flayed away—long gone.

      No comprehensive outer wrapping left to protect the torso’s inner surprises.

      Sure, here and there still some flaps of skin, muscle, and tissue. But most of the torso’s front pared down to the ivory. Vast portholes to the body’s ultimate interior—the inner organs still hanging around.

      Bones, yeah, bones to consider. Sightings of ribs and pelvis. Those stumps where the missing legs formerly attached for ease of walking about, bones sticking out of them, propping the torso upright there in the cemetery’s iron entrance—and they’d been such comely legs, too, strolling along clad in diaphanous white at City Park.

      A nicely skinned neck, likewise mostly devoid of life’s covering parchment. The head itself intact, perched there on top of its almost-picked-clean remains. To be sure, the hair matted, clotted with blood now, the facial skin no longer glowing with the spirit of youth.

      No sexy eyes anymore—gouged out. The pretty nose and pouting lips still in place, however. Wonder why the monster didn’t take the nose and lips too—they often do.

      But despite all that, no doubts in the detective brain who the torso had been.

      Angelique, Chief Ragan’s wayward daughter. No doubts at all. Even in the quickening dawn’s feeble, cloud-shrouded cold light. Angelique, the almost-a-nun. Wayward no more.

      Whoever left her there had wanted to be sure she stayed put. Rusted chains encircled Angel’s torso, binding what was left of her to the entrance post. A smaller, more delicate chain—from a chainsaw, on closer inspection—encircled her forehead, fastening Angel’s head to the iron entrance. The one with the fancy Latin inscription.

      Even Harry Reno, half-assed Latin student, knew this one. Drilled into recalcitrant pupils like Harry by hard-assed nuns with hickory-hard rulers: Peace to those who enter and abide here. More or less. It’s been a while.

      Well, maybe one day Angel would have that peace and abide within Golgotha’s boneyard, but not this morning, since—chained to the iron entrance as she was—Angel hadn’t quite made it all the way in just yet.

      And now it appeared doubtful she would anytime soon. I sipped cold coffee, turned my back to the rising sun, and waited for what was motoring my way.
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      Two police cruisers. No sirens, no flashing lights. Only headlight beams announcing their arrival. But why here and why now? Who the hell had wandered by in the dark and called it in? Guess I’d have to ask the cops crawling out of the cop cars.

      “Step away from the body, pally. You’re contaminating a crime scene.”

      “You want I should hook him up, Sarge?”

      Great, Chief Ragan’s Laurel and Hardy duo. And me without backup or a laugh track.

      “Nah, not yet.” Sarge’s shoes stopped a foot or so from mine. His red-veined schnoz and lack of deodorant intruded even closer.

      “Got any idea who she is, shamus?” Sarge’s sneer said he knew I knew and so did he. The fat detective’s shoe nudged the meat cleaver and it fell over.

      “Watch it. Crime scene. Remember?” I said. “You’re sort of screwing it up all on your own, fat boy.”

      Sarge let my fat boy swirl between us, then said, “Take a hike, gumshoe.”

      “Yeah,” said his skinny patrolman sidekick. “We’ve already got us the perp what done it. Over there in my cage. Called it in hisself and confessed.”

      I walked toward the cruiser. Neither cop told me no. Inside, in the backseat, sat God’s Holy Fool, cuffed and forlorn.

      “You do that, Simeon?” A tilt of my head let him know I meant the carcass chained to the cemetery gateway.

      “Nooo, Mr. Nero,” he said between sniffles. “Simeon love Missy Angel.”

      I walked back to the dynamic duo.

      “What makes you think Simeon killed the chief’s daughter?”

      “What makes you think I’m going to tell a civilian jack shit?” the fat sergeant countered. “I told you to beat it. Or”—his smile ear-to-ear but crooked as hell—“you’re welcome to ride along with that retard. I’ll cuff you so you two can kiss and hold hands on the way to jail—come on, you know you want to.”

      The snappy retort forming inside my skull never made it past my teeth. A bicycle bell tinkled, and Brother Marxus wobbled to a stop beside us.

      “Schwinn Corvette? That’s a hell of a ride, Padre,” the fat cop said. “Thought I told you to butt out. Back there at your guesthouse.”

      “You did—oh Lord.” Golgotha’s head of security swung off the bike, stepped toward Angel’s earthly remains, made the sign of the cross, said, “Poor child.”

      Marxus pointed a finger at the fat cop’s nose. “This is Brother Sceleratus’s work. Simeon had nothing to do with this.”

      The ecclesiastical finger shook and its attendant monk vibrated with what I guessed was inner anger, just like Golgotha’s Christ himself.

      “Let—Simeon—Be.” The fat cop took Marxus’s three finger pokes to the chest better than I would have.

      “Do that again, Padre, and it’ll go down as a righteous shooting.” A cop hand on a cop sidearm emphasized the cop promise. “Assault on an officer. Righteous and justified.”

      “Right, Sarge. Righteous for sure,” Stan agreed, one hand resting on the butt of his gun, his eyes on me.

      I touched the monk’s robes, let my fingers feel their way to his arm—slowly. No sudden moves. Not here. Not now. Not with cops fingering firearms.

      “Let’s go see Clare, Marxus. Tell her what’s happened.” The sun peeked out, low on the horizon, and ducked quickly behind a convenient cloud.

      “Just in case she doesn’t already know,” I added.

      Marxus picked up the bicycle and trundled it toward Snow White’s cottage, his head low, shoulders hunched—too upset to pedal.

      “Go ahead and run this Simeon clown downtown, Stan,” Sarge said. “I’ll call it in to the chief and wait here for Doc Crane.”

      I struggled back into the Volvo with somewhat less alacrity than I’d exhibited jumping out. Small wonder, huh? The Volvo followed Marxus and his bicycle toward Snow White’s mystical cottage beside the boneyard.

      And there she stood in the doorway, watching. Smile, Clare’s coffee cup reminded us. Just another happy start to another happy day. But sometimes that’s not possible. Still, often in the midst of horror, we gravitate toward the commonplace. I tossed my empty Styrofoam cup on the backseat floorboards.

      Which is why I suppose what stuck in my head that morning wasn’t only Angel’s obscene death, but a wonderment concerning felines.

      If Clare’s black cat had screeched all night over the hooker’s leg, why hadn’t Angelique’s flensed torso sent the feline into apocalyptic meowings?

      Hey, when the coffee runs out, you gotta fill your head with something.
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      “Well, not as bad as I’d expected,” I offered. “How did you think she took it?”

      “I believe Clare knew what this morrow might bring last evening.” The Jamaican Jesuit riding shotgun scanning the asphalt and his memory as we chugged toward Rugby.

      “Last night Mother Superior insisted Angelique and my brother in Christ Sceleratus had, shall we say—picnicked together before. Why was I not made aware of that relationship until then? A conundrum.”

      Maybe Golgotha’s head of security wasn’t quite as sharp as I’d first thought. At least when it came to a brother watching over a brother fooling around with babes.

      Or maybe Mother Superior had spun a tale last night. Clare sure hadn’t challenged Sister Sarita the Half-Nelson Nun about it. So maybe—

      “When is the last time you had your beast of burden tuned up, Reno?”

      “It’s just the cold weather, Marxus. She’s not too keen on it. A little early in the year for winter to come knocking. That’s all.”

      “As you say, but she is Swedish and it is mid-November.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. All you’re gonna do is piss her off. So drop it, okay?”

      But the monk was right, the old Volvo wasn’t quite herself this morning. Neither was the little hula girl. Maybe Waikiki’s darling only wanted more gray tape applied. An easier sort of fix than the Volvo was demanding.

      “I’m going to stop and see if Hank’s got any gray tape. Maybe that’ll make her—”

      “You do understand that your piece of dashboard plastic has no soul? She’s not real, Reno.” Marxus, metaphysical expert par excellence.

      “She’s real enough to me, damn it.” Why do I have to have the same conversation with every dumbass I haul wherever? “Maybe if you—”

      The monk’s green-sleeved arm shot in front of my nose while his mouth shouted the words the sleeve couldn’t. “Pull off, Reno. There’s the van. Behind the store.”

      “Yeah, I see it.”

      I hauled on the tiller, eased anchor off capstan, and the Volvo settled to a berth behind Hank’s quickie mart amidst a squeal of rubber and protesting metal.

      Golgotha’s Fruitcakes for Jesus van rested on melted tires. The rest of the rainbow-hued vehicle had morphed into a charcoal-gray steel briquette with only the barest of hints of God’s comforting rainbow remaining to reassure true believers that all was still right between the Lord and the humans He’d created—the ones He’d left alive and still floating, that is.

      We peered through the van’s blown-out portholes. Eyes and noses didn’t linger. Brother Scary had roasted more than just the van itself.

      “Well,” I said, “easy enough to figure out what Scary did with the chainsaw-sawed body parts last night. No fish bait this time.”

      “My brother in Christ is lucky the store and the pumps did not all go heavenward, too. Or perhaps unlucky.” Marxus popped a peppermint.

      “At least now we have a somewhat clearer idea of why we couldn’t find him at Golgotha last night. He had no need of its slaughtering or disposal facilities.”

      The black monk held out a spare peppermint for my enjoyment. I took it, but it didn’t help the bad taste in my mouth or the stink in my nose.

      “Maybe we could have—”

      “Yes, my friend, we could have searched for the van once we saw the Jeep parked here in its stead.” Marxus’s jaws as tight as mine, peppermint splintering in the monk’s mouth, too. “But we did not.”

      “Come on,” I said, “maybe Hank knows something. And I could use a beer.”

      Turned out I couldn’t. When we walked around front, the Closed sign let us know we were too early to help feed the store’s commercial avarice. Not a convenient time, I suppose.

      We boarded the Volvo once more.

      I can’t speak for Marxus, but the PI in the car kept his eyes peeled for the chief’s cruiser speeding toward Golgotha, lights flashing, siren wailing, a my-daughter-is-dead sort of run.

      Nada. Except for a county ambulance headed toward the priory. No lights. No siren. No need. Just part of a hacked and skinned corpse to pick up.

      Oh, and Doc Crane in his Gremlin passed us just as we turned off to see what the hell was up with the chief of police. Doc in no hurry either.
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      Jake Ragan’s cruiser sat in the curve of the driveway at his front steps. The house dark, even though it was well past sunrise and time to be up perking coffee. Or mourning over a dead child. Maybe Sarge hadn’t let his boss know his daughter was dead yet. Strange, but possible. Probably figured a face-to-face was the better route.

      Marxus followed me onto the front porch. I knocked, pushed the doorbell, knocked again. Waited.

      “You get the feeling we’re about to walk in on something we’d rather not find?”

      “That, or die trying,” Brother Marxus said. “Barging in on a cop uninvited, even for a man of the cloth, seems risky business this morning.”

      The wind had picked up, a repetitious November chill sweeping the porch. I knocked, rang the doorbell again, pounded the chief’s front door. Still no Hey, Harry, good to see you. Come on in. Twisting the doorknob didn’t work, either.

      “If I might offer a suggestion?”

      “What, Marxus?”

      “Let us walk around back. Perhaps we will find Chief Ragan outside, pondering the start to his day.” Marxus, always big on walks.

      I led. Marxus followed. Better a face the chief knew than a black dude in a hoodie—even if the hoodie dude batted cleanup for God.

      The back of Jake’s house sported a pool and patio setup. A stone barbecue. Dead flowers in pots. Untrimmed bushes where flower pots weren’t. A near-empty bottle of vodka and attendant tumbler on a glass-topped table. An overturned chair. The swimming pool empty.

      Ragan had told me a few days ago he’d planned to patch the pool’s crack, then refill it. Leaves swirled in the morning breeze at the bottom of the still-empty swimming pool.

      But empty only in the sense of an absence of water. Because keeping the swirling leaves company as they tried escaping their open-air confinement was the chief of police we’d come to see—facedown, his head resting at an odd angle on the pool’s concrete bottom. Jake Ragan, deader than the proverbial mackerel.

      The patio doors were standing open. I stepped inside and called it in.
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      A state police inspector showed up. So did an ambulance and a local cop to keep the curious at bay. The statie said his name was Hunter. He nosed around, took our statements. The gurney wagon hauled the chief off to the morgue. The local cop told a reporter to beat it.

      The state’s Dick Tracy didn’t act surprised Rugby’s chief of police was kaput. When I asked Hunter about Ragan’s blue brothers, fat man and skinny boy, he changed the subject. Accidental death was about all Hunter did give up. And that was primo bullshit.

      Marxus and I had discreetly examined Ragan after calling it in. My professional opinion was Ragan had a little help finding the bottom of his own empty swimming pool. Could be the bruising happened when he tripped, swan-diving toward concrete minus its cushioning liquid. More likely though, a blackjack and burly arms—the sort fat detectives carry around with them—did the trick. Marxus agreed.

      I came close to telling Hunter he made a lousy homicide dick. For instance, a coroner would have been a nice touch, even if the only one hereabouts was as crooked as he was tall. Forensics might have been helpful, too.

      But no use raising a ruckus this morning. Hell, Hunter was probably in line to retire from serving the state and become Rugby’s next chief of police.

      He said we could go, so we did.
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      The Volvo chugged into Rugby, found the town square, and stopped—no, make that stalled—in front of the courthouse. In a parking space, fortunately.

      “Your transport continues to run ragged this morning, Reno.” Brother Marxus, divining the obvious for the detective in a funk.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. And you run reggae. Come on. Let’s go find Simeon.”

      No trudging toward the basement entrance, no feet dragging behind as cops dragged you inside, hauled your already guilty ass to a cell. Not this morning, anyway. Not for Harry Reno. Been there, done that.

      Couldn’t speak for Marxus on that point, though. Not that I bothered to ascertain his experience with hoosegows.

      We climbed the stone courthouse steps, pushed our way through the front doors, and went down the hall to the sign that read jail visitors must sign in.

      The woman behind the appropriately fenced window—the sort with vertical steel bars and a tarnished metal drawer below that glides out and back in, the sort the less-trusting banks equip their tellers with—ignored us. Too busy giving the more than faint mustache below her nose all the attention she had as she plucked away at its all-too-evident hairs.

      Until I wrapped my fingers around the bars, gave them a shake, and announced, a bit loudly, “Hey, clergy to console the condemned. How about letting us in.”

      Her compact snapped shut with a degree of finality that left the mustache safe for now.

      “Did you call ahead for an appointment?” Her finger indicated a sign on the wall that informed you that was how jail visits were supposed to work.

      “I have an appointment in Samarra. Does that count?” The hiss from the monk beside me indicated exasperation. Or a combination of anger and frustration. Or perhaps a literary bent of mine Marxus didn’t judge timely just now.

      Whatever it was the monk was venting, he shouldered me aside and took over the task of getting us in to see God’s Holy Fool.

      “I believe you have Simeon from Golgotha staying with you this morning. May we see him?” Marxus’s voice as honeyed as a worker bee inquiring as to his queen’s continued good health and good looks.

      “Of course, Brother Marxus. And thank you for asking.” Brunhilde of the Bars picked up a phone, and in only a little longer than it takes to tell it, a jail guard showed up to frisk us. We passed inspection—both my .38s and the monk’s fruit slicer safe in the Volvo under the watchful eye of Hawaii’s finest.

      In we went. Quite the complex beneath the courthouse. Guess I’d only visited the anteroom to Hell last trip.

      “Have a seat.” The guard pointed to a scarred and stained bench bolted to floor and wall. “Someone will be with you shortly. Stay put.”

      The clock on the wall had hands for the hours, the minutes, and even the seconds. Didn’t make it any more interesting, though.

      “Sounds like they know you here,” I said.

      “Indeed.”

      “What, you come to town, like to get drunk and disorderly?”

      “Hardly that, Reno.”

      “Well, I don’t like the idea they’ve fingered Simeon for Angel’s murder. And I guess they’re keeping Ragan’s demise under wraps because—”

      The door across from us opened, and Stan the skinny cop stood there smirking. “What a surprise. Here to turn yourselves in?”

      Before I could disabuse him of that notion, Marxus stood, said, “We are here to visit Simeon. Nothing more and nothing less, Officer.”

      Must have been the Jesuit in his voice. Or the cold stare in his eyes. Or a combination thereof. Skinny Stan motioned us into the next room.

      “Before I take you in to see the little retard, I got something Sarge said to show you first.” He pushed a single sheet of paper across the table. “Your boy done confessed.”

      Golgotha’s head of security carefully lifted the confession, thumbs and forefingers nipping each side, and turned away so only he could read its contents. Since I was in detective observation mode, I tried gleaning what I could from the backside of the sheet of paper.

      It was blank. I focused my attention back on the monk.

      Marxus had neglected to hold the document high enough to shield his face—the furrows creasing the black monk’s brow as deep and dark as midnight in Harlem.

      “Well, what about it, Padre?” Stan asked. “He says he done it, don’t he?”

      “I am,” Marxus informed him, “but a simple brother. Not an ordained priest. But that aside, I find this confession raises rather more questions than it answers.”

      “He wrote it hisself. Signed it, too.” Stan stood there uncertain whether to agree, disagree, or lock the two of us up.

      Marxus offered Stan a glare Torquemada himself would have considered more than adequate to help a blasphemer on the way to true contrition.

      “Thank you, Officer. Most enlightening. May we see Simeon now?”

      “Sure, Padre . . . ah, I mean Brother. Come on, shamus. You’re on the invite list, too.”

      Marxus and I followed the skinny cop toward Rugby’s holding cell.

      “That little weirdo will be glad to see ya,” the cop said. “He’s been spilling the beans, talking his round little face off about all the women he’s done cut up.”

      Stan unlocked the jail door, turned, and said, “If it smells in here, it’s because he’s been farting up a storm. Little son of a bitch blew one right in my face.”

      Stan chuckled, hitched his belt higher. “That cost him.”

      The jail’s holding cell hadn’t improved any since my last visit. And Stan was right, it did smell. Off to the side, the steel door with a barred window grille set into it still sported the yellow-and-black have a nice day bumper sticker.

      A leather belt threaded through the bars in the door’s grille wasn’t an improvement.

      “Open that damn door,” I shouted. “Quick.”

      Stan fumbled the key. I shoved him out of the way. Marxus nabbed the key and unlocked the cell door. Simeon, God’s Holy Fool, swung out into the room.

      I lifted Simeon, taking pressure off belt and throat. Marxus unbuckled the belt, and we lowered Simeon to the floor.

      Marxus knelt, felt for a pulse, shook his head. A side-to-side, too-late sort of shake. The monk crossed himself, made the sign again on the dead man’s forehead, ecclesiastical words of comfort speeding Simeon to rest. God’s Holy Fool beyond earthly help.

      The monk lifted Simeon and laid his compadre on the cell’s bunk.

      “Dang,” Stan said, picking himself up off the floor. “Looks like he done hung hisself. Good. Saved us the trouble.”

      Then Stan remembered why he’d been on the floor. The hitch in his eyes mirrored the itch in his fingers to draw his gun.

      Marxus grabbed my arm to keep me from killing the skinny cop. Or myself. “Not here. Not now,” he whispered.

      “No worries,” I whispered back, then let my words scale into a more audible but now friendly range. “Hey, Stan, shit happens. No hard feelings, okay?”

      I held out my hand. He took it. Bad move. Quicker than said shit hitting the proverbial fan, I spun Stan around, helped myself to his gun, kicked his scrawny ass into the cell, and locked the door.

      “Later, Stan,” I said, and laid his gun on the floor in front of the cell door.

      “See, Marxus? I can control my temper. Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Topside again, we stopped to chat up Brunhilde of the Bars. She was still in her cage, again plucking her mustache.

      “Stan the man said give these back to you.” The drawer slid out, I dropped the keys in, and back in the drawer went. Brunhilde fished the keys out, gave me a quizzical, narrow-eyed stare, and started to open her mouth.

      I didn’t hang around to hear what she might have to say. Neither did Marxus.
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      The Volvo inserted herself into the stream of traffic circling the courthouse, then shot off into a feeder street, running a bit better than she had on the way in.

      “Easy, Harry. Slow down.” Brother Marxus, big on cautionary traffic advice.

      “I would if I knew where we were headed.”

      “Well—”

      “I need to find a phone first,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I think we handled that all wrong back there,” I said. “And at the chief’s. You and me both. We need some goddamn help.”

      Marxus helpfully pointed out the obvious. “There is a telephone booth. On the corner.”

      The Volvo grazed the curb and stopped next to a fire hydrant.

      “Informing Mac at this juncture would seem appropriate,” the head of security said. “So, however, would not parking in a tow-away zone.”

      I don’t know if Brother Marxus heard the little hula girl’s sour chuckle or not. I only know I did—so Marxus for sure knows Mac. So what?

      I left the Volvo blocking the hydrant and stepped into the phone booth, pulled the door closed, and dialed. Saturday, so no use diming Mac McCabe’s Ithaca office. Instead, I let Ma Bell reach out and touch him somewhere else—his cabin in the woods.

      A brief and less-than-enlightening conversation. He had words for me; didn’t want or need any of mine.

      “And what did Mac suggest we do?” Marxus asked.

      “He didn’t. Mac said tell you ‘code Zen.’ You’d know what to do. So, Zen, damn it.”

      Marxus let an eyebrow arch, said, “Well then. First allow me to lay out a few conjectures for you to consider before we proceed.

      “What if the Vatican had a growing problem. Say it had populated its ranks with priests who like boys. These little boys grow up, become men with problems, disquieting thoughts. They decide the cause is the blow jobs Father Dick coerced them into serving up all those years ago. That is the cause of their present mental mayhem.

      “So these no longer pure altar boys do what every American does when confronted with a wrongful deed—they sue somebody.

      “Pretty soon, money-hungry lawyers would be busy dredging up more and more victims of priestly abuse, suing every archdiocese in America. And then the lawyers would have the Pope and the bishops by the balls.” Marxus’s dark eyes nabbed my green ones.

      “Think about it this way, Harry. Suppose such a priest arrives at Golgotha on retreat. A little wine after dinner, something special just for him—bingo! Problem solved.”

      Yeah, right, a non-Vatican, independent, little-c Catholic, third-party sort of solution.

      I had already heard pretty much the same spiel from Clare there in her library right after Father Damien had kicked the bucket. And here it was again courtesy of Marxus and Mac. Why?

      “Hard to prosecute a corpse, Harry. Hard to cross-examine a dead man. And the Lord’s justice is served.” A rumble of thunder seemingly affirming the monk’s assertions.

      Or maybe, just maybe, the good Lord above barking mad like me at the idea.

      “And you and Mac know all this for sure?” I asked the monk. Clare had tried wiggling out of her tale there in the library. Would Marxus?

      “Such suppositions come only by way of hearsay upon hearsay,” Marxus answered.

      Yep, wiggle room. I rolled the window down, let a little November chill cool me down.

      “Okay. Deniability. Everything clear as mud,” I said. “So why make you head of security if you know all about their little scam—if it is a scam.”

      Like a kid before Christmas, I wanted and needed to believe in Santa. And his missus. Marxus and Mac and their obfuscations weren’t helping much.

      “The ledger was not my concern when I arrived three months ago. It has only recently gone missing—remember, Reno? That’s why they hired you. I was brought in to help with another problem.”

      “Which is?” I asked.

      “The Rugby Ripper,” the black monk said. “That is why I am here.” Okay, Maude’s newspaper clippings.

      “And, yes, Harry, I do need your help. The Ripper’s growing notoriety endangers all Golgotha’s activities. And perhaps Thomas Merton’s . . . shall we say, legacy?”

      “And how do you expect me to help you solve all that?”

      “Simple, Harry,” Marxus said. “You help Clare find Merton’s journal.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I figured you’d say something stupid like that. You’re a big help, Marxus. So, where to now? Back to Golgotha?”

      “No. We must venture a visit to Maude’s humble abode.”

      The old Reno poker face telegraphed Why? the monk’s way.

      “To inform her of Simeon’s demise, Reno. She will want to know.” When I didn’t say anything, Marxus added, “Because Maude is his mother.”

      What?

      Rain began dotting the windshield. Swish-swish went the wipers. Off we motored. The PI somewhat enlightened, but definitely none the wiser. The Volvo grumpy again, too.
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      The rain that had started as a sprinkle from Mother Nature’s watering can was coming down fire-hose hard as the Volvo pulled into Maude’s driveway and stopped behind the Bronco.

      “Tell me that one more time,” I said.

      “Maude is Simeon’s mother. Spencer Hinkle was Maude’s stepson.”

      “Now tell me why that seemed so unimportant you never mentioned it.”

      “An externality, Reno,” the green-robed monk advised. “At least until now.”

      “Come on,” I said, “let’s go get wet.”

      The front porch steps creaked, curtains parted, and Maude in her muumuu opened the door. We stepped around the remains of the squirrel-gnawed orange orb and said our hellos.

      “This can’t be good. Not if you’re here.” Since Maude wasn’t pointing at me, I figured the gun in her hand had more to do with Marxus’s presence than with mine. At least, I hoped it did.

      “You two tools might as well come on in, dry off, and get it over with.” Her Dirty Harry piece waved us inside, and in we went.

      “Thanks for the towels,” I said. “Where do you want them?”

      “Kitchen floor’ll do,” Golgotha’s ex-cook said.

      I followed orders and then scooted back into the living room as Marxus began telling Maude why we’d stopped by.

      “Hung, you say?” Maude still had a grip on her gun.

      “I fear so, Mrs. Hinkle. Mr. Reno and I did what we could.” Waves lapping a sun-warmed Jamaican beach could not have been more soothing than the monk’s commiserating purr.

      “Well, that just about tears it, don’t it.” Maude plunked her Magnum down on the table beside her recliner and turned to face us.

      “Guess he was just makin’ good on that machete warnin’.”

      “Who?” I asked her. “Sceleratus?”

      “Oh, sweet Elvis, deliver me from the fools that walk your earth.” Maude flopped down in her recliner and fired up a gasser.

      “The fat cop. That’s who done it, dimwit. Or his skinny gofer boy. And speaking of gofers, get me a beer. I’ve had a terrible shock—don’t you know. Get some for you all, too.”

      A shake of Marxus’s head let me know one brew for Maude and one brew for me was beer enough for him. I was back double-quick. Like Maude, I’d had a terrible shock too. Several of them, in fact.

      While I sipped, Marxus filled Maude in on Scary’s two recent chop jobs at Golgotha, then switched back to the reason for our visit.

      “Mrs. Hinkle. In deference to your sensibilities, I have so far divulged neither Simeon’s, nor Spencer’s complicated parentage. Perhaps Mr. Reno would benefit if you—”

      “Oh hell, why not.”

      Maude chugged brew—belched—nabbed her revolver, pointing it at Charlton Heston decked out in Moses drag, then sighting on Elvis, the sequined king of many a middle-aged woman’s dreams, and, finally, aiming her gun at God’s Ten Commandments plastered on the wall between her idols over the sofa.

      “Look at Moses up there. Charlie boy got up like he’s the wrath of God himself, clutchin’ those fake tablets.” Maude pointed her gun again at her Ten Commandments poster.

      “Those there, they’re the real deal—Word of God. I ought to of paid them more heed. When I was younger. My boy Simeon come out wrong ’cause I adulterated his conception.”

      Maude swung the revolver from commandments to detective. “Boy, you look plain puzzled,” she said, her peacekeeper wavering about.

      Puzzled? I don’t know about that, but scared as shit her hand cannon would blow a hole the size of the Red Sea in me if she squeezed the trigger a mite harder? Yeah, scared, that’s what I would be seeing on Reno’s poker face, if I were Maude.

      Guess she finally saw it, too. Her trigger finger relaxed and Maude took a hit off the nail, blew a cloud out, watching as it drifted toward the ceiling.

      “I copulated with a married man,” Maude said. “Simeon’s what squirted out—damaged. Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery. The Lord God’s judgment.”

      “If you’d put the gun down, I’d be able to concentrate on your words a little better.” Soft sounds, the better to soothe a shattered soul. Or a nut.

      “Oh, sorry.” Maude laid her cannon back on the table and picked up her beer.

      “And this married man was who, exactly?” I asked.

      “Ain’t important.” Beer spittle spotted her all-encompassing purple fashion statement. “It’s enough you know I sinned, boy.” I let it go. Sometimes it’s best not to press a wacko with a gun too forcefully.

      “Brother Marxus did mention you were Spencer’s mother,” I said.

      “Yeah, but he wasn’t mine. Got him when I married his father,” Maude said. “That loser’s gone with the wind, too. And now Spencer’s not nobody’s.”

      And maybe that’s why Scary’s supposed chop job back at the cabin hadn’t upset her. Or, perhaps Maude Hinkle, wicked stepmother, doer of her own evil deeds, put the kibosh on Spence and his nun girlfriend herself.

      I might have been mumbling, but I kept it low.

      “And before you ask, numbnuts, I ain’t seein’ nobody currently. Now, how ’bout we figure out what to do about Scary instead of pokin’ around in my sex life.”

      Sex life? Numbnuts? A shiver ran down my spine and raced back up—then repeated its circuit. I think my shoulders were shivering, too.

      “Okay,” I said when I could, “but Brother Sceleratus is keeping those four Mexican monks of his as close as his own skin. Marxus and I could grab him, but it’d be messy.”

      Out the sliding patio doors, Simeon’s pumpkin likeness had collapsed in on itself, a gooey and grotesque shrunken head.

      “Brother Sceleratus meant that”—I jerked a thumb toward the Fool’s deteriorated likeness—“as a warning, right?”

      “Boy, you are one hard-case dumbass. Scary don’t need to warn me about himself. I told you before the pumpkin was the fat detective’s way of saying ‘back off or else.’ He’s got stuff to hide too—like all of us.” Maude sighed, gave Elvis the once-over, then started to cry.

      “The King said don’t be cruel.” Tears dappled her cheeks. “I ain’t so sure I’ve followed him on that one.” One hand snatched at a tissue. Her other claw went for the beer.

      “Father Nicholas must be informed regarding Simeon,” Marxus urged. “Come, Reno, the rain has ceased. Let us leave Maude to grieve as she sees fit.”

      At the front door, Marxus stopped and turned toward Maude in her recliner. The monk raised his hand, made the sign of the cross, said, “May God and Elvis comfort you.”

      Maude confirmed his blessing with a beer belch. We hoofed it double-fast out to the Volvo and chugged back toward Golgotha.
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      Father Nicholas had drawn the drapes across his Swiss chalet’s office window to ward off the chill outside, he said. Imagine that, a Santa who doesn’t like the cold. And here I’d figured he’d drawn the drapes to keep evil spirits at bay, but that’s just me. Whichever or whatever, the office was hot like before. And gloomy. And still dusty. No Buffett, though.

      “You are quite sure Simeon is . . . no longer with us? I mean, you are certain he is in fact most certainly—”

      “He’s kaput, Padre. Marxus and I cut him down. And like I said, we don’t figure he hanged himself.”

      “We must collect the body,” Father Nicholas said, his mitts dithering with this and that on his desk. “Plan the poor dear’s funeral. We should—”

      I fist-banged Santa’s desk hard enough to make his telephone’s listen-and-talk piece sail from cradle to floor.

      “Damn it, man,” I yelled, “shut up.”

      Nick winced, began hauling on the phone cord, Ma Bell’s mouthpiece clanking its way topside one bang at a time.

      “Succinct, Mr. Reno,” Brother Marxus offered, helping his abbot cradle the receiver. “But Father Nicholas is correct, poor Simeon deserves—”

      The knocking interrupting the head of security wasn’t a gentle or timorous rapping—oh no, it surely wasn’t. More the Gestapo hammering hard at four in the morning, apprising you that you’d just won their Auschwitz vacation sweepstakes.

      The chalet’s front door banged open, multiple boots clomping their way upstairs. Nick’s office door opened without any help from the three of us, and Scary’s two jolly, mustachioed Mexican monks swung into the abbot’s office either side of the doorway—the imported monks ready, willing, and able to cause murder and mayhem. But with a smile.

      In the doorway stood Golgotha’s horticulture honcho backed up by the two stone-cold-Aztec killers. Just like before. Well, that’s a hermit for you—only happy in a crowd.

      Sceleratus stepped across the threshold as the four Mexican drug thugs fanned out along the walls and awaited their jefe’s lead.

      “Father Nicholas.” Scary’s reptile head swiveled an inch or so on his fire-ravaged neck. “Mr. Reno.” Another incremental movement. “Brother Marxus.” The rasp in his voice—as always—as obvious as his missing ear.

      “I must have Merton the Deceiver’s journal.”

      Man, talk about sticking to an itinerary. Only difference this trip to Switzerland, Scary had to say hello to Marxus instead of Clare and Mother Superior.

      Didn’t seem to faze the Blood of Christ monk, however. Still babbling about what he wanted and needed. No consideration whatsoever for others.

      “The journal. I must have it by—”

      “Beat it,” I ordered.

      Sceleratus and his coercion goons huffed smirks out their collective nostrils, even the stone-faced pair. One of the mustachioed monks spit on the floor.

      Quicker than my mind could advise Don’t do it, the .38 was out of its shoulder holster and in my hand, pistol-whipping the Mexican spitter across his face—spraying blood a lot of places on a lot of people. Including yours truly. But that’s why tough-guy PIs carry handkerchiefs.

      The Mexican drug thug yelped, but stayed on his feet, holding his busted nose, while blood seeped between fingers, dripping onto Santa’s floor. Have to give it to him, though. He’d taken his medicine like a man. Good for him.

      I stepped back, centered the .38’s barrel on Scary’s forehead, again told the jefe and his goons, “Beat it.” This time they did, but with a parting shot from the hermit monk.

      “By compline,” Brother Sceleratus hissed. Whatever the hell that meant.
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      Marxus and I stood beside the Volvo debating what to do next. We’d left Father Nicholas tut-tutting over the mess we were in, dusting the furniture, picking up beer cans. At least Santa had a plan of action. Ineffectual as it seemed. So why criticize the old boy. Golgotha’s head of security and its shamus on a retainer weren’t doing much better.

      Hey, maybe I could offer to polish Santa’s silver while Marxus hoovered the rugs.

      “I think not. Let us apprise Mother Superior of the latest developments,” Marxus offered instead. “And consult with our resident mystic, Ms. O’Toole.”

      Not a bad idea. Never polished silver before. Why start now and completely ruin a constantly deteriorating Saturday afternoon?

      “Okay, but I need to make another phone call first.” We climbed into the Volvo, and the green love of my life rolled toward Golgotha’s entrance, still a bit grumbly, though.

      “Why not Father Nicholas’s instrument? Or the receptionist’s?” Marxus asked.

      “Because I don’t want anyone listening in. And yeah, that includes you too, old buddy.”

      “You do seem rather short on trust today, Reno.” My Jamaica brother mon flipped his monk’s hood over his shaved skull and settled in to endure the ride to the phone booth at the end of the priory’s driveway.

      “Like always,” he offered by way of addendum.

      I’m pretty sure I heard the little hula girl chuckling again. Sort of muffled though, what with her face still planted on the dash, an ever-present reminder of local police brutality.

      I stepped inside the phone booth and pulled the door shut, dropped a donation in memory of Alexander Graham Bell, and a secure number up in Ithaca began to ring again.

      “Identify.” Mac McCabe, never a wasted word. Never two or three either, where one or none suffices.

      “It’s Reno. Zen it is. But I need some help.”

      “No jurisdiction.” Mac, my old boss when we both slapped shoe leather in the attorney general’s special investigations unit, going all legal on me. So unlike our goon squad days. The hell with that.

      “Damn it, Mac. I’m down here at Golgotha only because you and Penny set me up on this gig. I think you knew exactly what I’d be stepping into. And you knew I’d be in over my head.”

      “No jurisdiction.” Mac’s words repetitive, staccato, unhelpful. Like Mac himself.

      “Shit, man, when did a state line ever deflect your reach?” Harry Reno, softer for a moment. Less pushy. Didn’t help. Not at all.

      “No jurisdiction,” Mac reminded me a third time. I lost it.

      “God-damn-it, Mac. I need some help—the cops killed Chief Ragan. God’s Holy Fool’s kaput. Hung in his cell. The cops did that, too. Fat man and skinny boy.”

      Nothing. No response. But at least no carping about jurisdiction.

      “Brother Sceleratus skinned and gutted the chief’s daughter. You know, Angelique, the almost-a-nun? And he cut off a hooker’s leg, too. Left it on Clare’s doorstep. Fed the rest of the hooker to the hogs. Or the catfish.”

      I took a breath. I needed it. Wanted it, too.

      “And we planted a priest in a hole in the ground a few days ago. After your Santa and Mrs. Claus maybe poisoned him.”

      I paused again—still nothing from Mac. No surprise there. Not really. Laconic bastard.

      “And before I forget, the bookkeeper and his nun ended up fish bait. Oh, and the Fruitcakes for Jesus van is toast, too. Your boy Scary’s been busy. Real busy.”

      Nothing but dead air. Then, the sound of a coffee cup settling on glass. Mac’s desk. Single sheet of writing paper. No pad. No trace of what was written. Glass desktop, because with Mac it is always deniable—no tracks to follow. Industrial-strength shredder beside the desk. Even out there at his cabin in the woods.

      “I know. No jurisdiction. The hell with you, Mac. Maybe I can get Thomas Merton to help me.” My reflection in the phone booth’s Plexiglas mirrored the desperation in my voice.
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      And just like that, Merton’s visage—shaved head, twinkling eyes, a half smile ready to bloom into the real thing—replaced my pissed-as-hell frown of defeat.

      Try the Jazzy Times, I heard in my head. Then Thomas Merton, Father Louis, monk of Gethsemani, evaporated, and I was staring into my own confused eyes once more.
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      “Harry.” I might have heard Mac sigh. Then again, I might not have. Sort of like seeing or not seeing Merton.

      “Harry.” Damn. Repetition. A wasted word. Superfluous speech. How unlike Mac. Maybe I should try paying attention. Who knows how many Harrys he’d had to repeat before I was back with him. “Tell Marxus. Imminent threat. Trust Hunter.”

      And then like Merton, Mac evaporated, too. I headed back to the Volvo and Marxus and the little hula girl. My reality. For now.

      “Mac told me to tell you, Imminent threat, trust Hunter.” The Volvo’s tan leather no comfort for my soul. “Hey, did you see a guy standing outside the phone booth? While I was talking to Mac? Well, did you?”

      Jamaica’s answer to Chatty Cathy said, “No.”

      “No what? No, you won’t call Hunter? No, you didn’t see Thomas Merton talking to me? No, there’s no imminent threat? Damn it, man. No what?”

      I didn’t bother to check my reflection in the Volvo’s rearview mirror. No need. I could feel the burn from my shoulders to my forehead. Deciphering Marxus’s cryptic utterances as frustrating as enduring Mac McCabe’s Spartan sentences. Or Merton’s mystical stares.

      “Lend me some change, please,” Marxus said by way of an answer. So I did, and he slipped into the phone booth and began dialing.

      He was back quick, even for him.

      “Hunter will meet us at that roadhouse down the way. Jazzy Times, I believe it is called. We should head that way now,” the black monk said as he pulled the car door shut.

      Merton and Marxus—monks in communion?

      “Perhaps the jukebox there is not limited to jazz,” Marxus said. “A Red Stripe and ‘Jamaica Farewell’ would both be refreshing on what has been a rather frustrating Saturday afternoon. I do suppose some jerk chicken would be too much to hope for, though.”

      I wasn’t sure about two of the three, but some sort of beer sounded possible. Off we went.
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      Hunter was there in a booth. But no Belafonte in the jukebox, no Red Stripe in the cold box, and certainly no jerk chicken anywhere on the premises. I think the bartender was offended I’d even inquired. About any of it.

      Still, he said, “Good to see you again, Harry. Here’s your beers. And some peanuts.”

      “Here’s what he does have,” I said, and set three bottles of Pabst Blue Ribbon down on the table between the cop and the monk. “World’s Fair beer.”

      I grabbed a chair and sat at the end of the table so I could watch the two characters in the booth. If I’d sat beside one, I’m sure the other guy would have been pissed. Or unduly relieved.

      Besides, sticking out like I was, maybe Merton would float by and I could nab him. Hey, ya never know.

      “It occurs to me,” I said, “we could have had this little chat back at the chief’s house. Remember, the three of us standing there, eyeballing Ragan in the pool? Just this morning?”

      “I’m only here because a certain person said you need me.” This Hunter character had gray eyes that fixed you in diluted beams, then quickly threw steel spears your way.

      And once you were stuck, you stayed that way. Until the eyes said otherwise.

      “Okay, so we know the why.” I sampled a little Blue Ribbon, let my peepers roam where they wanted—to hell with Hunter’s eye games.

      “What have you got in mind that could help us out with Brother Scary?”

      “Nothing.” Great. Another Zen master: Scary; Marxus; Merton. And now Hunter. I was beginning to feel left out.

      “Inspector.” Well, the head of security did know how to form words. “If I might suggest, cooperation tonight is essential. Brother Sceleratus has killed twice in as many days. He will do so again before the sun rises.” Marxus, stepping into Clare the Clairvoyant’s high heels.

      “And the two less than perpendicular policemen, they also shall seek solution to their dilemma under cover of darkness.”

      “Sounds about right.” Hunter slid out of the booth, lingered a moment, looking us over. “I got the bent cops. Scary’s yours.” He turned toward the bar’s entrance. “Thanks for the beer. I don’t drink on duty.” And then he was gone.

      “Well . . . that was real helpful. You want Hunter’s beer? He never touched it.”

      “If you feel the need, go ahead.” The monk’s hand indicated the bottle was all mine. Like the jazz in the jukebox, I left the beer where it was—undisturbed.

      “Let’s go see Mother Superior.”

      “Yes, let us,” the black monk said.

      As we made our way out, I flipped the barkeep a gunman’s salute. He shot me back. But with a smile. Sometimes that’s the most you can hope for.

      As we slipped inside my Swedish sled, Marxus offered up an observation. “I noticed you gave the place the once-over before we strolled out. Expecting Merton, perhaps?”

      The chuckles issuing from inside the monk’s hood left me disinclined to dignify his sarcasm with a response. Snappy or otherwise.

      The Volvo chugged her way toward Golgotha’s convent, the little hula girl silent and still throughout our journey. And now Marxus, too—again the monk master of Zen nothingness.

      I don’t know about you, but I was damn tired of everybody’s Zen obsession.
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      On the way over to Golgotha’s nun house, the Volvo decided she had let us use her defroster long enough. The blower stopped blowing. The windows began to fog. I wiped; Marxus wiped. No more useful than a dog shaking off raindrops in a monsoon.

      I still don’t see how we made it, but we did. Divine intervention maybe. Or dumb luck.

      Either way, once we pulled in, Mother Superior’s house of questionable morals sat lit from within by a welcoming glow, as the gloomy afternoon faded toward sunset and the promise of a long-and-cold dark night.

      In the open doorway, Mother Superior, wrestling’s Sister Sarita the Half-Nelson Nun, stood holding a lantern against our imminent loss of perception.

      I switched off the ignition, and we stepped out. The Volvo’s engine shook four or five times in protest and died—as, with a hiss, a hose let go. Steam roiled from under the hood.

      “Hors de combat, it would seem, Mr. Reno,” the nunnery’s very own wrasslin’ whore said. Hey, you can bet I didn’t chance making any puns out of that. Not out loud at least.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said instead, “she’ll be all right, Mother S.”

      But even as I assured the head nun of my chariot’s roadworthiness, a flow of coolant began seeping across the convent’s front drive. The head nun’s lantern swung to and fro, defining the righteousness of her prior ecclesiastical observation.

      “Perhaps, but not without some attention. Which we of the spirituality of Golgotha are ill-equipped to provide tonight,” Mother Superior said. “Alas, Maude was also our mechanic.” Marxus gave his head a shake, swinging us back to the reason we were here.

      “Mother Superior, we have some bad news to relate, I fear,” the black monk said.

      “Yeah, bad,” I said. “Real bad.” And with that less-than-smooth intro, Marxus and I filled Mother Superior in on the day’s events.

      She stood there mouth open, hands stifling her anguish, tears coursing from eyes still bleak with grief over Angelique. Seems Father Nicholas had failed to clue Mother Superior in on the two most recent demises—Chief Ragan’s dry-pool drowning and Simeon’s assisted suicide.

      Nor had the abbot let Mother Superior know we only had until compline to comply with Scary’s demands. Wonder why?

      “Maude was just here,” Mother Superior finally said, after dabbing her eyes and wiping her nose and straightening her wimple yet again. “Twenty minutes, maybe a half hour ago. I guess. Maude didn’t tell us any of this.”

      And that’s when I grasped what had been missing in this Hotel California moment at the convent’s front door. Or more precisely, who.

      “Where’s Clare? We dropped her off here this morning. Where is she, Mother Superior?”

      “She . . . she went with Maude . . . in the Bronco.”

      I wheeled, started for the Volvo, pulled up short, spun back to Sarita.

      “Where were they headed?”

      “They didn’t say.”

      “Oh, but I think they did.” And before Marxus could dissuade me, and before Sister Sarita the Half-Nelson Nun could run, I grabbed a handful of habit.

      “Where?” I screamed. Lucky for her and doubly lucky for me, Marxus pulled us apart.

      “Give her a chance to tell us, Harry.” You know me, I’m usually a sucker for anybody who calls me Harry. Even in the midst of one of my red-tinted rages—but not right then.

      “Sorry,” I sneered, and concluded my non-apology with a shove that sent the head nun stumbling backward, arms windmilling for purchase in the cold night air.

      “You stupid bitch. Sceleratus is gonna kill Clare. Just to get Tom’s goddamn journal.”

      “Enough,” Marxus warned.

      In the doorway, several nuns were watching me manhandle their boss. One was clutching a heavy candlestick. Another held a butcher’s knife. A third nun looking mean enough all on her own. More of the convent’s troops congregating behind them.

      A glance at them and a quick survey of Marxus and Mother Superior let me know I was, as usual, overreacting a bit. And for sure outnumbered.

      “Sorry, Sarita.” Finally contrite, but I let Marxus pick up her lantern.

      “Mother Superior, which way were Maude and Clare headed?” The monk’s voice gentler by far than Reno’s. Even the clutch of nuns in the doorway appeared somewhat mollified. At least their weapons weren’t at the ready anymore.

      “They said they were going to search Brother Sceleratus’s hermitage. For the ledger.” Mother Superior smoothed her nun rig—and hooked me with a left.

      I saw it coming, stood still for it just the same. I deserved it. But I took it on my shoulder. I have my limits.

      “You didn’t pass them?” Mother Superior asked when she and I had stopped glaring at each other.

      “We were sort of fogged up,” Marxus offered.

      “Perhaps they turned off on the farm road,” the head nun conceded. “Maude’s Bronco is four-wheel drive, isn’t it? They could circle around and come in the back way. The track Brother Sceleratus uses when he wishes to slip about unseen.” Finally, we were getting somewhere.

      And that’s when the convent lights went out. A crack of thunder, a lightning flash, a too-loud pop, and Mother S suddenly seemed a bit prescient standing there holding her lantern.

      The gaggle of nubile nuns in the doorway streamed out from the convent’s darkened interior, drawn like fluttering moths to Mother Superior’s electric flame. Until its light bulb arced and went dead, too.

      “Well, shit.”

      Even in the dark, I knew the expletive had been uttered by Mother Superior, albeit the voice I heard belonged to Sister Sarita the Half-Nelson Nun.

      “Excuse me, Brother Marxus—Mr. Reno—Sisters. I of course meant good gracious.” Yeah, right—good gracious, my ass.

      “Sisters, please find some candles.” The nuns scurried off like cats after barn mice.

      “Look, Sarita,” I said. “We’ve got to find Clare. And quick. If Scary finds her first, he’s going to kill her. And it’ll be bloody. Right, Marxus?” No confirmation, but no dissent, either.

      “And Maude’s too flaky to be her bodyguard. So what’s the quickest way from here to Scary’s hermit hut?”

      “You know the drill, Reno,” Marxus said. “Back over hill and dale to the path through the woods to the ridge, down the slope to the farm. Then across the fields and the bridge, and into Sceleratus’s woods. Over there.”

      The black monk pointed, then shrugged. “If that is where they went.”

      “Come on, Sarita. You know the man. Where else would he be?” Not a word. “We can’t just stand here in the dark and wait for God in his fucking Heaven to send us a sign.”

      “Do not utter such blasphemy again, Mr. Reno.” Mother Superior, the Vatican’s perhaps poisoner of choice, trying to hang a mantle of guilt on yours truly.

      “That’s a little thin, coming from—”

      “Look!” Marxus’s shout and pointing finger following hard on the boom popping our ears as our eyes registered a pillar of flame shooting skyward from the direction of Scary’s hermitage.

      “Come on, Reno,” Marxus urged. “There’s your holy sign.”

      With the Volvo out of commission and no other wheels available, Marxus and I had no choice but to hoof it.
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      Marxus and I stumbled out of the woods and stood panting at the top of the ridge, surveying the pastoral scene below. Not that we could see much of Golgotha’s farming op. Full dark now.

      Except for the lights inside the Quonset hut barracks glowing festively and the farm pickup’s headlights illuminating the barnyard. Yeah, dark, except for that. Some shadowy figures were running back and forth. Down the slope we went.

      We made it as far as the dark side of the barn and paused, trying to decide who would do what to whom. And how. And when.

      Marxus whispered, “I have my .45.”

      “Shhh,” something beside me advised as a ghost finger tapped my shoulder.

      “Son of a—”

      “Quiet, Harry. You too, Marxus.” Come over here, the motioning finger said. So we did. Deeper into darkness. I imagine you would have, too. Given the circumstances.

      “I thought—”

      “Well, you thought wrong, Harry,” Clare whispered. “Maude’s going it alone. She forced me out of the Bronco at gunpoint. I decided to try . . . well . . . to wait here. Sure took you two long enough to find me.

      “And no, I don’t know what blew up. I’ve been busy trying to figure how to get past Scary’s monks.”

      “Are you armed, Ms. O’Toole?” Marxus asked.

      Clare showed us her little .22. Not as impressive nor as deadly as her sweater-straining .38s, but it made us three armed vigilantes against a possible quartet of desperado Mexican monks—who were likely better provisioned with artillery.

      I poked my nose around the corner of the barn. Two monks still scurrying—barracks to truck and back again. No sign of the other two.

      “What do you think, Harry?” Clare asked.

      “I think I should have stayed home. In Ithaca.” But my .38, the one with the four-inch, pistol-whipping barrel and the memory of monk blood on it, lent me more confidence than my words suggested.

      “Come on,” I whispered. “Zip up your jacket, babe. Too attention-getting. Hey, either of you two speak Mexican?” I didn’t wait for an answer or to verify Clare had jacketed her .38s.

      I stepped out of the shadows and into the light.

      “Buenas noches, mis amigos,” I said.

      The two monks by the pickup stopped loading, stared my way. I let my revolver flick back and forth, from Monk Numero Uno to Monk Numero Dos and back again.

      “Manos arriba,” I said. “Por favor.”

      And wonders of wonders, up their hands went, grabbing air, my street Spanish in wonderful form tonight. Plus Clare had swung out beside me, her girl gun in a two-handed, tactical hold.

      “Only this hombre inside.” Marxus gun-guided a third monk toward his two buddies. Maybe Marxus spoke their lingo after all. Or at least his .45 did.

      “Who speaks English?” I asked.

      “Me, señor. A little.”

      “Where’s your amigo? The other monk,” I asked.

      “Muerto. Dead, señor.”

      Something here wasn’t right. When I’d met them before, they’d either been as silent as the grave or bursting with bravado. But here and now, in the light spilling out of their home away from home, all I saw and heard was fear. And, frightening as I can be, it wasn’t me or my gun-toting compadres that had blanched their brown faces white.

      Something else had these three bad-ass dudes scared shitless.

      “Where’s your jefe, Brother Sceleratus?” I said.

      “El Diablo,” all three said at once. And they didn’t mean me. One tried making the sign of the cross. I encouraged him not to. His hands grabbed for Heaven once more.

      “Where is he?” I asked again.

      “Su casa, señor. Maybe.” One hand came down a bit. I let it. “Back there, señor.” The hand’s thumb pointed toward the stubble field and the woods beyond. Yeah, real helpful. I knew where Scary hung out. I’d been there, remember? Twice.

      “Alone?” No answer. Not out loud at least. Three heads shaking though, indicating Scary wasn’t enjoying a night of solitude.

      “El Diablo,” all three intoned once more. Then they said it again: “El Diablo.”

      “Harry,” Clare offered, “I think they’re scared. They’re trying to leave.” And with that, Golgotha’s mystical librarian launched into what had to be pitch-perfect Spanish.

      The three monks’ hands stayed up, but they started jabbering faster than a roadrunner chasing a rattler.

      Clare said something fast and hard herself. The monks stopped jabbering, stood stock-still. Clare told Marxus, “Get a rope. Try the barn.”

      We roped them together and herded them into the bed of the pickup while Clare kept them complacent, holding a gun in each of her hands.

      “Leave ’em here? While we go after Scary?” I asked.

      Marxus glanced at Clare. “Ms. O’Toole might stay and guard them.”

      “No way,” I said. “I’m not letting her out of my sight.”

      Clare shrugged her shoulders, as if to say, I just do what Harry tells me to. Yeah, right. But good enough tonight.

      “Then I will take them to the guesthouse,” the black monk said. “Secure them there.”

      “Okay,” I said. We didn’t have much of a choice. “If we can’t find Scary, we’ll head back to the convent.”

      “And while back at Golgotha, I too shall seek after my brother in Christ Sceleratus and dear Maude, should they not be at home when you two go calling.”

      Marxus slipped behind the wheel, pulled the pickup’s door shut, and putt-putted away down the farm road.

      “Come on,” Clare said, and headed toward the stubble field. “They said Scary’s there and he’s killed their amigo. Hurry up, Harry.” Off the mystic went—legs and hips and rear all at a fast trot. Her arms pumping hard as well.

      I puffed along after her best I could.
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      “I thought you didn’t speak Spanish,” I wheezed, Clare’s fast trotting a full-out sprint for me.

      “You called it Mexican. That’s insulting, Harry. You ought to know better.” What I knew, what I noticed, was Clare wasn’t panting at all. Her pace entirely to her liking.

      “Okay. Mea culpa.” Wheeze. “Next time I see those three, I’ll apologize.”

      The mystic pounded on, stubble field and haystacks already history, heading toward the trees now. I did what I could, which was follow her toward Scary’s hermit abode—heart and lungs approaching critical mass, legs and knees protesting the punishment being meted out.

      God, but it was dark. And cold. And darker yet under the fast-approaching trees.

      “Wait up, will ya?” Our feet busy tap, tap, tapping across the little covered bridge spanning the creek. Clare trotted out the other side, slowed.

      I caught up, grabbed her shoulder, forced her to a full stop.

      “Slow down, okay? He’s booby-trapped the woods, remember?”

      “I know the way, Harry. Remember, I’ve been there before.”

      Even in the darkness under the trees, I could make out sorrow flooding her face. We were nose to nose, whispering, tears spilling. Hers, not mine.

      “Lots of times,” she said. Hey, maybe what I was detecting was shame, not sorrow.

      A finger and a thumb lifted her chin. They were mine, I guess. The rest of me felt sort of numb. Lots of times? There with Scary? Why? Tattoos too bland an answer.

      “Not important,” I said. “Not right now, anyway.” Like hell it wasn’t important. The Not right now on the money, though. We had to find Maude. Explanations could wait. We broke apart. I don’t remember how we’d ended up holding each other. But we had.

      Clare took the lead again, and I trotted along behind, keeping up a little easier here in the woods. A little, not a lot. My thoughts whirling, churning faster than my feet.

      Lots of times? What the hell? What the earthly hell. Then we were there. The clearing, the hermitage, light spilling from Scary’s wide-open front door. The shutters on the front windows closed, but leaking light, too. I took the lead.

      “Stay put. I mean it,” I said. The .38 out of its shoulder rig and comforting my hand once again. “I’m going to check out the perimeter first.”

      I edged through the trees, skirting the edge of the clearing, moving toward the backside of the hermitage, a fire in the fireplace scenting the night air. I kept moving.

      Side windows shuttered, the small, high window at the back covered in black plastic tonight. No Jeep nestled in its aluminum stall. Big surprise. I prowled back toward the front of the hermitage, stepped onto the porch.

      The porch creaked. And creaked again. The hell with it.

      Two steps and I swung in a combat crouch into the doorway, heart thudding, gun pointing at . . . the damn mystic.

      “Frickin’ A, Clare, I told you to stay put.”

      No answer, just a hand clamped over her mouth, eyes staring back at me, wild and wide open. She shoved past me out the doorway and onto the porch and repeated her fishing cabin upchucking routine. While Clare retched, I stepped the rest of the way in to check out the cause of her distress.

      Inside, Sceleratus’s hermitage painted with blood. The lopped-off head of the three monks’ missing compadre sitting in the lap of the old-time Mexican pistolero. The one in the wooden armchair daring you to sneak a peek at his bone-lady girlfriend.

      The dead monk’s eyes the same as the pistolero’s—blank, detached from whatever hold they’d once had on reality. The Mexican monk’s hair missing—scalped neater than a Sioux squaring his beef with Custer.

      The monk’s arms and legs hacked away, the severed remnants scattered here and there on the hermit hut floor. Not content to just hack flesh and bone, Sceleratus had eviscerated his Mexican brother in Christ.

      A black kettle suspended in the hut’s fireplace—the fire burning low, the pot on a slow simmer. I moved closer, but not too close. A handle sticking up in the pot. The handle might have belonged to a spoon. Or a ladle. Or an arm bone. I didn’t verify.

      Nor did I sample the contents of Scary’s witch’s cauldron. I don’t do tripe. Not pig, not human. No need—plenty else to feast my eyes on there in Sceleratus’s hideaway.

      Blood spatters spritzing walls and floor and bone lady. Yeah, the bone lady, alias Santa Muerte. Man oh man, was she a sight.

      The tall-as-me skeleton draped in a white shroud sporting decorative bloody handprints tonight, prints just about the size of Scary’s paws. Like he’d held her in his arms—after he’d butchered the monk. Plus slipped a pair of black panties over her bony hips.

      A kiss-of-death smudge of dried blood on the bone lady’s mouth, the Mexican monk’s scalp crowning the skeleton’s noggin. The scalp a bit askew, though. Like Scary had been in a hurry to get it where it was.

      Candles on the floor formed a semicircle in front of Santa Muerte—just melted puddles now—one red, another black, another green. A blue one, too.

      And a butchered black cat. Curled at Santa Muerte’s feet, Clare’s kitty. No more nighttime yodeling. No more announcing hunks of leg outside cottage doors.

      I turned away, but a little something else grabbed and held my attention.

      A table and chair. Scary’s card-table dining room suite. A bowl. A soup spoon. A neatly folded cloth napkin. Half a glass of wine. I know it was wine and not south-of-the-border monk blood—because I gave it a discreet sniff to make sure.

      Which, dammit, placed me in a too-close proximity to Sceleratus’s last meal—the bowl on his table hosting a left-the-last-bite-for-you dollop of monk entrails.

      I made it as far as the front porch before I lost what little I had in me to offer up.
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      Eventually, I found Clare leaning against a tree at the edge of the clearing—away from front-porch vomit and the gore inside the hermitage. Mystical feet scuffling pine needles, conjuring better Saturday night scents.

      “He’s gone,” I assured her. “No sign of Maude, though. All the parts inside are male. I think.” No reaction. The mystic body-hugging herself, arms wrapping themselves tight around her torso, head down, back jammed against the tree.

      “Come on, Clare. We need to get out of here.” No response. Not even a Fuck off, Reno.

      “Now,” I urged, my mouth an inch from her ear. Still no reaction, so I executed a full-body, frontal assault.

      “Hey,” I screamed, and grabbed hold of her shoulders, shaking her hard, jiggling her boobs, rocking her head to and fro—finally slipping my hands under her armpits and lifting her up, dropping her back down.

      She stayed on her feet, didn’t collapse in a heap. Didn’t try to slug me.

      Clare shook her head, glanced around, said, “Where are we?” At least she didn’t say, Who are you? At least not until she’d rubbed her eyes.

      “I’m Harry. You’re Clare.” Kind and caring, that’s Harry. But Reno shook her again.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” I demanded.

      “You can stop now, Harry. I’m all right. Or I will be in a minute.” The dreamy voice slipping from between her lips left that assurance in some doubt. First about her words, then about her sanity. Or lack thereof.

      Guess I could let her coast for a bit. But not long. We had things to do. Places to be. People left to save—maybe.

      “I’m going to find out what blew up.” Nothing. “Will you be okay? Clare? You in there?”

      Finally, a hand wave let me know to just get on with it, the rest of the babe bent double, dry heaving.

      My little pocket flashlight’s beam played over the damp track weaving through the trees. Fresh tire marks. Two sets. I pushed on down the path until the dual set of tire tracks became a single set. A little farther along, the Bronco, down in a gully. Blackened—charred—twisted. The pillar-of-fire pyrotechnics we’d seen from the convent.

      I scrambled down the rutted slope. The ground blackened, forest scrub burnt away.

      A skeletal form behind the warped steering wheel. Might have been human once, but not now—broken, burnt, stripped of skin by the force of the explosion and flames. Had to be Maude. Too small for Scary.

      I clambered back up the gully and headed back to Clare. As I backtracked, I noticed where the other set of tire tracks had crawled up a slope and disappeared into the trees. Scary’s Jeep? Maybe. But no Scary. No Jeep. Not that I could see. Somewhere nearby, or far off, thunder rumbled a bit.

      I jogged back to the clearing and its blood-soaked hermit hut.

      And that was the instant Brother Sceleratus chose to roar around from the back of his hermitage, Jeep pointed at me, the driver himself leaning out, pistol spitting lead my way.

      I dove to the side, rolled a couple of times, hit a small tree, came to a stop. Up on one knee, .38 in hand, sighting on the departing Jeep.

      My gun could have hurled death Scary’s way. God knew he deserved it. But it didn’t. Why not? you ask. Scary had Clare strapped in the passenger seat. Not a shot I could chance.

      I holstered the .38, my side hurting like hell from rolling out of Scary’s way. I spit in the dirt. Said a few choice words—the Jeep sounding fainter by the second. Then only the big Zen nothingness of a cold and dark woods. The critters of the night frightened into silence by the now-departed monk’s pistolero fusillade.

      Off I went. In an icy rain that had me shiver-shaking after the first three steps. Back the way I had come. Limping along. Woods—covered bridge—field—farm—pine trees—hills and dales—and, eventually, to the darkened convent. Slogging after Clare on sore feet no way to save a babe lost in the night.

      I needed and wanted transport. And some damn help.
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      “You look like hell, Harry.” A lantern held high, illuminating my face. Fingers softer than I had any right to expect them to be stroking my cheek, soothing my soul—as icy rain pelted us both.

      “Thanks, Mother Superior. I feel worse than I look. Just let me rest a minute, catch my breath.” Hands on knees now, head bent low, lungs sucking oxygen.

      I straightened up. “I’m good.”

      “No, you are not.” She took my hand, led me into the convent’s entrance hall. Out of the rain. Had me sit on a bench.

      “Rest, Harry.” She sat down beside me, hands folded in her lap. “You’ll be the stronger for it,” she promised.

      So I told her about finding the Mexican monk in the hermitage—gutted and consumed. And about tracking down Maude and her Bronco. How that had been the pillar of fire we’d seen.

      Mother Superior merely nodded, crossed herself, folded her hands in her lap once more.

      When I said Sceleratus had tried to kill me with Clare along for the ride, all she offered by way of commiseration was, Figures.

      And when I finally thought to tell her about the other three Mexican monks bugging out, she nodded sagely, moved a shoulder ever so slightly, as if to say, The ways of the world.

      “I don’t suppose he stopped by, Brother Marxus that is, dropped off the three amigos for you to babysit.”

      “No, Harry, he didn’t.”

      No need to ask if Clare was around. She would have been in my arms, telling me how she’d killed Brother Scary, pounded a stake through his heart—just to be sure—then hurried over to the convent hoping I’d be here. Covering me with kisses.

      I might even have said some of that out loud.

      “Focus, Harry,” the head nun said. “Yes, we should find Clare. She won’t come searching for us. Not yet, anyway.” Huh?

      Focus, yeah, right. I shrugged Mother Superior’s arm off my shoulders, stood up, walked back outside, let the cold rain and its buddies, the wind and the ice, help me find that focus.

      Why wouldn’t Clare come looking for us? Or at least searching for me?

      I walked back inside, rain dripping off, puddles dampening the convent’s flagstone floor—shallow pools sprinkled with diamonds sparkling in lantern light. Guess the power was still out.

      “I’m going,” I said, and headed back out into the night. Mother Superior trailed after me, lantern swinging, making my shadow dance.

      “Any chance you fixed the Volvo while I was gone?” A tap-tap-tapping on my shoulder. Ice, not fingers. Pellets dancing their routine on my head, too. A harder and faster rhythmic beat.

      “It’s a busted radiator hose, Harry. All we have is gray tape.” Great. Maybe I could ice-skate instead of drive. “We could try to—”

      Headlights down the road caught our collective attention. Coming our way. Bouncing and jouncing along the gravel road. Closer and closer. The .38 in my hand just in case it didn’t mean someone riding to our rescue. The cavalry prefers horses. Or helicopters nowadays.

      The lights blinked twice, a voice called out, “It’s me, Harry. Marxus. Don’t shoot.”

      The pickup pulled up and, sure enough, it was the head of security. Without his captive passel of Mexican thugs.

      I fed him the condensed-soup version of how I’d misplaced Golgotha’s mystical librarian.

      “I know where Sceleratus might have taken her, Harry. Come on,” the monk urged.

      Good enough for me. I pulled the passenger door open and jumped in; Mother Superior beside the truck’s door quick as the lightning flashing amidst the clouds.

      “Wait,” she said, “I’m coming, too.”

      Thunder rolled overhead, lightning flared again—the head nun illuminated head to toe. A pull, a tug, some shrugging off, another lightning flash, and there stood Mother Superior in a slick black catsuit, her nun’s habit heaped at her feet—one hell of a development I’d never have expected.

      “Scoot over, Harry,” the head nun said, shaking a full mane of black hair loose.

      I tilted my head, said, “You sure you’ll be warm enough in that outfit? Maybe you ought to run inside, grab a coat.” While we leave your confusing ass behind.

      White spots began to appear on her black-clad shoulders. Her long-concealed but now rather prominent front equipment proved equally adept at catching falling flakes.

      No need to ask if she knew about Head and Shoulders. No way Mother Superior had a dandruff problem. Pure white snow busily replacing its icy cousin. Outlining something I should have been aware of all along—Sister Sarita still a gorgeous example of female beauty.

      “I don’t know about warm enough, Harry. But I do know I’ll be hot enough.” Guess she was aware of it, too.

      So with that undeniable pronouncement, I surrendered to my own lust, and Golgotha’s very own babe-of-the-night slid in beside me on the pickup’s bench seat, started squeezing my thigh, telling Marxus to get us the hell down the road—her words, not mine.

      Sister Sarita, the cat-suited nun, just out for a joy ride with her two boy toys.

      “Where are we headed?” I asked. “You said you know where Clare is. Come on, cough it up, brother mon.”

      “I have narrowed it down to one of three places,” the monk beside me said.

      Three, huh? “Frickin’ A.”

      “Not helpful, Harry. Not at all.”

      It might be Sister Sarita snuggling close in that black catsuit, but it was Mother Superior’s ruler voice I was hearing in my ear. I sure the hell liked one better than the other. But since one was still rubbing my leg, I guess I could put up with the other.

      “Okay,” I said. “Sorry, Sarita. So where might we find her, Brother Marxus? If you don’t mind telling, that is—ouch!” Guess sarcasm a too-close cousin to profanity for the head nun.

      I hadn’t been any quicker on the uptake in grade school, either.

      “Perhaps the fire tower or the cave or the—whoa!” The black monk flicked us this way and that, as if piloting Jamaica’s Olympic bobsled instead of Golgotha’s farm truck.

      The slewing pickup pointing straight again, the ditch but a memory.

      “Ice,” the monk explained. “Or the library,” he said by way of finishing his interrupted enumerations.

      “Deftly done,” the head nun said. “And you have been more diligent than I had supposed, Brother Marxus. Cave—fire tower—library. Yes, in that order.”

      “How about you two nimbus heads speaking some plain English, instead of this Riddle, Riddle, Marie routine. You’re pissing me off—ouch!”

      And since Sister Sarita seemed to know all about male forgetfulness, she pinched me again.

      “Okay, I get it. You’re serious. I’ll behave.” I meant it, too. In a Reno sort of way.

      The pickup jounced, threw her against me. Bounced and tossed us apart. Marxus stayed put. He had the steering wheel to hang on to. I could only hope he’d find another bump. Damn but that catsuit was something else.

      We slalomed through a curve, and I hung an arm across Sister Sarita’s shoulder, roping her in, cuddling some of her equipment. Keep your enemies close, right? Plus, no ecclesiastical complaints about my behavior now.

      “So explain your three-part mystery, Marxus. You know, cave, tower, library.”

      So he did. Sister Sarita had a little something to add, also. But not a lot. Seems Marxus had been doing more than just gazing out his security office window of late.

      It was a long story. I left my hand where it was. Sister Sarita didn’t seem to mind. Me either. I was all ears, though.

      And hey—lest you think bad of me—even when the babe you’re saving is your primary focus, sometimes you gotta explore other angles and nearby angels to get where you need to be.

      Even if that means putting the moves on a nun in a pickup, in the dark.
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      “It all comes back to Merton, right? The Ripper, the ledger, and Tom’s missing journal.”

      “Indeed, Reno.” Brother Marxus, no soft beaches in sight just now. Only rocky facts.

      “Yes, Harry.” Mother Superior, hard on the affirmative, but easy on moving my hand away. “I believe when Father Merton left Golgotha, he gave the journal to someone here for safekeeping.” Mother S, big on retelling fairy tales. “Why, I’m not sure.”

      “And neither of you know who that someone was, right?”

      “I was not here.” Marxus, taking the easy way out.

      “And I,” Mother Superior assured us, “have no knowledge that would help us now. Except, it wasn’t Sceleratus he gave it to.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, and now we’re headed to Skull Hill to scope out the cave. Why?”

      No answer—not from monk or nun.

      “Can you at least hurry it up, island mon?”

      “He’s going as fast as conditions allow, Harry.” Sister Sarita, expert on dicey driving.

      “Okay,” I said, “but you’re pretty sure whoever this someone was, Tommy boy’s journal ended up in the library’s . . . what did you call it?”

      “A priest hole—don’t you dare nibble on me again, Harry,” she whispered. “At least not in front of anyone.”

      I gave her the once-over twice. Have to think about that.

      “And I do know Sister Bernadette climbed to the top of the fire tower right after Father Merton’s visit,” Sarita said.

      “Maybe she was just mooning over Merton,” I offered.

      “I believe you may be correct. But . . . she may have hidden the key to the priest hole there. Or . . . thereabouts.” Sarita, nailing down the facts. Or not.

      “But nobody else except you and Bernie knew about the priest hole. Right, Sarita?”

      “Yes, that’s right, Harry.” The head nun, back to being agreeable, but still nursing the knuckle I’d nibbled. “Except for Father Nicholas. Say, I’d forgotten that. He knows about the priest hole, but not where the key is. At least, I don’t think he knows.”

      It’s amazing how going over the same old stuff pries new info loose. Or maybe it was the bite I put on her—that’ll do it, too.

      “So how come if you’ve known all this all along, you haven’t found Tom’s journal?”

      Mother Superior went back to sucking on the knuckle. And back to glaring. At least I think that was the look she was flashing my way in the less-than-all-encompassing glow from the truck’s dashboard lights. Sort of a weak illumination.

      Maybe I should ask Marxus to dial ’em up a bit, just to be sure.

      “Harry! I’ve remembered something else!” Nope, not glaring, just good old-fashioned concentration. That’s what I’d seen by the dashboard lights.

      “Father Merton was in the church with Clare. Back then. He was explaining the painting hanging beside the altar to her.”

      “And that’s important how?”

      “I’m not sure,” Mother S admitted. “But it’s a clue.” Yeah, right on, Sister.

      “Let me ask you something, Sarita—you and Clare related? Because that’s her Nancy Drew act you’re spouting.”

      But before the two of us could debate the merits of my somewhat facile observation, an altogether different sort of glow flickered in my eyes.

      “Hey, brother mon. Pedal to the metal—don’t slow down. Light on in Clare’s cottage.”

      In counter-response to my exhortation, Marxus hit the brakes.

      “Gotta stop,” he shouted. The pickup fishtailed, started into a three-sixty, straightened out, and finally thumped to a stop.

      “What the hell?” Then I saw why the black monk had called a halt to our Clare pursuit. I bailed out a step quicker, but we reached the body and the police cruiser together.

      The not-yet-a-corpse beside the cop car belonged to Hunter, the state police inspector.

      “He’s alive.” I can do a pretty fair imitation of a battlefield medic. Ranger training, remember? “Help me get him into the back of the truck.”

      Brother Marxus and I lifted Hunter into the pickup’s bed. Hunter groaned, but stayed at the bottom of his deep black well. I know that’s where he was; I’d been there, too. More than once.

      “He’s been sapped,” I said. “And he’s been here awhile. He’s soaking wet. And cold. Hey, Sister Sarita, see if there’s—”

      “A blanket in the truck? There isn’t, but I found a tarp behind the seats.” Mother Superior hauled herself and the catsuit plus a blue tarp up into the pickup’s bed.

      We wrapped Hunter in the tarp, dusted red sand from our hands, and Mother Superior said, “I’ll stay here in back with him. Head for Clare’s cottage. Try not to bounce us around.”

      Marxus’s deft hands and feet piloted us through the thickening and increasingly heavier flakes. He got us to the cottage in one piece, another rather decent Jamaica bobsled run.

      The detective and his monastic sidekick jumped out, and between the two of us, we managed to extricate Hunter’s uncooperative self from the pickup’s bed and trundle him into Snow White’s fairy-tale abode.

      But only after yours truly had cleared said premises of any and all dangers lurking about inside. Thank God there weren’t any. Just that errant light left on by . . . I never did solve that one.

      We laid Hunter on the couch. The mystic’s bed would have been a better choice, but he was a lot of not-yet-dead weight even for big mugs like us to ferry very far. So the couch it was.

      “Here, Harry. Let me.” Mother Superior fussed and tucked until Hunter was as snug as a chestnut in a chipmunk’s cheek. I sure as hell didn’t need yet another head thumping myself, but thoughts of snuggling under covers with the nun in the catsuit did cross my mind.

      Danger’s like that. You gotta have your diversions.

      “Someone needs to stay with Hunter,” Mother Superior said. “And someone still needs to find Clare.”

      The head of security and the twice-retained detective scooted out the cottage’s door before the cat-suited nun could pounce and make her own division of tonight’s labors.
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      Outside the night was turning worse. Ice under thickening snow with a bitter wind shoving enormous white flakes in our faces. Thunder booming. Lightning flashes slashing the night.

      “Over there, Harry, a fire in one of the caves,” Marxus said, pointing a finger toward Golgotha’s namesake tourist attraction, Skull Hill. Faint in the worsening weather, but yeah, flickering firelight.

      “So what?”

      “My brother in Christ Sceleratus favors carving with a heated blade.”

      I elected not to favor the monk with one of my trademark witty replies. Instead, I let him slip behind the wheel of the pickup without any dissent while I rode shotgun solo.

      But why worry? Brother Scary had only had the pleasure of Clare’s company for a couple of hours, right? Or several cruel and painful lifetimes. A heated blade? And Harry Reno the idiot who’d hauled her into harm’s way. Sometimes I hate myself. I really do.

      “Can’t you make this bucket of bolts go any faster, Marxus?”

      Turned out he couldn’t. We had to leave the gravel road and head across fields to reach Skull Hill. Even with four-wheel drive it was slow going. The fire in the skull’s mouth still burning. As we drew near, the wind swirled viciously and so did the snow. The glowing mouth went dark.

      “What, Scary turn out the lights?”

      “I do not believe he is in residence. The fire has burned itself out. With perhaps an assist from Aeolus.” Who knew. Brother Marxus, hip to Greek mythology.

      “So why are we here?” I asked.

      “Ms. O’Toole.”

      Well, no kidding. Marxus fishtailed the pickup to a stop and rolled out. I followed suit with my revolver at the ready. As I raced after him, he reached the base of the hill, cut left, and disappeared—what the hell.

      “Ow,” he said. “Up here, Harry. It’s slippery.”

      Up here turned out to be stone steps cut into the hill along the face’s jawline. Or sort of behind the jutting mug. I holstered my revolver and headed up. A lot of steps and a couple of slips of my own and I was standing outside the skull’s mouth beside Brother Marxus.

      I played my flashlight around the cave’s interior—no Clare. A raised stone platform. Beside it a smaller flat rock with knives, forceps, pliers, assorted tools of the torturer’s trade.

      Plenty of plastic cuffs scattered around too. Industrial-size plastic bags—black, always popular with the criminal set. Rolls of gray tape—nice gag material for stifling a too-loud guest. Plenty of blood spatters, too. But, like I said, no Clare.

      Just Santa naked on the stone platform, sliced into red-and-white ribbon candy, the sort you suck on at Christmas. Father Nick—deader than a Fourth of July sale in December.

      Brother Marxus held my gaze. “Do you know what I think?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “He at least was here. Brother Sceleratus extracted what he needed from Father Nicholas—the missing morsel, as it were, the confirmation he required.”

      “Could you maybe be a little less elliptical? Give me a few more details? And let’s hurry, huh? Remember Clare?”

      Marxus let his right hand scour his chin, rubbing this way then that, while dark eyebrows squeezed together in thought. The hell with that.

      My flashlight gave him the third degree, but only with as much white-bright light as AA batteries can generate.

      “Give,” I growled.

      “Sorry, Harry. Here’s what I think has occurred. My brother in Christ killed Maude, perhaps came here with Clare.” Marxus sucked air, blew more info my way.

      “Father Nicholas gave up enough for Brother Sceleratus to figure out he needs the key to the priest hole. He’s gone to the fire tower to get it.” Marxus paused, stroked hands down the sides of his nose, tightened eyes in concentration once more.

      “Or perhaps he has already retrieved the key and is even now at the library. Either eventuality, I would think Clare is with him. And very much alive.”

      “Why?”

      “Clare is his insurance policy, Harry. His get-away ticket. As long as he holds her, we cannot hope to pry the journal from his grasp. Or the ledger. He had a good start on us.” Marxus gestured toward the extinct fire. “Yes, I am sure he has had time to retrieve the key from the fire tower. Let us bet on the library.”

      “Why the hell didn’t Nick just tell us he knew where Merton’s damn journal was?”

      “A good question, my friend. I do not know.”

      “And why not just pick the lock on the priest hole? Or bust your way in. And why wait until now to do all of that?”

      “I do not know, Harry.”

      “Okay, one more item,” I said. “Maybe you’ll know this one. Brother Scary said we had until compline to come across with the journal, or else.”

      “You are correct, Harry.”

      “What the hell’s compline?”

      “Our last communal prayers at close of day.”

      “Too damn late for prayers tonight, brother mon. I think we’ve already reached Scary’s or else. Come on. We gotta nab him before he decides to let the insurance policy lapse.”

      I didn’t need an engraved invitation to follow Marxus out of the grinning skull mouth and back down the stone steps. Nor did I need a Come on, but I got one, anyway.

      The black monk fired up the farm truck, and we headed toward Golgotha’s library.
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      Marxus piloted our farm sled back the way we had come. The ruts we’d cut on the way to Skull Hill were filling up with fresh snow, the trip back even slipperier.

      “Harry, does Clare have a broomstick tattoo?” Marxus asked, apropos of nothing.

      “Yeah, she does. Two of them. Why?”

      “I should have asked you sooner.” The head of security sounded sadder than a kid on Christmas with no presents to open—the kid who knew Santa was real but dead.

      “Why?” I asked again as we coasted past Snow White’s cottage and Hunter’s state bubble-top, and went slaloming toward the graveyard.

      No answer to my query from the monk behind the wheel, because other words needed and wanted saying.

      “What the hell?” we both cried. A hearse with all its doors open was backed in close to the founder’s tomb.

      “I’m going to check it out,” Marxus said. “Could be Clare and Sceleratus.”

      The funeral cart was black and long and decidedly from a prior automotive decade. A Cadillac most likely, if I’d had time to inspect its pedigree. I didn’t. Hot lead had all my attention.

      We lost a headlight and the truck’s windshield proved not to be bulletproof, but Marxus got us stopped, and we bailed out.

      I crouched behind the truck’s door and let my .38 bark at the Cadillac. Marxus off to my left, his .45 spitting bigger chunks of lead at whoever it was who didn’t seem to appreciate our dropping by uninvited.

      A shotgun boomed, pellets peppered my door, shattered the window. I rolled right, sighted just past the hearse’s open door, and waited a heartbeat or two, then fired as a shotgun-wielding figure poked around the hearse for another try.

      I think it was my second shot that shoved him onto his back. Or maybe the one after that. Not the last trigger pull, though. Empty chamber. I speed-loaded my Smith & Wesson with hands only slightly steadier than a drunk’s grabbing last call.

      Marxus still blazing away. Probably had an ammo vest with spare magazines beneath his cassock. Head of security, remember?

      I was loaded and ready and then it was over.

      “All clear, Harry.” I needed and wanted to believe him, so I stood up. But in a combat crouch, both hands keeping the .38 aimed at the hearse. “I’m moving in,” Marxus said.

      “Okay.” Eloquent, huh? I jogged after him, gun up and ready.

      No Clare; no Scary. Just the fat detective and his skinny patrolman sidekick. Both still alive. But in no shape to contest us dropping in on them. Lots of weapons and ammo. Some in the hearse. Some, like cop blood, spilled in the snow, more still in the tomb. Drug bundles, too.

      The fat detective had scrunched himself into a sitting position, back against the front of the tomb, his hands listless in the snow, blood pumping from a chest wound—spurting a bit when he remembered to breathe.

      Marxus nudged Ollie’s side with the toe of his boot. “Hey, mon.”

      The fat detective’s eyes opened. So did his mouth. “What, you black, mother...”

      A .45 slug at close range makes a mess of a guy’s skull. It surely does. But it gets the job done—with finality.

      “Damn, Marxus. I didn’t know you were that sensitive.”

      “I am not. Ragan was a good man. Troubled, to be sure, but fundamentally good.”

      The black monk moved toward skinny Stan, who lay twitching where my .38 had put him flat on his back in the snow beside the hearse’s open rear door.

      “You murdered Simeon, God’s Holy Fool. It was you, Stanley, who put the noose around his neck, hoisted him up. There in the jail.” Marxus’s voice flat, only the words themselves accusatory. “That was a mistake. And a sin.”

      Stan’s mouth moved. No words. Only a low moan. He opened one eye. The black monk dotted said eye with a slug from his .45. A lot more than just blood splattered the snow.

      “Double damn, Marxus. I thought vengeance is mine saith the Lord.”

      “Indeed. I am, however, at times consumed by a righteous indignation when confronted with evil.” Brother Marxus ejected the empty magazine.

      “Retribution does seem to soothe my soul, however,” the head of security let me know as he extracted a fresh magazine from inside his cassock.

      “I counted Simeon my friend, Harry. A gentle lad easily led astray. Yet not coarsened by misdeeds forced upon him.” The monk rammed the magazine home, chambered a round. A flick of the safety and his head indicated we were done here.

      I followed Marxus back to the farm truck.

      “Let us continue our search for Clare and Brother Sceleratus.” Marxus coaxed the pickup back to life. “But alas, Harry, I fear you will not be happy when finally we find Clare and her broomsticks.” Huh?

      “But fear not, I shall indeed hurry.” Off we rattled.
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      When the monks who founded Golgotha first arrived, they discovered the farmer who’d bequeathed the land to their brotherhood had left them not fallow fields, but stones for crops. So the abbot back then—the one with the recently desecrated tomb in Golgotha’s cemetery—appointed one monk Master of Stones and tasked him in Christ’s name to clear the fields.

      So he did. With a little help from his brother monks.

      Eventually, the monks cleared enough land to plant crops and orchards. Stone fences grew too, delineating a physical border between priory and the world outside.

      Fieldstone built the entrance out at the state road to shepherd those who sought solitude toward the stone-hewed gatehouse. Stones walled a few gardens, too. Including Scary’s current Zen project. Provided the material for Marxus’s disdained slave wall, as well.

      But over the years as the numbers of monks began to dwindle, so did their efforts to remove the rocks. And so, on a snowy and icy night, with the wind howling, thunder booming, and lightning crackling, Marxus foundered our farm scow on one of those stones left alone in the field to weather eternity in solitude.

      Hell, maybe more than a stone. A half-submerged boulder. A mountain ground down by a glacier for the fun of it. Just peeping up through the falling and mounding snow to see who was coming its way tonight.

      Whatever or whichever, when the pickup hit a slick spot and slalomed off the road and into the field, we came to a rather abrupt halt with a busted radiator and a steering wheel that turned but tires that didn’t.

      Maybe not Marxus’s fault, all things considered. I’d urged him to hurry. And Marxus had assured me he was indeed hurrying—only now we weren’t.

      “Son of a bitch,” the black monk said.

      “Easy, island mon. It’s a slippery world tonight. Look—” He followed my finger, saw what I saw: the orchard.

      “Come on, Marxus—let’s hoof it. Through the trees and we’re almost there.”

      Off we went, slip-sliding our way toward Golgotha’s library, snow deepening, kissing at calves. Even under the apple trees.

      Out from beneath the trees, we struggled our way to the priory’s parking lot, halting amid the deepening snow. Every building white-roofed—the Blood of Christ church, the guesthouse, the priory’s offices, Father Nick’s abbot abode, even the library. And all dark and silent as the grave. The top of the water tower white now too instead of red.

      Flashing lightning and booming thunder a disheartening contrast.

      “You ever been caught out in something like this before, island mon?”

      “Never.”

      “Me either.”

      “No lights on anywhere, Harry. But they have to be here. There—Scary’s Jeep. Next to the library.”

      Through the snowstorm’s curtain of big white flakes, I could just make out the mad monk’s ride of choice. The Jeep’s top and its hood said it hadn’t been in residence long.

      “Come on, Harry, we’re sitting ducks out here.” Marxus turned back toward the trees.

      The hell with retreat. “Hey, brother mon. Let’s go. Nobody’s potshotting us. Maybe he’s too busy cutting up Clare.”

      “Perhaps,” the black monk said, already heading back under the trees. “But I think not. Let us reflect a moment, remember the broomstick tattoos.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said, joining him. “Why the hell are the tattoos so damn important?”

      “Sceleratus and Clare both seek the journal,” he said, dodging the question.

      A light flickered in the library’s front window. Brief, but not a reflection. Inside for sure. Moving about, up-down-back-and-forth, making the sign of the cross. A signal?

      “I saw a flashlight,” I said. “In the library.”

      “Or perhaps a candle, Harry. Gone now. Whoever is inside wants us to know it is safe to approach.”

      “Or get us within range. Then, pow-pow. Home free.”

      “There is that consideration, my friend. Though home free may be a bit of a stretch. Too many bodies. Too much explaining. Perhaps even a lack of plausible deniability. For any of us involved here tonight.”

      Great, just great. Brother Marxus, philosopher of pragmatic defeat.

      “So what do we do?” I asked. “You got any ideas? I got a couple, but they’re not great.”

      Marxus shifted left, moving away incrementally.

      “I shall procure us some transport. You should move off toward the guesthouse, watch the library from there. Stay put until you hear me returning. Only then slink your way toward the library. Got it, shamus mon?”

      Slink? Not funny, not tonight.
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      “And just what is it you are watching, my dear?” Sceleratus asked.

      “They’re out there somewhere, brother man. Reno and Marxus won’t wait forever. It’s past midnight already.”

      “True,” Sceleratus said, “but we have discussed such possibilities at length already.”

      “And that’s why this phony library treasure hunt. Right?”

      “You are my treasure, dear Clare. But yes, you are also the bait to lure the two fools. And I would so love to see Mother Superior in attendance, too. I am sure she must possess the true key.”

      “She’ll show, Brother. Don’t worry. She’ll stick close to Reno. And you’re right. Mother S knows where Tom’s journal is. She just hasn’t had reason enough to lead us to it. And when she does show, you’ll trigger her memory in that oh so special way of yours.”

      “Indeed. But what would startle Mother Superior into revealing what she does not seem willing to remember? Other than my knife, of course.”

      “Mother S doesn’t like me screwing Reno. She’s jealous. I could shock her.”

      “How so, my dear?” Scary asked, his half-amused smirk barely discernible in the darkened library.

      “Maybe I’ll snuggle down in a snow drift and let Harry drill me from behind.”

      “Promises, Clare, promises. A shadow—by the guesthouse—moving about—signal again!”
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      The head of security slogged off, angling toward Golgotha’s church.

      Wants me to wait, huh? With Clare in the library being subjected to a little Scary slicing and dicing? No way, Jose. But I could use a bit of cover while conducting surveillance before riding in to save my tattooed damsel—the black monk’s broomstick reminders a nagging concern.

      I moved off through the trees toward the guesthouse.

      Crouched low behind the stacked stones of Marxus’s slave wall, I had a decent view of the library. Decent being a relative term considering the snow swirling down, around, and all about. Marxus had had just about all the time I was willing to give him.

      I eased along the slave wall toward the library, pausing a moment beside the guesthouse entrance’s stone pillars, the Spear of Destiny above me, swinging back and forth in the storm.

      But unlike Golgotha’s ersatz lance that never pierced Christ’s side, I couldn’t just hang there waiting for the black monk to show back up with new wheels. Not even if he meant to flip me the keys to priory’s Rolls. Why did we need transport in a snowstorm like this?

      Time for Harry and Reno to save the damsel on their own. I headed toward the library.

      The book barn’s windows remained dark. No mystical librarian waving a candle. No mad monk wielding a knife. No Thomas Merton pointing the way to his—wait, a light inside the library. Signaling again.

      And a chugging sound coming nearer. And nearer. Close now. What the hell was it? Damn snowstorm.

      Ka-Bam!

      Whatever it was, it had slammed into the backside of the library hard enough to collapse the chimney, rattle window glass from frames. More engine noise, more destruction.

      I slipped, hit my knee, got going again, limping toward the library as lightning crackled and thunder rolled—ethereal blue flames of St. Elmo’s fire dancing on the steeple of Golgotha’s Blood of Christ church amidst all the swirling snow.

      The engine roared again, more wood and glass crunched, and the priory’s front-end loader—the one Scary told me Marxus was going to use to help him construct his Zen garden—chased Clare and Brother Sceleratus out of the library for a stroll in the storm.

      Marxus and his bucket loader crunched closer, slowing a bit so as not to squash flesh as well as timber—not yet, anyway.

      Scary grabbed Clare, yanking her away from the front loader, zigzagging best he could in the snow. Marxus stayed with them, pirouetting this way and that.

      The citrus king tried pulling a pistol from his robes as he dodged the loader’s bucket—a gun a better choice than a citrus slicer in a fracas with angry farm equipment.

      “Uh-uh, not and live,” I said, freezing his getaway—hey, I can be fairly convincing with a gun in my hand in the middle of a blizzard.

      “Two fingers, Scary,” I advised. “By the barrel, hand it to Clare. Slow and careful.”

      Amazingly, Sceleratus did as I ordered. Clare nabbed it a bit quick, but now it was safe in her hand instead of Scary’s.

      “Harry—”

      “Just toss it as far as you can, Clare.” A flick of my head said, Over there.

      “Sorry,” she said, and shot me.

      I spun, fell into snow, heard Marxus’s .45 blasting away. Saw Clare go down. Heard the front loader roaring, my Jamaica mon on the move again.

      I tried standing up. Nope. Back down. Harry and Reno in snow again, leaking red from their lady love’s lead kiss. Oh, did I mention the falling snow was red now, too? It wasn’t blood, but red nevertheless. I tried catching some on my tongue.

      And why not? All I could do was sit there clutching my shoulder, eyeballing the action eddying around me. If I could have stood up, I would have. Shock, maybe. That’s why I didn’t.

      Marxus had swerved the front loader around the fallen mystic and, like I said, gone chasing after Sceleratus.

      The mad monk skittered out of the way, slip-sliding in the snow, moving toward the guesthouse entrance; Marxus hard after him; red snow swirling.

      Finally, standing up, searching for my gun, eyeballing Clare in snow. Her chest blooming red, forehead, top of her skull, her snow-white hair, blown away—the girl herself, dead.

      Me, back on my knees again, dizzy.

      Lightning struck the wrecked library—flames sprouted, a herky-jerky, red and yellow St. Vitus dance outlining the book barn’s half-collapsed roof.

      And Vitus’s buddy, good old St. Elmo, still illuminating the church steeple, his ethereal sky flames dancing in competition with his pal St. Vitus, the two saints’ pyrotechnics turning the night air a translucent blue tinged with reds and yellows. Smoky, too.

      Hey, what’s up with this red snow? Feels sort of gritty. Drifting, that’s what I was doing. Heading into shock for sure. I clamped my hand tighter over the hole in my arm.

      The front loader roared, Marxus still chasing after Scary.

      The mad monk whisked a pistol from his robes. Figures he’d have a second gun on him on an important night like this.

      Scary squeezed off a round, the bullet dinging off the loader’s bucket, ricocheting off to somewhere else. Sounded like Clare’s little .22.

      The automatic jammed. Scary threw the gun at Marxus and took off.

      Scary made it to the slave wall and its arched entrance, yanked hard on the rusty chains holding the Spear of Destiny, snatching it loose, raising the spear high to hurl it at the pursuing front loader and its Jamaican monk pilot.

      The front-end loader’s bucket scooped Scary up before he could launch his harpoon, Marxus lifting him heavenward.

      Scary grabbed hold of the bucket’s side, made it to his knees, brandishing the spear above his head just as Zeus, or Thor—or maybe Maude’s Good Lord Himself—zapped Scary with a bolt of lightning and fried the evil monk’s ass but good.

      The front-end loader’s bucket dropped, and Scary rolled out. Marxus jumped down, threw the monk over his shoulder, and soldiered his way toward Golgotha’s burning library.

      Marxus heaved Brother Sceleratus into the flames, left him roasting there while he trudged over to me.

      “Why’s the snow red, island mon?”

      “Take it easy, Harry. Let me look at that shoulder.”

      “No, I need to know. How does snow turn into blood? St. Elmo I understand. I read Moby-Dick. But blood snow . . . ?”

      “Easy, my friend. Saharan sand, the big pile by Scary’s Zen garden—the wind’s blowing it, mixing it with snow. Turning the snow red. That’s all.”

      “I hear sirens, buddy.”

      “I too, Harry.”

      “I thought it was supposed to be angels. Am I dying? Ow!”

      “Take it easy, shamus mon. I’ve staunched it for now. Hardly more than a scratch.”

      “What about . . . what’s her name . . . Clare?”

      I might have closed my eyes—or kept them open—passed out or stayed awake. Don’t know. Whichever, Thomas Merton sitting beside me in the snow now, Buddha-like, keeping me company as we waited on the never-going-to-arrive ambulance.

      “Hello, Harry.”

      “Hey, Tom. I mean Father . . . Brother . . . Louie . . . I mean . . .”

      “Louie’s good. You know I like jazz. Or just a simple Tom. That’s all right with me, too. Tom-tom on the bongos. A Tombongotom beat. I like the sound of that. A portmanteau word for sure. You’re going to make it, Harry. I promise.”

      Woozy as I was then, I’m still sure today Tom made the sign of the cross on my forehead. Hard to believe, I know. But I felt his cool touch there in the lightning and thunder and red snow swirling like the Lord Jehovah’s bloody whirlwind.

      “I have to go now, Harry. Rest easy. I was born in snow and buried in snow. Let it comfort you. I’ll drop by to see you later.”
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      “Go easy on the beer, Harry. It isn’t as bad as you imagine.” Mac McCabe, arbiter of my sobriety, if not also my morality. Loquacious bastard tonight. Unusual. Especially for him.

      Yeah, right, go easy. I’d spent Sunday with docs and nurses. They patched me up, told me how lucky I was. Neither Harry nor Reno felt particularly lucky. Then or now.

      Sure, Clare could have drilled me between the eyes instead of only shooting me in the shoulder. Or she could have put a hole in my heart. Not that she didn’t—the heart, that is.

      But the docs and the nurses had it right from their perspective. I was lucky to be only sore and stiff instead of an unfeeling stiff underground.

      Monday afternoon found me in the tender arms of the state police. A lieutenant grilled me, a captain listened, and Hunter supplied a few helpful words. The staties decided they had a containable disaster with somewhat plausible explanations for public consumption.

      Probably helped that Mac McCabe had deigned to cross state lines. His was the voice the staties really listened to. I’d hobbled out a free man. Marxus too. For now, anyway.

      “Buy me another beer, Mac, will ya? I’ve been on your tab all along—right?”

      The bartender at the Jazzy Times both friendly and good, remember? Mac raised two fingers and, as if by divine intuition, two Pabsts arrived—cold as ice, as welcome as sin. I downed ’em both. But only one at a time. Both Harry and Reno reasonably well mannered tonight.

      “Harry,” Mac McCabe again, big on the bonhomie. His usual Reno in the box, lid nailed shut for now. “Radiator hose—tune-up—done—Marxus—bringing Volvo—here.”

      Mac patted my arm—my good arm.

      “Motel—tonight—Rugby—expense account.” Mac, Spartan, laconic, spare of speech once more. “Drive home—tomorrow—Ithaca—short stages—cabin—Saturday.”

      He stood up.

      “I fixed everything, Harry.” Yeah, right—everything.

      “You bastard. Marxus killed her, you know that, don’t you? He didn’t have to. I could have let her shoot me again.”

      “Mother Superior,” Mac said, his speech still short and sweet, but sour in my head. “Motel—watch over you—tonight.”

      Yeah, watch over me. Maybe poison my gumshoe-stupid ass. Didn’t say it. No need. What I did say was something I thought was pretty damn funny, clever even.

      “Just don’t drink her wine, right, Mac?” No reply. I hadn’t expected one.

      Marxus strolled through the bar’s front door—in a business suit.

      “Somebody lift your monk robes, brother mon?” Harry Reno, Mr. Comedy tonight.

      “I am as you see me, Harry,” the black monk said.

      “And before, in the green robes, that was you too, right?”

      “I was as you saw me then, too, Harry.” Marxus, Monday night’s master of the nothingness of Zen double-speak. Too hard for a recently concussed and shot PI to decipher.

      “Okay. How about we stop for some beer. On the way to the motel. He’s buying.” I pointed at Mac, but he’d slipped away—silently—without a good-bye. In other words, his normal exit strategy. Back to working his particular brand of magic in the world of criminal investigations up north in Ithaca. I just wish Mac would leave me the hell alone.

      “I might be persuaded to shoulder the load of keeping you in suds tonight,” Marxus said. “I found a six-pack of Red Stripe!” The monk—or whatever he was—let his grin expand ear-to-ear and then some.

      Out the door we went. Not arm-in-arm, but with my brother mon bearing most of the chore of shoving my two beers too many, almost drunk ass inside the green love of my life.

      I swear the no-longer-a-monk was whistling “Jamaica Farewell.” And still looking a bit like Harry Belafonte, even in the snazzy suit.

      The little hula girl offered me an upside-down wink, and off we rolled.
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      Marxus helped me as far as the motel room’s door. “Here are your car keys and your beer,” he said as he opened the door. “And your room key, Harry. Rest easy, if possible.”

      Chuckles wafted into my ears as the maybe-a-monk in the business suit fled toward a cab pulling into the motel parking lot. “Later, mon,” he called out through the window as the taxi whisked him away.

      I closed the motel room door. And locked it.

      The room much like others I’ve stayed in over the years. A bed, TV, a bathroom, somewhere to hang your clothes on hangers the management trusts you won’t steal. Trust a relative concept in the motel business though. Either the hangers are so cheap nobody would bother lifting them, or, like where I was spending the night, the hangers wooden, but the non-detachable variety.

      Oh, one thing unique to this motel setup, however. An accessory feature not necessarily intended by its architect or its current owner or owners, whoever or whatever such entities might be—the room came equipped with its very own nun. Remember?

      “Come to bed, Harry.” Sister Sarita, mistress of the moment.

      “I’m not sure I should. But I’m not sure I shouldn’t.”

      “I’m sure,” she assured me, for what it was worth.

      “Okay.” Why fight it? Especially if you only have one good arm and the babe in the bed used to be one mean-ass wrasslin’ chick. Plus, I suspected she still knew most of her old moves.

      So under the covers with Sister Sarita I crawled. No catsuit on the floor. No habit in sight either. Just a naked-as-Eve female. Bedding a nun sure as hell was different. I’ll say that much.

      And that’s all I’ll say about my night between the hot sheets of the Rugby Motor Inn and Restaurant with Sister Sarita—at times known only as Mother Superior. But not that night—no sir.

      I guess we both needed comforting.
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      The Rugby Motor Inn’s restaurant just what you might expect—decent. Like my room’s coat hangers. We staked out a quiet spot. The Tuesday morning service decent, too. I had bacon, scrambled eggs, home fries, and rye toast with grape jelly, plus OJ. And coffee—hot, black, and plentiful. Sarita stuck to dry toast, and, like me, unadulterated coffee.

      “The food’s good here, Harry,” she assured me. “I’m just trying to get back to my wrestling weight,” she said, and winked.

      The coffee full-bodied in addition to its other virtues. Like the nun. I swallowed a slug.

      “So you and Father Nick never really killed those priests?”

      “No,” Sarita said, “but please keep your voice down. That was all Brother Sceleratus’s doing. His scheme to keep the priory solvent while pressuring us to let him do as he pleased.”

      “Let him do as he pleased, huh?” I whispered. “That got a lot of girls cut up and dead.”

      Sarita held her coffee in front of her face, held my eyes fast. The head nun in mufti this morning. But still the head nun.

      “Our outreach program helped get a lot of girls off the street and off drugs, Harry.”

      “Sorry. I know. It did.” And got ’em into your brothel. No need to go there this morning.

      “And the priests,” I said, “maybe they got what was coming to them?”

      “I try not to rationalize God’s Will. Father Nicholas and I simply lost control of our situation. Brother Sceleratus led poor Simeon astray. That is my greatest regret.”

      I flashed Sarita the cut-off signal.

      “Would you two like some more coffee?” the waitress asked. She topped us up and bustled off.

      “But Santa Muerte was all Scary’s idea. Something he picked up when he recruited new monks in Mexico for us.” Sarita paused, thought a bit as she munched her dry-as-the-desert toast. “Sceleratus perverted the worship of Santa Muerte, and damned those four monks, I fear.”

      “Hey, what happened to the other three, the ones Scary didn’t eat? Marxus said he was penning them up in the guesthouse.”

      “They’re not there now. That’s all I know, Harry. You’d have to ask Marxus.” Okay, I get it. Change the subject.

      “What about Merton’s journal?” I said instead. “Why did Scary want it so bad?”

      Sarita nibbled more toast, washing it down with a quarter sip of java. “I’m not sure.”

      Yeah, right. But even in a less-than-crowded restaurant, no place for Reno to prod a certain female somewhat closer to the truth. Bide your time, Harry advised between gulps of coffee and munches of bacon and eggs and rye toast—the OJ and home fries long gone.

      “What about St. Nick? You two seemed awfully close. Especially there in my office at the start of this mess.”

      “Nick and I met here at Golgotha. I came here . . . well, let us leave that for another time, Harry. Sufficient for now to say Nick was my friend and I shall miss him—terribly.”

      Sarita dabbed at her eyes—remembering poor Santa causing tears to leak. Luckily the restaurant was a classy joint. Linen napkins. At breakfast. Imagine that.

      “Was there ever a ledger?” I asked.

      “Oh my, of course.”

      “You know how to get to Catfish Holler from here?”

      “Go left at the next light, Harry,” Sarita said. “Why?”

      “I got an idea. About the ledger.”
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      Haven’t done much tree climbing since my Ranger training. Plus I only had one good arm. That left the nun I’d spent the night with to do the honors.

      “Good thing I’m wearing jeans, Harry.” Yeah, Sister, it is. Tight ones, too.

      “I feel something.”

      “Bat shit maybe?” Good thing I’d lent her a pair of gloves.

      “Don’t be gross, Harry. Wait, I’ve got it.” And down the tree she came with it.

      Sarita—just too hard to call her Mother Superior after our night together—carried it over to the Volvo, and we spread it out on the trunk.

      “Nailed it,” I said, by way of congratulating myself for the only piece of detection I’d so far accomplished on this harum-scarum investigation. “See? It used to be your ledger.”

      Sarita poked the it with a stick. “You said Maude climbed up the tree and said the ledger was gone, Scary had stolen it.”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said—only she lied. Guess it was only one of those venal sins, huh? Not a mortal one.”

      Sarita poked it some more, said, “Let’s burn it.” So we did. Along with the gloves. Scattered the ashes, too. Without any attendant blessings.
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      On the way back to Golgotha, I asked Sarita a question that had been bothering me ever since I set foot in the priory’s Blood of Christ church.

      “What’s up with that painting beside the altar? It’s had me thinking. Especially now, since I thumbed through that bio of Merton’s I got at the library—oh, man, I gotta return that.”

      “What book, Harry?”

      “It’s at Clare’s,” I said, and froze.

      “Harry, we talked long and hard about that last night.”

      “Long and hard, huh?” Sarita blushed. Very fetching. “Yeah, I guess we did, didn’t we.” Now I remembered, the book’s in my trunk.

      “Hey, I’m still trying to wrap my head around Clare shooting me and getting nowhere—so let’s focus on the painting instead.”

      “Of course, Harry.”

      “You said you saw Merton and Clare looking at the painting, remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” Careful, Reno. All of a sudden, Mother Superior’s on the prowl. Must be the proximity to Golgotha.

      “It’s a William Blake, right?”

      “Yes, well, it’s a copy of an illustration he did for Milton’s Paradise Lost. It’s Satan watching Adam and Eve. Not an original, but yes,” she admitted, “you’re right. It’s by Blake. So?”

      “I’ve got another idea. Humor me, okay?”

      “Well . . . I don’t know.”

      I pulled over, took my good hand off the wheel. Convinced Sarita of the correctness of my proposed exploratory mission at the church.

      “Harry,” she said—a bit breathlessly, I detected—“none of that once we’re inside Golgotha’s precincts.”

      “You got it, babe.” And on we rolled.
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      Golgotha’s entrance stood right where I’d left it when the county ambulance had whisked me off to the emergency room in the early hours of Sunday morning. A subtle difference this Tuesday morning, though. Nothing as stark, however, as the contrast between a dark night of the soul and the white-bright glare of morning sun. It was the absence of gold that caught my eye.

      “Hey, Sarita, no more ginkgo leaves. Storm blew them all away. No more driveway paved in gold.”

      “The storm cleared out more than leaves, Harry.”

      “Yeah, it sure did.”

      Nothing constructive passed between us until the Volvo eased herself into the guesthouse parking lot. Empty—no backslapping padres swilling beer, no farting Fool blowing his Klaxon horn. What had been the priory’s library nothing more than charred timbers and leftover fire stench.

      “How about your nuns? They okay?”

      “I don’t even know if they’re still with us.” A sigh from deep within the head nun seeped out to join the morning air. “Let’s look at your painting and then get you on your way to Ithaca. I’ve got a lot to do today, Harry.”

      Inside, we had the church to ourselves. No nuns, no monks, no Marxus, no nobody. No red lights either, bathing the interior in ersatz blood-of-Christ hues. The church’s stained-glass windows providing enough reds all on their own.

      Sarita dipped fingers in holy water, and we walked down the nave, up to the altar, and stood before Blake’s painting. A copy, Mother Superior had said, by way of correction. An enlargement of Blake’s original.

      To which I again observed, “Hell of a painting to hang in a church.”

      Adam and Eve, naked as jaybirds, embracing and kissing on a bed of roses. Above them, Satan hovering about, his good old Serpent happily entwined around him. Satan staring at the snake, looking sort of puzzled, while the Serpent fixes a quizzical eye on Adam and Eve, our kissing progenitors.

      I walked my eyes a little closer.

      Eve might have been smooching with Adam, but her peepers stayed on Satan and his snake buddy. Had to be before God’s spat with the Paradise pair over the apple. No fun times in the Garden after that little misstep.

      I didn’t know it then, but I do now: Blake’s painting is all about jealousy. So maybe not such a strange scene to hang in a church, if your church is Golgotha’s.

      “Tom wrote his thesis on Blake. Did you know that, Harry?”

      “At Columbia, right?” I said.

      “Mmm, more to you than meets the eye, Mr. Reno. And I thought I had the complete eyeful last night.”

      “Mother Superior!”

      “That’s Adam and Eve up there, Harry. Naked. And the Serpent. Along with Satan. What in the world are the two of us going to say or do that could shock them?”

      And then Mother Superior kissed me. Right there in that blood-of-Christ church of hers.

      “Harry, your turn. You brought me here. Why?”

      “It’s only a guess, but you’re right, I did a little reading. About Merton. When he was at Cambridge, in England, before they kicked him out for partying too hardy. Tried getting himself crucified once maybe, for a lark. If so, a drunken lark, I’d say.”

      “And perhaps forced out for fathering a child out of wedlock?” Mother Superior added, as innocent as soot-blackened snow.

      “Yeah, that, too. You’re going to think I’m crazy. I’ve been talking to Merton. Seeing him, too. Ever since those two cops conked me on the head, threw me in the grave. Tom said he was on the other side of the grave, but he’d try to help me out. He’s a hell of a good guy—or he was.”

      Mother Superior didn’t say a word. Why should she? Talking a nut out of his delusion is a tricky and usually fruitless endeavor. But she flashed a smile from last night that said again, Go ahead, Harry. Say and do whatever you want.

      So I took her at her nonexistent words.

      “It’s not the painting. I know that’s what I said, but it’s not. It’s your crucified Christ up there beside the painting. Are you sure Tom and little Clare were standing in front of Adam and Eve?”

      “Yes . . . well, no, I’m not.”

      “Aha,” I said. “Help me get Christ off the wall. Might put a smile on His face. You never know, babe.”

      Yeah, Sarita slugged me, but she helped the one-armed detective lower the Son of Man off his perch. And there it was. Three sheets of paper. Thumbtacked to the back of the cross. Tom’s missing journal.

      Hot damn! Score another one for Reno.

      Golgotha’s head nun wrestled Christ into a pew and plunked herself down hard next to Him, hands covering her face, shoulders telegraphing defeat as I announced my intention there in church to read Tom’s journal.

      “No, Harry, please don’t. Promise me you won’t read it—ever.” Normally, I would have said, Fuck that shit. Almost said it right then, but, well . . . church, you know. Sarita sort of . . . well, special. So I didn’t.

      Harry’s not always a great judge of people, particularly females. Their crying, their clinging, their soft caresses—you get the idea. Hell, even Reno’s a softie for a girl grifter’s gentle touch. But hey, so was Adam.

      And my PI hero nonpareil, Sam Spade. Remember, he told Brigid O’Shaughnessy there at the end of The Maltese Falcon he wouldn’t be her sap, but he’d wait for her while she did her stretch in the cement for killing his partner. Noble, huh? Or not.

      Anyway, I held off reading Tom’s missive, listening instead to what Sarita had to say, evaluating her confession, Golgotha’s Christ propped up in the pew between us.

      “Father Louis—Tom—came here to Golgotha to deliver a letter to me—conscience matter, he’d marked it. Tom didn’t trust it wouldn’t be read, though.

      “So he wrangled a ride here while on the way to—I’m sorry, Harry, I don’t remember where it was Tom was going. Him just showing up had me, well . . . okay, damn it—all aflutter. You like that, Reno? All aflutter?”

      I smiled a Harry smile, the one that says, It’s okay. I’ll love you no matter what you say.

      “You said you skimmed Tom’s biography, Harry. Did you maybe look up the women in Tom’s life? In the index? There in the book?” I nodded her a confirming I did.

      “I’m in there. So is Sister Bernadette. Two women who stopped at Gethsemani on their way from the coast. We asked for Father Merton. Tom met us at the gatehouse. The three of us went down to a lake, did some sunbathing, drank some beer . . . got to know each other. At least Tom and I did.

      “Bernie walked off. I think she watched from the trees. Fill it in on your own, Reno.” Ooo, a bit savage, all of a sudden. Wonder if it was Bernie, not Sarita, having a go at Tom? Still, I nodded: sagely; wisely; forgivingly, I hoped—more likely, my face a leer at a bedroom window, the sort of scene lit by soft light while a couple couples and a PI peeps.

      Too hard for Sarita to punch me, though—Christ on His Cross between us, safeguarding Harry and Reno’s bandaged shoulder from the head nun’s potentially wrathful pummeling.

      After a sigh, a tear brushed away, Sarita started up her tale once more.

      “That was 1959. September. Tom stayed in contact. Letters, phone calls. He knew Bernie and I decided to become nuns. Here at Golgotha.” Time for Harry to probe—gently, of course.

      “If there’s more to it than that, why don’t we let it slide today.” A line that always works.

      “I fell in love with him, Harry,” she gushed. “So did Bernie.” In just one afternoon? Maybe Tom could give me some lessons. I generally need an evening, too, to work my magic.

      “When Tom showed up here unannounced, Bernie and I were glad to see him. Tom and I . . . talked. Then Father Nicholas and Brother Sceleratus barged in, spouting bullshit about the hermit life—please, please, Tom, walk with us.” Yeah, that part rang true. Monks, big on walks.

      “What was in the letter Tom brought you?”

      “It was personal, Harry. Very personal. My eyes only. I burned it.”

      “I don’t believe you, Sarita.”

      “I don’t give a goddamn what you do or don’t believe—oh, sorry, Lord.”

      “Try this one, then—and yeah, we’re in church, Sarita. Don’t you forget it again. No lying. It wasn’t Tom and little Clare you saw gazing awestruck at Blake’s pretty picture, was it?”

      I waited a beat—nothing. So I took a chance, probed hard.

      “It was Tom and Sister Bernadette. Tom gave his notes to Bernie, not you. She was the one who knew where Tom’s so-called journal was hidden.” I waved Tom’s notes around, bopped Christ on His noggin.

      “Tom liked Bernie best—right, Sarita?”

      “Yes, damn you, you’re right. So I lied. So what.”

      Not a question, oh no, it surely wasn’t. Not that day there in Golgotha’s blood-of-Christ church. Sarita proud of what she’d done—or hadn’t done.

      “Bernie told me Tom read his journal to her. But she wouldn’t tell me what was in it or what Tom did with it. I was jealous.

      “Bernie said she was supposed to send it to a Brother Hart at Gethsemani if something odd—that was the word she used, odd—ever happened to Tom.

      “Later, when I found out Tom had died in Bangkok, I ran to find Bernie. Sceleratus was at the bottom of the water tower. Bernie had climbed to the top.

      “Sceleratus was screaming at her—terrible, vile things. Demanding Tom’s journal, telling her to go ahead and kill herself, Merton was never coming back for her. Said maybe she could hold hands with her Saint Merton the Deceiver in Hell.

      “Bernie jumped when Sceleratus said that. I think she was aiming for him.”

      Sarita shuddered, memories washing through and around her.

      “She damn near nailed him, Harry. Sceleratus scooted out of the way as I ran up. Just as Bernie went . . . well, like I said before, splat—naked—right beside him.”
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            Awash In The Waters Of Life

          

        

      

    

    
      We sat there on the hard pew a while longer, morning morphing toward noon, Jesus between us, still nailed to His cross. Still angry at Dad.

      “Come on, Sarita, help me hang Him back up.”

      Golgotha’s monks of yore sure hadn’t fashioned their trademark crucifixes out of balsa wood. Mother Superior, alias Sister Sarita, the half-nelson bikini babe, did most of the heavy lifting. Bandaged arm, remember? Shot by the woman I thought had the hots for me.

      Well . . . she did. Only it had turned out to be hot lead, not love.

      “The only thing I still can’t wrap my head around is Clare.” Apart from seeing Merton, of course. “Why’d she shoot me?” I asked.

      Sarita tugged me close, whispered her answer, her lips pressing hot against my ear.

      “Clare was Sceleratus’s sister.” If Sarita hadn’t been holding me, I would have been on the floor. “I’m sorry, Harry.”

      “And when were you planning on telling me that little bit of good news?”

      “Right now, Harry. You want to sit down?”

      “No. Make it quick. Finish it up.”

      “Don’t be angry with me, Harry. Please?”

      If I’d had two good arms, I’d have told the hands down at their ends to shake Sarita until she rattled. But since I didn’t, I went ahead and took the head nun’s suggestion and plunked my ass down on hard oak once more.

      Sarita slipped into the pew, scrunching up close beside me, her hand on my leg, her head on my shoulder—the good one, praise the Lord.

      “I’m so sorry, Harry,” she whispered again. “I . . . well, I didn’t quite tell you the truth about how Clare came to be with us.”

      “You mean the orphanage, Doc Crane, Clare’s mother dying as she gave birth? That tale?”

      Sarita sucked air and sighed so deeply I felt a tug in my own soul. “Yes, Harry.”

      “So tell me—it just damn well better be the truth this time. I’ll know if it isn’t.”

      Maybe my unreliable guide would run straight up the middle, instead of weaving side to side, or running the reverse—quit revising her facts to obscure any chance at tackling the truth. Harry Reno, sinking so low as to use a football metaphor—you know how I hate the sport. But that’s how pissed I was with Sarita.

      I’d hear her out. Then do whatever I had to.

      “Clare and her brother came to us years ago, Harry. Orphans. Their mother died in a house fire. Maybe Clare’s brother set it. Sceleratus has always had issues with women.”

      Issues with women? Yeah, he sure did. Lousy bastard.

      “Clare’s brother seemed to find solace here,” Sarita said. “With the monks, the rituals, the routine. We were a bigger community back then. He was older than Clare. He eventually took holy vows, became a monk. Chose his own name. It means—”

      “I know. I took Latin, remember? Sinful; accursed; wicked. Hell of a name for a monk.”

      “It fit,” Sarita said. I couldn’t disagree. No one could. “His sister, Clare, was the proverbial wild child.”

      Who? No-panties Clare? Snake-lady Clare? Ouija-board Clare? Hard to believe that of her, right? I sure can pick ’em. Or let ’em pick me.

      “Clare was always running away,” Sarita said. “Father Nicholas and her brother would find her, bring her back. Until the next time.

      “Once Nick had to hire a PI. Clare had been babbling about going to see Thomas Merton at Gethsemani. Even back then, she’d been obsessed with him.

      “The PI went to Tom’s hermitage in the woods, at Gethsemani, but she wasn’t there. The PI found her hitchhiking, brought her back—Harry, I see the look on your face. Please don’t be mad at me, please?”

      Hell of a suggestion, don’t you think—please, lover, don’t be angry I spun you a tall tale.

      “Goddammit, why shouldn’t I be? I think you and Nick hired me hoping I’d blast your problems to hell and gone—Maude, her bookkeeper boy, his nun girlfriend, Sceleratus. Clare, too.

      “Then you and Nick could go back to business as usual—planting priests in your boneyard for fun and profit—son of a bitch.”

      I shook Sarita off, wormed my way past her there in the pew. I think I stepped on her foot. I’m not sure. She said Ow pretty loud. Loud for sitting in church, anyway.

      “Now I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to stomp your tootsies, Sarita.”

      “It’s okay, Harry. I’m mad at me, too.”

      “You’re pretty when you’re pissed,” I offered by way of contrition, and sat down beside her again. A bit trite, huh?

      But maybe you ought to consider the setting—gumshoe and bride of Christ, debating who should have said what to whom as they sat there in that bloodless blood-of-Christ church the morning after a night in bed together. Enumerating the bad behaviors of the mystical Clare O’Toole and her scum of a brother, Sceleratus. Two kettles calling the pots black—like always.

      “Your planting priests crack, Harry, that was all Sceleratus’s idea. He grew poisonous plants in the greenhouse—”

      “Cursed crowsfoot—ranunculus sceleratus. Yeah, I know. But it was your wine, Sarita.”

      “We didn’t know, I swear we didn’t. Not the first three, anyway.”

      A nicely timed sniffle and a tear or two tried convincing the detective of nothingness that indeed nothing had been as I thought it was. Nobody loves a pedophile. And sometimes even murderers garner sympathy for their deeds. Still—

      “Simeon didn’t understand what he was doing, either,” Sarita offered. “Sceleratus just told him to—”

      “Leave it, Sarita.” Guess Scary had issues with pedophile priests, too. If the cops wanted to dig up decomposing padres, that was their business. They had the tools to prove it. I didn’t.

      “Back to Clare.”

      “I think . . . no, I know, Clare was an abused little girl,” Sarita said. “Her brother suffered abuse, too. Once I caught them consoling each other—they were going at it pretty heavy.”

      “Going at it? Is that what you call incest?” Probably so, here at Golgotha. Not the holiest of places I’ve ever hung out in.

      But I let any further indignation waft away. Sarita’s whiff of taboo coupling explained a lot. At least in today’s talk-show, psychobabble world. I didn’t want or need the details.

      “Jersey stripper true?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’m afraid so. She came back to us after that on her own. Father Nicholas set her up in the cottage. Bought her a car. She took college classes. Worked here as our librarian.”

      A car, huh? Never saw one. But then again, there’d been a lot around here I never saw.

      “How about her private eye bullshit?”

      “Just that, Harry. Bullshit. You know, Marxus is a private eye.”

      “What!”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “No. Forget it,” I said. Hell, he probably wasn’t even a monk. Not that it mattered now.

      “Mystic?” I asked. “That more of Clare’s playacting?”

      “I’m not sure about that, Harry. Gethsemani had a resident mystic. Long before Tom entered the monastery. She lived in a little cottage on the grounds. The abbot back then used to visit her. Why I don’t know.

      “Tom wrote about it, but that’s all I remember. Perhaps Clare picked up on that, acted out her own version.”

      Wonder if Gethsemani’s mystic used snakes in her act? No need to clue Sarita to that little embarrassing episode. And no gain in asking Mother Superior if Santa ever dropped by to visit Golgotha’s mystic in her fairy-tale cottage.

      “What about Clare’s broomstick tattoos?” I asked instead.

      “Last night, did you notice I had one, too, Harry? Are you sure you want to go there?”

      “No, I mean yeah, I mean, you’re right, I don’t want to go there.” Forget it, Reno—same thing I’d told myself last night.

      So instead, I told Sarita about our Ouija board séance. Harry and Clare, almost as naked as Adam and Eve, the board on our knees between us, springing the news Spencer the bookkeeper, Maude’s stepson, and Mary-Dolores, his slut of a nun girlfriend, needed saving.

      “Clare tried convincing me you did it, Sarita—chopped ’em into fish bait there in Maude’s cabin. Or talked Simeon and his cleaver into doing it.”

      “I’m not surprised, Harry. Did you believe her? She had a rather convincing way of getting a man on board.” Yeah, just like you, Sister. Thought, didn’t say it.

      “No,” I said instead. “I had Sceleratus fingered for it. Then later, Maude. Now I’m not sure who gutted ’em.”

      “The only certainty is, it was not I,” the head nun assured me. “Or you.” Good to know. Especially the last choice.

      “Could Clare have chopped them?” I asked.

      “Clare wanted Tom’s journal.”

      “Bad enough to kill for it?”

      “She shot you, didn’t she?” Sarita, staying on point.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “For what it’s worth—and that’s not much now, Harry—but I think it had to be Clare who killed them.” Okay, settled enough for me. Dead is dead. Move it along, Reno. Answers a-poppin’ for free today.

      “Clare said O’Toole wasn’t her name. Wouldn’t tell me what it really was. Said she’d disappear like Rumpelstiltskin if someone said it out loud.”

      “We all played along with her, Harry. Let her have her fairy-tale laughs. She had a thing for that actor, what’s his name? Peter O’Toole. The one who played Lawrence of Arabia.

      “But her real name was O’Shaughnessy. Clare’s last name was O’Shaughnessy.”

      Well, call me Sam Spade—didn’t that just frost the girl surprise in the friggin’ birthday cake. Maybe I should have checked her driver’s license.

      “So Brother Scary was an O’Shaughnessy, too.”

      “No, Harry.”

      “But you said—”

      “They were brother and sister. Same mother—different fathers.”

      “So what was Scary’s last name?” I asked.

      “Doesn’t matter, Harry. Just plain doesn’t matter. It was Clare manipulating her brother and you. Not the other way around.”

      “Okay, but answer me this—Scary’s last name wasn’t Reno, was it?”

      “No, Harry, it sure wasn’t. Why?”

      “No reason,” I lied.

      Sarita held me a moment in a quizzical stare, shook her head in dismissal, and—like my nuns back in grade school—quickly nailed the coffin lid shut on any further penetrating questions by little Reno.

      “Cherchez la femme,” Sarita said. “Cherchez la femme. It’s always the woman, Harry.”

      As it was and ever shall be. In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, Amen. Finally, Sarita’s sacrament of truth, swallowed whole by yours truly.

      Why did it have to taste so goddamned bitter?
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        But for my own part, it was Greek to me.

        —Shakespeare, Julius Caesar
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        RUGBY’S LIBRARY

      

      

      

      
        
        Tuesday – afternoon

      

      

      

      I left Mother Superior there in the church—standing straight, dry-eyed, no clinging to Harry or Reno anymore. Determined to keep Golgotha going. The good parts anyway, she’d said.

      “We can use the Rolls for our outreach program. A Rolls-Royce always attracts a certain class of woman.” She’d laughed, hugged me, said, “Don’t be a stranger,” and kissed me on the lips—lightly. Church, remember? I got the hell out of there.

      Among all of Sarita’s revelations, one in particular had triggered a buried duty in my brain that morning. Odd, but it had—gotta return that damn library book, Tom’s book, his biography. Never be in debt to a library lady.

      The stone steps were as solid as before, the revolving front door semi-accommodating as twirling entranceways are wont to be. Got through it on my first try—barely. One arm, remember?

      The library’s reference desk still sat where I’d left it there in Andy Carnegie’s palace of books in downtown Rugby. Same library lady, too. But instead of pigtails and bib overalls, red-haired Aimee was an intriguing enigma wrapped in green this morning, an unexpected treasure you’d just nabbed off the shelves and couldn’t wait to take home and dive into.

      “Well, hello, Harry. Finish the Merton bio already?”

      “Nope. But I’m headed home today, so I thought I’d better return it.” I plunked the book down on her counter. “Don’t want to get in trouble,” I added hopefully.

      “Oh, I can’t imagine you being any trouble, Harry.” The smile on her lips, the twinkle in her eyes assured me her definition of trouble would coincide nicely with mine.

      “Headed home, you say? It’s a big book. Why don’t you keep it awhile longer. Finish reading it.”

      “Okay, but then I’d have to come back here to Rugby to return it.”

      “Well,” she said, her head at an inquisitive angle, “that’s true. Or I could find myself in Ithaca in the not too-distant future. A personal sort of pickup.”

      Aimee had my name, my address—she’d photocopied my driver’s license when I’d checked Tom’s book out. No library card needed for you, Harry, she’d said then.

      And this morning I was still good to go. All I had to do was give her my phone number. So I did. And in return, she supplied hers.

      “Read diligently, Harry. I may test you when I show up.”

      Out I strolled, down the stone steps, over to the green love of my life—a song in my heart, prurient thoughts in my head.

      Hey, Big Kahuna, whatever happened to your island mon, Brother Marxus?

      “Good question,” I said. “I don’t know.”

      Some detective you are, Harry. Bet Reno got the library lady’s number, though.

      The little hula girl good—excellent even—at keeping tabs on both Harry and Reno. Even with her ass in the air—island witch.

      I switched on the Volvo’s radio. Some nitwit spouting nonsense about our newly elected president, George Herbert Walker Bush. How he’d been head of the CIA.

      So what. I figure we’d only be in trouble if the Ruskies ever tried putting a KGB goon on their throne. Now that would spell trouble for the good old USA.

      I pushed the Off button, the talking nitwit gave up, and off we motored.
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        GETHSEMANI

      

      

      

      
        
        Tuesday afternoon–Wednesday morning

      

      

      

      Rugby’s library lady had made sure I had a map in hand so I’d be able to wander my way to the Abbey of Gethsemani. Gave me the joint’s phone number, too. Good thing—no Brother Marxus with his little black book around to supply the needed number. Hey, bet Aimee got the map from her buddy Cindy. At the Chamber of Commerce. Maybe the two of them would . . .

      Enough, Harry told Reno.

      A few miles down the road, the Volvo nosed in next to a Ma Bell coffin, and I dropped the dime—in quarter coinage. Nothing ever remains the same. Good thing, too. I find dimes harder and harder to pick up these days. Too damn thin, unlike yours truly.

      “Abbey of Gethsemani,” a gruff voice assured me. Same monk on phone duty as a couple of days ago.

      “I need to speak with one of your brothers, Patrick Hart. Name’s Reno. From Golgotha.”

      “We don’t talk much around here,” the monk on the phone doing the talking said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I hear.” A chuckle, a chuckle for sure buzzing along the lines.

      “That’s a good one,” the guardian of silence said. “Call back in an hour.” Click.

      So I did.

      “Abbey of Gethsemani.”

      “It’s been an hour.”

      “Ten o’clock tomorrow. Gatehouse.” Click. God bless brevity. Not sure I had another joke in me. Been a rough few days.

      As I eased my way out of the phone booth’s confines, I scoped my surroundings, hoping dialing Gethsemani had conjured Tom Merton into skulking about—nope.

      Hey, Big Kahuna, this isn’t the way back to Ithaca.

      “I know, babe. We gotta take a detour.”

      Somewhere with a beach?

      “Nope. A monastery. The Abbey of Gethsemani. In Kentucky.”

      You’re going to owe me, Big Kahuna. This has been one lousy-ass road trip.

      “Better than my Kipling fiasco this summer.”

      Yeah, Reno. The way you figure, I guess it was. Fewer dead bodies this investigation. Except that includes two of the three chumps who hired you to drain the mess they found themselves drowning in. That wasn’t too cool, Big Kahuna.

      You’re sure there’s no beach where we’re headed? I heard there’s a lake at Gethsemani. Lots of potential for fooling around—around a lake.

      “You’re staying in the car. That’s all I’m sure of.”
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      Late the next morning, Brother Patrick Hart met me at Gethsemani’s gatehouse. The weather down south warmer than up Golgotha way, even though it was late in November. So the two of us took a stroll. Monks, big on walks, remember? He even showed me Merton’s grave. Then we settled down to business on a bench in a garden. Out of earshot of the world at large and the rest of the community of monks in particular.

      “I haven’t read it,” I assured Brother Patrick. “And I don’t want to.”

      I gave him the lowdown on how the journal went from Tom’s hand to mine to his. Didn’t take as long as plowing through a whole book about it. More like speed-reading the Reader’s Digest condensed version. I might even have left a few of the “details” out.

      “I think it wise you have entrusted this to us,” Brother Patrick said. “Allow me to escort you back to the gatehouse.”

      The Abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani a much bigger operation than Golgotha’s. More prosperous. Plus, I hadn’t seen anything that needed dusting or hoovering. But, then again, I’d been outside. Except for the gatehouse. And it was squeaky clean for sure.

      Brother Patrick held the door, and I stepped into the gatehouse again.

      “I might like to drop back by one day. Make a retreat,” I said, and shivered.

      “Are you all right, Harry?”

      “Yeah, Brother Patrick, I am now. Golgotha wasn’t much of a religious experience. This place just feels way different. In a good way,” I hastened to add.

      “Uncle Louie would be pleased to hear you say so. I miss him, Harry.” The monk made a quick sign of the cross. “May he rest quietly in peace.”

      And there was my opening.

      “Ah, you ever hear of Father Louis—Tom—Uncle Louie, ah, well—”

      “I was tasked by our abbot and the Trust with reviewing Mr. Mott’s biography of Father Louis.” Merton’s last secretary rubbed a hand across his forehead. “And I read Mr. Rice’s book. There were at least two, well, sightings of Tom after his death mentioned there.”

      “I’ve seen him, Padre. He’s been talking to me. Oh, shit. Just another nutjob, huh?”

      “No, no, Harry. Not at all. And I am but a brother, not a priest. But it is a confession of sorts you’ve made and I’ve heard.” The monk smiled, let his hands say, I’ve seen him, too.

      At least I think that’s what he meant. But maybe it was only Trappist sign language for Reno’s a nutjob.

      “If I do see him again, can I tell him Pat said hello?”

      “Of course, Harry. And you’re welcome here at Gethsemani anytime. No need to call ahead. You have done a commendable deed rescuing Tom’s notes.”
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      Did you see a beach, Big Kahuna?

      “Nope.”

      Figures.
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        MERTON IN THE BARDO

      

      

      

      
        
        Wednesday – evening

      

      

      

      A long drive from the Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky back north to Ithaca. Somewhere still south of Chicago, I spotted a billboard for a Chinese joint. Off the ramp I went.

      I hoped the Lotus Inn would be miles better than Simeon, God’s Holy Fool, and his meals and meals of beans upon beans. I ordered the sweet-and-sour chicken.

      When the waiter brought the dish to my table, he whisked the metal lid off and inquired politely, “To your liking, sir?” Oh, was it ever.

      I order sweet-and-sour somewhat less frequently these days. Not that what I’m served is ever bad. Just missing a little something I’m always searching for. But tonight I’d found that which had long been lost—tomatoes, sauced right in there with all the other delectable mysteries of the East.

      Plus, no need to have told my waiter, I’ll have that with steamed rice. He knew. Maybe because that’s how sweet-and-sour is meant to be savored—complimented by white and sticky steamed rice. The tea was damn good, too.

      The waiter brought me two fortune cookies along with my check.

      Somewhere in China or San Francisco—or Chicago, maybe—wherever the hell they bake fortune cookies, some guy’s job is to stick messages in that little cookie crack for me to find. And since it’s my job to internalize the wisdom of the fortune, I eat the slips of paper. Remember?

      Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know it’s a missing-a-few-marbles sort of stunt, but I usually eat alone, so other than the waiter, the patrons, and the curious face of a random passerby at the window—really, who is there to say I’m nuts?

      And if you know me at all, you know I tend to pay attention to the fortunes. But this one wasn’t so much a prediction as an observation:

      
        
        fortune seek you in another cookie.

      

      

      Oh, the second cookie. Eat it now. That’s what it means. I cracked the other one open, extracted its merry message:

      
        
        you better to be approximately right than precisely wrong.

      

      

      As always, hard to fully comprehend. Down the hatch, the last of my tea internalizing both messages.

      Hey, my Golgotha gig. That’s what the second fortune was trying to tell me. Its message, plus Brother Patrick’s kind words, probably as much of a commendation as I was likely to get.

      So out the door I strolled, happy, satisfied. Until I bumped my head getting into the Volvo. You’d think I’d learn.
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      “Hey babe, you’ll never guess what my fortune said—shit! You’re fixed! How’d that happen?”

      “Hi, Harry.”

      “Oh, hi, Tom. Look at the little hula girl—she’s upright again, not broken anymore, no head on the dash, no ass in the air . . . ah, Tom?”

      “Leilani needed cheering up, Harry. She’s whole again. That’s all.”

      What do you think, Big Kahuna? Good as new? Just say yes, and you’re off the hook.

      “Hey, Tom, I found your . . . well, journal. Behind the cross. In Golgotha’s church. I didn’t read it.”

      “Damn decent of you, Harry. You know . . . see, some mysteries aren’t meant to be unraveled. At least not by the likes of us.”

      “A lot of people died, Tom.”

      “We all do, Harry. Sooner or later.”

      “But you’re here. At least, I think you are.”

      “Perhaps I am—perhaps I’m not. Perhaps this is the Bardo.”

      “What the hell’s a Bardo, Tom?”

      “Look it up yourself, Harry. Or ask a reference librarian, next time you run across one.”

      “Hey, yeah, that’s funny, but wait, Tom. Don’t drift away—librarian—Clare—why did she pull this stunt? She claimed she was a mystic, like you.”

      “Not like me, Harry. Religious mysticism means a closer connection with God, not Clare’s fortune-telling and parlor tricks.”

      “But Clare, Tom, she—”

      “I was at Clare College at Cambridge. I visited the Poor Clares in Chicago . . .”

      “Wait, Tom, don’t fade. Please. I’ve remembered something—you gotta help me out. There on Scary’s porch, at his hermit hut, you and I sat there talking. I couldn’t remember what we talked about until just now. I asked you how come God allows so much evil in the world.”

      “And I said, why would He allow any at all, right, Harry?”

      “Yeah—so, how come?”

      “When I locked myself away at Gethsemani, eventually I ended up assigned to teach the new monks, stretch their minds a bit, get them thinking about God, try leading them along to an understanding on their own.

      “I used to answer your question one way, then I pointed out a couple of other ways it’s been analyzed. Lots of thinkers thinking long and hard about God and evil. And I was one of them.”

      “So, what’s the answer, Tom?”

      “You know, Harry, I don’t think so much about it anymore. It just is.”

      “Okay . . . what do you think about, you know, there on the other side of the grave?”

      “Cargo cults, Harry. Pacific island cargo cults.”

      “Huh?”

      “I wrote an article about it. Maybe you ought to read it. That reference librarian who’s coming to see you, bet she’d help you find it.

      “Later, Harry. I’m sure we’ll meet again. Oh, and don’t forget to brush up a bit on Zen. Like all of us, you still have a ways to go. And Blake—read up on him, too. I took his book with me when I became a monk. He’s more than just ‘Tyger, tyger burning bright.’ Blake’s poems help illuminate the contraries of the human condition.  See ya, Harry!”
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      As the green love of my life chugged on down the interstate, I gave my head another shake, tried getting Merton out of my mind. Cargo cults? Zen? Blake? Just Greek to me. There, all gone. Only the little hula girl for company now, wiggling and giggling, whistling an island-happy tune.

      “It’s November, babe. And cold. What the hell you got to be so happy about?”

      Right before he fixed me, I asked Tom if he was real. You know what he said, Big Kahuna? He said, “I’m as real as you are, Leilani.”

      Then he said next time we were in Louisville, look him up. Just find a jazz club and there he’d be. Tom said he knew a restaurant in Louisville called the Luau Room. At the airport. And Louisville has a river. The Ohio. Bound to be beaches!

      Louisville, huh? Bad memories there for me. Things the little hula girl knows nothing about. So might take more than Merton’s ghost to coax me into visiting.

      Can we—can we, Harry? Pleeeease!

      The little hula girl, never easy to placate, harder yet to satisfy. But at least back to her old self—rockin’ hotter than lava.

      Thanks, Tom, I think.
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      Before you go!

      Thank you for reading The Other Side of the Grave! I love writing because of readers like you. You may not know this, but reviews are super important, especially to unknown authors such as myself. They give other great readers an idea of what to expect from my story. If you have time, please leave me one. It can be a short one if you’re busy; even just one sentence will do!

      Leave a review for The Other Side of the Grave

      
        
        For news, updates, and new books

        Visit My Website
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      Christina, my copy editor whose insights guide my writing, and Amy Knupp, the final eyes on the pixels, were gentle and professional editors who again polished and improved my prose. Thank you, thank you.

      

      Any remaining blips are, as always, mine alone.

      

      My beta readers hung with me as I constructed Harry and the Hula Girl’s second adventure. Thanks Barb, Denise, Christelle, Becky, and Tony for your encouragement.

      

      And a big thank you to Tom B. for his insights into late 1980’s policing.

      

      Finally and most importantly, my love and thanks to Mary Erbe, who gives me the support and encouragement I need and makes sure I have time to write. No one could have a better wife and soul mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      

      The Brotherhood of the Son of Man and the Priory of Golgotha are fictitious.

      

      The Thomas Merton depicted in this novel is also fictitious. I have read his autobiography. Read the Merton biographies by Michael Mott, Monica Furlong, and Ed Rice. Delved into many of Merton’s journals. And yes, in one journal entry, he does mention a PI finding his way to the hermitage there at Gethsemani. And there were two women who called on Merton at his monastery.

      

      Remember though, Harry’s Merton is the result of a concussion and Harry’s cursory readings and limited study of some photographs. Harry’s thoughts and conversations with Thomas Merton are those necessary to the novel’s plot and in no way representative of the man as a whole.

      

      So too Harry’s interaction with Brother Patrick Hart, who was Merton’s fellow monk at Gethsemani and subsequently editor of his journals following Merton’s death in Bangkok.

      

      But I hope most that Thomas Merton’s innate goodness shines through the murky doings at Golgotha. His life and writings remain relevant for us in this present moment we live continuously in.
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