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Chapter One

 


 


Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. There she went again,
thinking in threes. Her mind was spinning, repeating
itself—repeating the warnings. The internal voice was getting
louder, first the words then a buzzing so loud that she heard
nothing else but this threatening high-pitched hiss. She
needed to give this up. Walk away. Now, before something
terrible happened. She couldn’t be responsible … not even involved.
But the money. She made more than she had ever thought possible.
So, there was right and there was wrong. Which side did she want to
be on? Which side should she be on?

Suddenly the driver hit the brakes, just a
tap before accelerating again. Had there been something in the
road? She couldn’t see; the night was almost pitch black. She
looked down at the young girl sleeping beside her stretched out
across the vintage limo’s wide back seat. Good, she was still
asleep. She would need her rest for what lay before her.

It was wrong handing this child over to who
knew what. But how could she say no? Would she still be his chosen
one, his right hand, the one he depended on? He had reassured her.
Said yes. She knew, of all the women he could have turned to, she
had been singled out because she was bright, knew how to be
discreet and she loved him unconditionally. No, she couldn’t leave
him, nor could she betray him. He knew that. But hadn’t he offered
to help? To free her, yet keep her close? Offer her a much coveted
position among his disciples? She smiled, an office job maybe? Or
would marriage be offered? She knew he loved her.

It was her recruiting that had earned her
accolades, caught his attention. She was persuasive but, better
yet, she knew who would be receptive, whose family needed the
money, who would be strong enough to play the game and walk away
when the time came. Until this last one. Could she be losing her
touch? Her insight? Her intuition? Was it too late to save this
young woman asleep next to her? Beg for her release? Take all the
blame for misguided information? It was one thing to enslave an
eighteen or nineteen-year-old—they were young adults and often
chose the life willingly. But, a sixteen-year-old, perhaps
fourteen? Maybe thirteen? No. That was simply wrong.

There was a distinct line between children
and adults—to her way of thinking and in the eyes of the law. There
were stiffer penalties for working with children, as there should
be. But this new demand for virgins, in and by itself, lowered the
age of recruits but upped the reward. She couldn’t overlook that.
The more danger, the higher the risk but also exponentially, the
greater the reward.

She knew she was invaluable. She spoke the
language of the fearful … the downtrodden. Literally. And she wore
the trappings of a Bride of Christ. How could she not be trusted?
She was a fraud, but a good one and worth the money, the finder’s
fee, if you will. Her bank account was growing by tens of
thousands. Maybe she should stay in the game—even raise her prices.
She felt other “stewards” were getting more. What sum would be fair
for the research, the meetings, the handholding—she was thorough.
No one could take that from her. She made more money than she could
have ever imagined. But she had a conscience. She cared. Would this
job last forever? Did anything? She needed to take care of
herself.

Recently, she felt overlooked, taken for
granted—certain, more mundane, things were expected of her. For
example, babysitting, like tonight. Had she been passed over for
the more plum jobs of negotiating with the brokers who represented
buyers? It was let known in whispers and side-long glances that she
had competition—someone was vying for her spot, would soon openly
challenge her. Would she be ready? More importantly, would she have
the backing needed to overcome this show of power? This play for
position? Would he be there for her? She was counting on him. Was
her trust misplaced?

“Are we there yet?” The young girl beside her
had startled awake when the car strayed to bump over the rumble
strips along the side of the highway.

“No, sweetheart, go back to sleep. I’ll wake
you when it’s time.” Whispered, but in tonally perfect Mandarin.
She marveled at how quickly her native language had come back to
her. She gently brushed a wayward strand of hair out of the child’s
eyes and tucked it behind an ear returning the wan smile as the
girl readjusted the pillow beneath her head and once again closed
her eyes. Yes, she was a child—so beautiful, so innocent. She
should ask for more money for this one. But the age—could she even
trust the man who posed as her protector, who swore on the life of
his mother that she was fourteen? Then pocketed the five thousand
dollars the Leader offered and slipped back into the oblivion of
the tent city provided by the community for its homeless.

And maybe she was fourteen, but
something just didn’t feel right. Yet, she’d been told that there
would be a bonus. The benefactor was so pleased with her pictures
that he was expected to “tip”—handsomely. This child was truly a
prize, not something she’d wrestled from a soup kitchen or rescued
from begging on a street corner. This one was not born on the
streets but simply had ended up there with nowhere else to go.

That’s where her pretend vocation gave her an
edge—she could move freely among the less fortunate singling out
those who would add to her bank account. But this child was a
runaway. Refusing to be restrained by a desperate father new to
this country. Brought here with her parents by a Jesuit order and
sheltered by the Church. Her mother had died and her father had
fallen on hard times—there was no money or even interest in trying
to raise, let alone control, a wayward teenager in a new country
full of temptations. He had sought her out because she spoke his
language and he knew she would help him do the right thing. No,
this wonderful example of an opportunity had simply fallen into her
lap. But a father selling his only child? So that he could go home?
Support and protect his own parents who were too old to work?
Sacrifice one to save three? It would not be the American way of
doing things. But she understood the need to preserve honor.

She sighed and tried to make out landmarks as
the driver accelerated in the darkness. The night was black with
the headlights of the large car barely piercing the thick curtain.
The air, heavy with moisture, seemed to weigh down the clouds
hugging the horizon while high cirrus wisps obscured all but just a
glimmer of light from moon or stars. Along this stretch of ocean,
there were no streetlights or illuminated signs praising Morgan
& Morgan Law offices or suggesting happiness was owning a
Harley Davidson.

The air-conditioning in the car made her
shiver. Was there a reason it needed to be on? December and all of
Florida took a deep, cool, humidity-free breath. Light jackets were
needed, not blasts of cold air. Or maybe the air wasn’t on. Could
it be her nerves—just knowing what was about to happen? How her
young charge would soon be swallowed up in a world on the
fringe—the edge of decency, of morality, of life itself. If she
were lucky, she wouldn’t be sacrificed. Her beauty and youth might
save her from that. No, at the very worst the girl would become the
plaything of an old but very rich man who would give her everything
but demand even more in return.

Eventually the car slowed and pulled onto an
overlook. The driver sat silently scanning the beach before opening
his door and getting out.

“OK, this is it. Move. They won’t wait on us
forever.” He pulled the back passenger-side door open.

She barely had time to waken the girl and
whisper, “We’re here.”

“Speak English. I don’t want to hear no
mumbo-jumbo.”

The man was not a native speaker himself, but
seemed to be trying hard to appear American. And he’d probably been
instructed to report on any conversations. She would be careful. He
could be mean and threatening—she’d found that out earlier in the
evening. He had demanded money—he would let her buy her way out of
doing what she was doing. She had turned to him but now wasn’t so
certain. He had named a horrendous sum. But she found a way of
producing it. If she decided to leave, he would help her. She
played the game well; she was a good follower and most importantly?
She pleased the Leader. She had his protection. Didn’t the offer of
help from this man prove it? Wasn’t it the Leader who sent this man
to her?

Then this had to be it. The last girl. The
last midnight trip to hand over flesh and blood to who knew what
end? She would finish her involvement this very night and begin a
new life. If the Leader wasn’t there to support her, she had a nest
egg. She would survive. But most importantly she would do the right
thing. She couldn’t be wishy-washy; she had already paid for her
freedom. Some would say she had earned it.

She bowed her head ever so slightly, nodded
to the driver, averted her eyes and followed the girl out of the
car. The girl held tightly to her hand. His guttural tone had
frightened her. Would she be able to walk with her to the water’s
edge? Hold her close, reassure her? Whisper words of courage?

She barely had time to pull the girl’s down
vest in place and snap the metal buttons closed under her chin
before the driver grabbed the child around her waist. He tucked her
slight frame neatly under his arm and started toward the boat
gently rocking in the water some twenty-five feet from shore. The
child’s cry was quickly muffled by the hand clamped down roughly
across her nose and mouth. He paused and turned back.

“That’s enough of that. Tell her to stay
quiet. Good girls who follow directions don’t get hurt. As her
caretaker you should have instructed her.”

Quickly she translated, though she knew the
girl had already understood, adding, “This is for your own good.
Soon, you will be able to help your father and grandparents. Think
of your family. Do what he says.” The girl nodded and ceased to
struggle.

The driver hoisted the girl higher so that
her head rested on his shoulder, holding her securely against his
broad chest. He placed her right arm around his neck and with
gestures, indicated she place her left arm on the other side.

She almost called out, “She speaks English,
you know.” But she didn’t. The girl was smart; she would realize
how valuable that secret might be. Learn and process information
without telling anyone that you could. She had survived that way
herself—always appeared a step ahead. Something that was mistaken
for uncanny intuitive abilities, not merely second language
proficiency.

She took a step forward around a clump of sea
oats only to see better but he motioned for her to get back in the
car then moved quickly again across the sand with his captive. She
watched as he held the child above the water, cradled in two strong
arms before wading toward the skiff. The twinkling lights of a
larger boat, perhaps a yacht, blinked against the horizon. More
proof of the vast amount of money there was in this business. But
had the rewards ever offset the peril? Perhaps, unless you had a
conscience. And she felt a sudden wash of relief. Her decision had
been made. She would never watch someone be taken against her will
into a life unknown. She took a couple deep breaths. It wasn’t her
imagination; she felt lighter.

She checked her watch. One a.m. She needed to
get back. Safely, she could be gone between eleven p.m. and four
a.m.—not sooner and not later. The dormitory held twenty-three
women who would descend the stairs to the dining room, single-file,
at precisely six a. m. after the five-thirty mass held in the
chapel on the second floor. Every weekday morning. Routine. A
bother, but also comforting.

She settled against the cushiony, padded
leather of the Lincoln’s backseat and adjusted her seatbelt. Odd.
But there was always more demand for deliveries during the
holidays. Christmastime. Maybe if she thought of her young wards as
gifts—presents for the very wealthy, she would feel better. A
person would be less likely to mistreat a gift. But that wasn’t
necessarily logical. She sighed. She was too tired to wonder about
that. Tired? Or was it a complete relief that she felt? Relief at
the finality of this one last delivery.

After a delivery there was always a quiet
time. But tonight was different. All the fear and angst seemed to
be draining away. And there were so many demands this time of year.
She would be able to throw herself into holiday
preparations—distance herself and begin to heal, put behind her
what some might call atrocities. She had never lost her child-like
wonder at the Church’s pageantry. Christ’s birth. Such a joyous
time of celebration. It always gave her a renewed faith in the
world. She needed to recapture that belief now.

She would whole-heartedly take advantage of
the opportunity to start over. She was still in her twenties; a
full life was ahead of her. She had choices. She might have to
disappear for a while but the Leader would help her—would be there
for her. She could leave the country. She had learned the language
of her parents but could she go to some obscure village where
prying eyes wouldn’t follow? Probably not. She had been spoiled by
convenience, by the modern world … by a laptop and a smart phone.
She smiled. She and Father. Now there was someone addicted
to instant communication. The slamming of the car door startled
her. A quick check of her watch. She would get back on time. She
turned her head away from the window, relaxed and closed her eyes
as the car rolled forward and navigated a short incline to reach
the highway.

“Hey, Sister … you want anything? I’m gonna
get a beer.”

She opened her eyes. Had she been asleep? She
toyed with asking for a soft drink but shook her head. They had
pulled up in the back parking lot of a bar; its flashing neon
invitation to ‘Come On In’ reflecting in pools of water around the
car. She had slept so soundly she hadn’t realized it had rained.
She watched as her driver got out and talked briefly with a man
smoking outside the back entrance. He bummed a cigarette and took a
few drags before following him into the building. Then she curled
her legs up under her, snuggled against the plush leather
upholstery and, once again, closed her eyes.

Suddenly she was jolted awake. She’d lost all
track of time but the car had abruptly stopped—when had the driver
come back? Where were they? She sat up straighter and peered into
the darkness before checking her watch. They had been traveling for
half an hour but there was no landmark that she recognized. They
were beside the highway that ran alongside the ocean, but they
should be back within the edges of civilization by now. The
blackness of the night was complete; it was impossible to get her
bearings even though she’d traveled this route many times
before.

The driver was outside the car talking on his
phone. Bursts of anger punctuated by a fist slamming down on the
front fender. What did it mean? He was relatively new. This was
maybe the second or third time she’d worked with him but that
didn’t mean he wasn’t a legitimate mule. Wasn’t that the word that
was used to describe those in the step ‘n fetch-it ranks?
Underlings who made a lot of money looking the other way?
Delivering contraband? Collecting money … killing. He had known the
codes, those passwords she was sworn to protect with her life. Just
because he wasn’t her regular driver didn’t mean that he wasn’t the
real thing. And just that—a driver. Yet, she was uneasy. She had
trusted him with the opportunity to make a large sum of money in
exchange for her freedom. She was certain that the Leader had sent
this opportunity to her. She had no need to worry. She was
safe.

He walked to her side of the car, in the back
behind the driver’s seat and just stood looking at her. She held
her head up and met his gaze. Then he jerked the door open and
grabbed her arm. With his right hand he crossed himself.

“This is not my idea.”

A stab of fear. She could hardly breathe.
“Let me go.”

“No, Sister.” He twisted her arm behind her
and pressed her sideways, dragging her to the back of the car.
Leveraging her against the cold metal, he held her immobile while
he fumbled with a key ring in his free hand finally leaning forward
to insert a key in the trunk’s lock. She heard the lid pop
open.


Chapter Two

 


 


Sister Angelica opened the door quietly.
These younger girls liked to sleep in—get their beauty rest—right
up until the moment they needed to be at Mass. She stifled a snort
of a laugh. Beauty rest? Didn’t that smack of vanity? Sister Leah
was one of the young, foreign nuns with heavy, straight black hair
that reached past her waist. Even drawn up under her veil, strands
would escape to dangle alongside her face. It needed to be cut but
Sr. Leah seemed to take pride in its luster and abundance. Sr.
Angelica had left pamphlets containing bits of scripture warning
against the sins of the overly proud. But they were ignored. And
those rosebud lips—did she use color? More than gloss to make them
shine that way? The girl seemed obsessed with carnal beauty, and
Sister knew enough of the world to know men would find her
irresistible.

Quickly she admonished herself. She had no
right to criticize or ponder what men might be attracted to. She
was certainly not one to judge God’s chosen or cast aspersions.
Didn’t she know how very precious every maiden of Christ was? How
very few chose this path nowadays? And for those who did, each was
to be cherished and fostered along her journey, not discouraged, or
criticized. Sr. Leah was compassionate and caring. The Church was
right to open its arms to Filipino, Hispanic, Indian, Chinese—any
and all young women who professed a love for Christ. After all,
wasn’t it written in Genesis 1:27 … So God created man in His
own image.

Scripture always comforted her—reminded her
of what was right. In the old days … ah, a phrase she too often
uttered anymore—the result of being on this earth some eighty-seven
years … but when she was young, the choices were few—an unwelcome
marriage to an older, pious but excruciatingly dull widower. Or, as
the oldest girl, maybe it would be years of taking care of her
parents, staying on the farm in Nebraska, no chance of college, of
travel, seeing the world—learning about it. What is that phrase
used today? It wasn’t rocket science to know that her choice of the
church had been the right one—the only one. She truly wasn’t sorry.
Her life had been good. There had been no corporeal husband, no
children—Oh dear, there she went again thinking in the past tense.
She hadn’t been called yet; she had a few good years left. Years to
devote to new young women following their calling. She shouldn’t
dwell on what hadn’t been. The church could still use her wisdom,
her experience—as with these young sisters.

Sister Leah, for example, was an oddity. She
would stop short of calling her a misfit—not everyone who answered
the calling had to fit a certain mold. Still, a Chinese young
woman, an orphan, to hear her tell it, from the streets taken in by
Christians—wealthy, educated ones that gave her opportunities she
could have only dreamt of. She certainly had different interests,
different values—different experiences. The other girls were
welcoming; it wasn’t that. And she certainly spent adequate time in
prayer … and volunteered to do more than her share of helping in
the kitchen or cleaning the vestry. Or doing mission work among the
poor or homeless. Maybe if she weren’t so shy. A conversation was
almost impossible. The word “inscrutable” came to mind. Oh dear,
wasn’t that word ethnically inappropriate? One had to be so careful
these days. But still, Sr. Leah just wasn’t very forthcoming.

She poked her head into the young woman’s
room then pushed the door wider open. That was strange. The bed was
perfectly made. All folded hospital corners, taut sheets, perfectly
draped quilt, pillows fluffed without the indentation of someone
having slept on them.

And that was just it. No one had. She felt
sure of it. But then, perhaps, Sister Leah had gone out very early.
But it was only five-thirty now. The sun wasn’t up. Why would she
have left the house in the dark? Could she even remember when
Sister Leah had gone up to bed? Dancing with the Stars
always put her to sleep. Such frivolity, such nonsense. But she
allowed the show. She only drew a line at American Idol.
Young people in skimpy costumes strutting around singing off-key.
There was absolutely no value in it. But possibly it was the lesser
of a multitude of evils—so many shows on TV were merely indecent.
Nothing to offer whatsoever. Certainly not intellectually
challenging.

Should she tell someone about this breach in
rules of conduct? No, she wasn’t punitive. Not a word would be
uttered until she’d first confronted Sister Leah. There might be a
very good reason for her absence. Still, she felt unsettled. Some
vague feeling of foreboding. She quickly drew the door toward her
and softly closed it. All the girls were now at Mass. She turned
and walked briskly toward the chapel.

The jangle of the phone in the downstairs
foyer echoed through the quiet house. Oh dear, would the cook be
able to pick up before it interrupted Mass? Sister Angelica turned
and hurried toward the stairs as the second volley of bell tones
seemed to impart urgency. No one in this close-knit religious
community had a cell phone. All relied on this single landline for
messages. Well, that was not exactly true. Father seemed overly
proud of his iPhone—overly intrigued by that sweet-voiced woman who
would give him the Yankee’s scores without him having to look them
up. It didn’t seem right but it was the way of the world. She
sighed. She remembered picking up the receiver when she was young
to hear a pleasant voice say, “Central.” And she knew she had a
real person on the line—often more than one, as the term “party
line” had real meaning. But today? She had no idea how things
worked anymore and certainly one needed an entirely new vocabulary
to just function. She paused at the bottom step to take a breath
before answering.

“St. Augustine Convent—Hand Maidens of the
Precious Blood.” She knew she sounded wheezy. It was those stairs.
An electric lift would be so helpful—a chair that ran on rails
which followed the bannister; she’d seen pictures. Pie-in-the-sky,
perhaps, but maybe if she prayed.

“I’m sorry. Could you repeat that?” She
needed to pay attention. Too often any more her mind wandered. “Cai
Ling? I think you mean Sister Leah. Yes, yes, this is her
residence. She’s not here at the moment. Who is this again?”

Local law enforcement? She glanced at the
wall clock, just past five-thirty—what could be so important that
it couldn’t wait until after breakfast? Or at least until after
Mass.

“You need someone to identify … to identify a
body?” Sister Angelica now held the receiver with two hands but
felt her knees give way just as the cook stepped out of the
kitchen.

“Sister?”

She waved the cook away and managed to
whisper, “Father … get Father,” before slumping against the
wall.


Chapter Three

 


 


“I just knew I’d love St Augustine. This is
Santa Fe by the sea. We’re not in Daytona anymore, Toto.”

Their introduction to Florida had been to
chase down the supposed death of five very expensive and
well-insured racing dogs. But the NASCAR supporting, bike-week
promoting community of Daytona Beach couldn’t hold a candle to the
absolute ancient majesty of St. Augustine. Elaine was right, this
city was special but that didn’t mean he couldn’t tease her.

“Be fair. You’re going to miss Sadie and
Fucher and the Greyhound track.”

“Okay, maybe a little. But this place is
magic.”

Elaine grabbed his hand and pulled him across
George Street to look in the window of yet another tourist trap.
Well, maybe that was a bit harsh. Dan had to admit that the street
was fun—especially if you were a people watcher. Closed to traffic,
cobblestone walkway, old trees shading park benches, storefronts a
study in quaintness—actually, what was not to like? And the holiday
season made it magical. Strings of lights defined rooftops and
doorways, trees and lampposts. It seemed these bright dots outlined
everything. It was no wonder that the trolleys were full of
sightseers night after night. It must feel like rolling along
through wonderland. Didn’t Tourist Advisor magazine rank it as the
number one holiday destination in the USA?

And speaking of people watching, he noticed
the glances and they weren’t directed at him. The woman on his arm
was a looker—wavy dark hair pushed back from her face by a red and
green paisley scarf to spill out across her shoulders, jeans that
hugged her curves like a second skin, short faux fur vest in bright
red … forty-six didn’t look half this good on other women. And as
of one month ago, she was his wife.

Elaine didn’t drop his hand but pulled him
toward her for a quick kiss. “I’m glad we have some time before you
have to report for work.”

“Yeah, United Life and Casualty has a heart
after all.”

“C’mon, they’re not going to be mean to their
lead investigator. Not on his honeymoon.”

“Doesn’t look like it.” Dan turned back to
the store window and studied the display of antique toy soldiers.
Then, a sideways glance at Elaine, “Well, actually …”

Elaine didn’t wait for him to complete the
sentence before stepping between him and the display, making him
look her in the eye, “Actually, what? Why do I get a feeling
that you know something that I don’t?”

“Got a text this morning. One of those ‘as
long as you’re there’ sort of things. It seems that the St.
Augustine Basilica is missing some very expensive, very precious
artifacts.”

“I knew it!” Elaine pulled away and moved to
a bench near the store’s entrance and sat down heavily in feigned
exasperation, slumping back and stretching her legs out in front of
her before crossing her arms. “This was all just too good to be
true. Renting a motel room for a couple weeks was just a ruse—keep
the new bride from catching onto ‘this is work, not play’—a
make-believe honeymoon.”

“No ruse, no make-believe. I don’t think
we’ll be here any longer than a couple weeks. A few interviews,
make sure the church custodian didn’t pocket an apostle’s distal
phalanx—still leaves lots of time for sightseeing and good
restaurants. I don’t think we could get stuck in a better
spot.”

“Wait. An apostle’s what?”

“Tip of the thumb. In this case surrounded by
other relics in a lined, carved, bejeweled box of elder bark.
Street value of over a million. Insured value $1.2 million and
that’s based on an old appraisal. ”

“You’d think something like that would be
protected—kept in a safe, at the very least.”

“This one was traveling, being passed among
designated churches across the states. I agree; one would think
that better safeguards would have been in place, but that’s for me
to find out. I wanted to stop by the church today. Just informal,
get the lay of the land—so to speak.”

“We’re walking?”

“It’s on King—between George and Charlotte
Streets. Not far.”

“When did this happen?”

“Day before yesterday—well, it was discovered
then and reported the same day.”

“Truthfully, I really wouldn’t mind visiting
the Basilica. It represents the oldest Christian congregation to
continuously worship in the same parish in the U.S.—dates back to
1565. Let’s see, it’s survived being burned to the ground twice,
deterioration by salt air another couple times, and a sacking by
Sir Francis Drake.”

“Somebody’s been reading the tourist
brochures.”

“Hey, I like to keep up. It is the
seat of the Catholic Bishop of St. Augustine. Not every church gets
to be called a Basilica.”



+ + +

 


And somehow, Basilica was the better name,
Dan decided as he opened the heavy, double doors to the entry.
Vaulted ceilings, polished wooden pews and flooring, stained glass,
paintings depicting the stations of the cross dueling for
recognition with the carving of Christ on a giant cross hanging
above the dais. The nave was enormous with two alcoves jutting out
to either side of the center aisle. Would three hundred people fit
within these walls? Four hundred? More? The choir loft alone could
accommodate thirty, at least.

“It’s beautiful.” Elaine spoke in hushed
tones. “This part was completed in 1797.”

Dan nodded. What was it about a church like
this that somehow, silently demanded reverence? But he whispered
back, “I noticed an office off the foyer. I’m going to see if I can
talk with the person who called in the claim.”

Dan walked back up the aisle counting some
twenty-five people either kneeling or sitting with clasped hands
and bowed heads in pews close to the front, seemingly in prayer.
Dan stole a look at the confessionals. Again, several people
appeared to be waiting their turns. The church was popular. And
that was the problem with a public place such as this. It couldn’t
be locked up, removed from its parishioners. It was here to be
used. Open, unprotected, inviting to the nefarious as well as the
religious. Was there any verbiage in UL&C’s policy that
specified how the relics were to be stored when not being used?
Relics were often displayed at the end of a service, made available
for the devout to come forward and pay their respects—some
touching, even kissing the bit of antiquity purported to be a part
of an apostle or saint. Were they on display before and after a
service? In plain view? A lot of questions needed answers.

He pushed the office door open to find yet
another group of people waiting to speak to the single woman
sitting at a desk behind a waist-high partition. She looked harried
and Dan counted three separate calls that came in during the first
five minutes he was there. But finally it was his turn. He
presented his card and succinctly reiterated the reason for his
visit.

“A name? Someone to speak to? That would be
Father Al. He’s not one of our regulars, just on loan for the
Christmas season. He was, however, the one traveling with the
relics. Let me take your card; I’ll see that he gets it.” With
that, he was dismissed, she clearly called out, “Next,” and he felt
a rush of annoyance.

He was not about to relinquish his spot in
line—not after a fifteen minute wait. “I’m sorry I need a little
more. I need to set up interview times, contacts, photograph
whatever safety measures had been taken. Please understand, whether
or not the policy holder can recoup some one million two hundred
thousand dollars in insurance money depends upon it. I suggest you
don’t want to impede an investigation.”

He was startled when the woman whose
nameplate said she was Alice burst into tears, jerked open the
middle drawer of her desk, brought out a wad of Kleenex and loudly
blew her nose.

“Well, I don’t know what right you have to be
so demanding, right on top of the murder. That poor girl. Thank
God, she had been chosen by Christ. They said she’d been mutilated
and even …” Here her index finger pointed to her own anatomy
beneath the desk. “You know …” More pointing, a wagging back and
forth of her finger.

But Dan was getting the idea of molestation,
maybe rape. He also felt like he’d just been dropped into a
conversation on Mars. What was she talking about?

“I think I can help here.” A man sitting
along the wall handed him a folded newspaper. “Morning headlines.
Keep it, I’m finished.”

“Thanks.” Dan stepped out of line and opened
the paper. Body of Nun Found in Gamble Rogers Preserve. The entire
front page was devoted to the incident.

Related? A connection to the missing relics?
Doubtful, but something he’d probably have to rule out. Sigh. That
just added a week or more onto their stay. It probably made sense
to rent an efficiency. Or, just bite the bullet and take a vacation
rental, some Airbnb if they could find one at this late date during
the holidays. Cheaper in the long run if this dragged out for a
month. It would go on the expense account but that didn’t mean he
could be frivolous.

“Alice, do you have a number for Father
Al?”

Alice glanced at him, excused herself from
helping the family standing in front of her and scribbled something
on a scrap of paper. “This is the rectory number. Use it. I’d make
an appointment first if I were you—not just show up. There is
protocol and this is the Basilica.”

Dan vaguely felt something more was expected
of him—a bowing of the head, genuflection, the sign of the cross?
Ah, now he was just being snide, but overly pompous, front office
gatekeepers irritated him. He offered a “thank you” and felt her
watch him until he’d gone back through the door to the foyer.

“Thought I’d lost you.” Elaine motioned for
him to follow her outside. She pushed open the heavy front door.
“Whispering drives me nuts. Ok, you don’t look very happy. What
happened?”

He told her what Alice had shared, going
lightly on the rape and mutilation parts but added, “Looks like one
investigation is going to impact the other.”

“You can’t be certain.”

“Certain enough to want to look for more
comfortable quarters. I’m worried that a murder investigation might
interfere—keep me from interviewing witnesses in a timely manner,
for example. I’m going to be low man on the totem pole. So, I don’t
rule out our being here past New Year’s.”

“You know, I won’t really mind. I want to
invite Jason to spend the holidays with us. There’s probably some
unwritten rule about taking children on honeymoons, but he loves
the ocean. And I think he needs a real break from school. He seemed
tired and preoccupied at the wedding.”

“I think that’s a great idea. The kid’s
twenty; I bet if we provide a bed we still won’t see much of him. A
little salt air might be just the thing.”


Chapter Four

 


 


There’s luck and then there’s that kind of
good fortune that defies logic. Dan held no hope that there would
be a rental available, spur-of-the-moment for three people and
maybe a dog, one block from the ocean. But a change of plans had
led to a couple’s last minute cancellation and the travel agent had
gushed her approval of the townhouse—great neighborhood, quiet,
gated and safe, and the owners would allow a pet. Dan
crossed his fingers that there wouldn’t be a size/weight
limitation. Simon was a one hundred and forty pound Rottweiler.
Wasn’t that breed at the top of everyone’s scare list? Well, maybe
number two after Pit Bulls. Simon was with Dan’s mother at the
moment and there was every possibility that she might want to keep
him for a while. Dan wasn’t sure Maggie was over her recent
near-death experience and a big furry alarm system might be just
what the doctor ordered.

“I think we’re in luck.” He reiterated the
specifics to Elaine.

“Oh my God, two baths/two bedrooms, a study,
large kitchen and living room—it sounds perfect.” Elaine was
ecstatic. “When can we take a look?”

“I’ve arranged for us to meet the agent there
after lunch.”

 


+ + +

 


And it was perfect. The furnishings
tasteful and new—right down to a full array of Le Creuset cookware.
Until the day when the two of them could empty the storage unit in
Hobbs, New Mexico and move their joint household goods to somewhere
permanent, this kind of temporary housing more than made life
comfortable. They took it for two months with a right to renew up
to six months on a month-to-month basis.

“I’m feeling pretty lucky about now. New
wife. New digs. The ocean about a block away. But here’s the tough
question—think you can share an office? We may be here long enough
for you to take an online course or two.”

Having a partner was new for him but Elaine
had started certification coursework at Daytona State College to
become a private investigator. A far cry from her first career as a
university professor, but he was impressed with how much she seemed
to like it. If she stayed on track, she’d have the compulsory AA
degree in criminology and a PI license by spring. He’d wrangled an
unpaid internship for her from UL&C. So, he’d just married the
love of his life and now they were hanging a shingle together. Too
much together time? He didn’t think so, but guessed he’d find
out.

“I don’t know. Should I have read the fine
print on the marriage license? Are there going to be other
challenges?” Mock-seriousness but the grin said she was kidding.
“We haven’t even discussed whose name goes first on any shared
stationery. If we do it alphabetically, I win by a hair—Linden
before Mahoney.”

“Hey, I thought you were a Mahoney, too.
Guess we’ll have to arm wrestle over position.”

“Don’t be so sure you’d win.” But she pulled
him toward her for a quick kiss before continuing down a short
hallway. “Dan, look. The second bedroom is next to the back
entrance. That’s perfect for Jason. His comings and goings won’t
bother us at all. I know he’ll appreciate the privacy. I’ll call
him today.”

“He could even have company and we’d never
know.” Dan waited for Elaine’s reaction.

“Oh. I’m not sure I’m ready for that, but,
yes, guests would be welcome. Is this some kind of modern parenting
test?”

“No, but you passed.”

He was going to suggest that they christen
the master bedroom when his phone rang. He wondered what it said
about him that the ringtone sounded like it belonged to a 1950s
rotary. He pulled his phone from his back pocket. He was fifty-two
years old but the sleek, modern phones that could do everything on
verbal command made him feel old. Even this one at three years of
age was old by modern standards. He checked the screen. Not a
number he recognized but, at least, it was a local prefix. Of
course, anymore that could mean a robo-call.

“Mahoney here … Father … thanks for returning
my call.” Dan caught Elaine’s attention and held up four fingers
mouthing “today” then waited for her to nod. “Four o’clock it is at
the rectory.”


Chapter Five

 


 


The rectory of the Cathedral Basilica of St.
Augustine connected to the church on the left and blended perfectly
with the cut stone edifice of the older structure. The building’s
spire rose majestically drawing the eye upward beyond the curved
dome of the parish center. A private parking area was discreetly
out of sight from the street. The word ‘serene’ came to mind, or
maybe ‘tranquil’ was a better fit. Dan guessed both words were
appropriate but odd to include a parking lot in the assessment.
Double seven-foot carved wooden doors topped the six front steps. A
small, stenciled, copper plaque inviting them to “Come In” hung
from a hook beneath a tiny, shuttered window in the center of the
door protected by decorative wrought iron.

“Is there anything that isn’t grand about
this parish?” Again hushed tones as Elaine took in the shiny marble
floors and seemingly endless polished wood accents in the
foyer—doors, stained glass transoms, upholstered benches along the
walls, oils depicting scenes from the days of Ponce de Leon.
According to a schedule prominently posted inside a glass case in
the entry, there were tours of the grounds and buildings every
afternoon at two.

This time, however, the woman behind the
information desk was briskly efficient and even offered a welcoming
smile. “I’m Janice, Father’s secretary. He’s expecting you, but
just give me a moment to tell him you’re here.”

Funny, Dan thought, no Administrative
Assistant title. One rarely heard the term “secretary” any more.
But it was somehow more in keeping with the trappings of antiquity
that surrounded him. Hadn’t Elaine pointed out that this was one of
the first places of worship, of dedicated churches, in the United
States?

Janice rose from behind the desk and tapped
on the closed door to her right. She opened the door, said
something that Dan couldn’t hear before turning and motioning them
forward. “Father Pete will see you now.” She remained at the door
until they had entered, then pulled it closed. Certainly a nice
personal touch, Dan observed, but the door hadn’t shut before he’d
seen two plainclothesmen and a female police officer enter the
foyer behind them. The paper hadn’t given many facts about the
nun’s death—mainly that it appeared to be an abduction and murder.
Rape wasn’t mentioned but Dan figured someone who worked on the
inside would have better knowledge. He trusted the information
shared by the office matron next door.

The priest stood behind yet another grand
antique piece of furniture and gestured toward two equally handsome
carved wooden chairs in front of him. He was a synonym for the word
gangly, Dan thought. Over six feet tall, he was wearing baggy brown
robes with a hood in the style of a medieval monk and an
honest-to-gosh rope tie was at his waist. His hair was dark fringe
rounding his egg-shaped head and just dusting
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