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    THE CONFESSIONAL

A Mara Quinn Mystery — Book One

by T.A. Michael


Chapter One

The dryer on the end had been eating socks for three weeks, and I had the numbers to prove it.

Twenty-three went in. Nineteen came out. I'd been keeping a tally in the back of my notebook, between the grocery lists and the names of men who owed me money, because a detective without a case will investigate anything. It's a disease. There's no cure. There's just the next thing to look at until it makes sense.

My office sits above the Suds & Spin on Hanover Street, and on weekday mornings the whole room hums — dryers through the floorboards, the smell of fabric softener rising up like the building is exhaling. Rent is nine hundred a month, cash, to a landlord named Mr. Park who has never once asked what I do up here and clearly hopes never to find out. The frosted glass on the door says nothing at all. I used to have a nameplate. I took it down the week I stopped being able to afford the lie.

The coffee was instant. The chair was secondhand. The view was a brick wall with a single window that looked onto the laundromat's exhaust vent, where dryer sheets went to die — tumbling past in a slow, endless parade, like tiny ghosts.

I'd been a homicide detective for ten years. Now I counted socks.

* * *

The Hennessey case doesn't come back to me in dreams. It comes back in waiting rooms.

Three years ago, Detective James Hennessey — twelve years on the job, two commendations, a mortgage in Quincy — put a nineteen-year-old girl named Priya Raman in an alley off Tremont and left her there with her throat closed around nothing. The evidence techs found skin under her nails. The DNA came back to a cop. The precinct captain called me into his office on a Friday afternoon, closed the door, and told me the lab had made an error.

"The lab doesn't make that kind of error, Captain."

"Quinn." He'd leaned across the desk. He had pictures of his kids where I had pictures of nothing. "I'm asking you to let the retest come back clean."

I'd stood there for a long time, listening to the clock on his wall. Then I'd said, "No."

What followed was not dramatic. That's the thing nobody tells you about blowing up your life — there's no montage, no swelling music. There's just paperwork. An internal review. A witness who suddenly can't remember what she saw. A complaint about my "conduct" from a patrolman I'd never met. And then a hearing, in a room with bad fluorescent lights, where men I'd worked beside for a decade voted unanimously that I was unstable, insubordinate, and unfit for duty.

Hennessey took a plea. Manslaughter, six years, out in four. I got a cardboard box and an escort to the parking lot.

I tell myself I'd do it again. Most days I even believe it.

* * *

The process server gig was Thursday, which meant Wednesday was for the other kind of work — the kind that paid in crumpled twenties and smelled like motel ice machines.

His name was Robert Gleason, forty-six, sold insurance, married twenty years. His wife Helen had hired me because he'd started showering before dinner — which, she'd said, with the terrible precision of a woman who'd been keeping a ledger in her head for months, he had never done in the entire history of their marriage. Four hundred dollars, a deposit. She was already counting it like a loss.

Three afternoons I'd sat in a motel parking lot in Revere — a place called the Tides, off Route 1A, the kind of motel where the ice machine is the newest thing in the building — watching Robert Gleason's Buick and photographing nothing that proved anything.

Wednesday was the third afternoon. At 3:30 his Buick pulled in. Twenty minutes later, a woman — not Helen, younger, the kind of careful blonde that takes an hour — went in through the side door of Room 112, like she'd done it before.

I had the telephoto up. I had the light. I had everything except luck. I sat in my car and practiced the skill they don't teach you at the academy: how to watch people's lives come apart and keep your hands steady.

They came out at 4:45, five minutes apart, the way guilty people do. I shot through the windshield — and the autofocus hunted, the way it does when it can't decide what matters, and a minivan pulled across my frame at exactly the wrong second, and what I got was his hand on the small of her back, her hair across her face. Nothing with two faces and a kiss in the same frame. Evidence of affection. Inadmissible as proof.

I sat in the cooling car and did the math I always did. Three afternoons. Four hundred dollars — a deposit. Rent due in nine days.

The phone rang at 5:15. I almost didn't answer — unknown numbers after five are usually debt collectors or worse, hope. But detective habits die harder than detectives do.

"Miss Quinn? This is Father Daniel Reyes, from St. Anselm's parish in South Boston."

He sounded like he was calling from underwater.

"I need to hire you," he said, "and I need you to understand something before you say yes — I can't tell you why."

I leaned back in my chair and watched a dryer sheet tumble past the window. "Father, with respect, 'I can't tell you why' is how people end up disappointed in my hourly rate."

"It's about a death in my parish. A young woman. The police are calling it a suicide."

"And you don't believe them."

A pause. In the background I could hear an organ, somebody practicing scales badly. "I buried her on Saturday, Miss Quinn. I stood at that grave and I told her mother that her daughter was at peace. And I am no longer certain that was true."

I should have said no. I had the Gleason photos to deliver, and rent was due in nine days, and priests made me nervous — everybody in Boston has a priest story, and mine ended with my career in a shredder. But something in his voice. Not grief. Something thinner. Fear, maybe. A man holding a secret so heavy it was changing the shape of him.

And underneath that, something I recognized — because I'd heard it in my own voice, three years ago, standing in a captain's office: the sound of a person about to do the thing that costs them everything.

"Two hundred an hour, four-hour minimum," I said. "I'll come to you."

* * *

St. Anselm's squats on a corner in Southie like it's bracing for weather — red brick gone dark with a century of soot, a bell tower with a clock that's been stuck at 4:17 for as long as anyone can remember. I parked across the street and sat for a minute, watching an old woman drag a wheeled cart of groceries past the front steps, making the sign of the cross without breaking stride.

I'd grown up two neighborhoods over, in a parish like this one — St. Monica's, where my mother still went every Sunday and prayed, I knew, for her daughter to come back to the Church and to herself, in that order. I hadn't been inside a church in six years. Standing on that sidewalk, I felt the old pull of it — incense and guilt, the two smells of my childhood — and I pushed it down the way you push down anything that wants to make you feel small.

Reyes met me at the side door. Fiftyish, collar on, sleeves rolled up like he'd been moving furniture. Up close he looked worse than he sounded — eyes red at the rims, the particular exhaustion of a man who hasn't slept in days and has stopped expecting to.

"Thank you for coming." He shook my hand with both of his. His palms were cold. "Walk with me."

He took me around back, past a little walled garden where the roses had gone leggy and wild. At the far end, the bell tower rose up, and at its base someone had left flowers — grocery-store carnations, going brown at the edges, and a laminated prayer card curling in the damp.

"This is where they found her," he said. "Tuesday morning. The custodian."

"Lucia Ferreira," I said. I'd looked her up on the drive over. Twenty-six. No record, no history, nothing but a couple of tagged photos at parish cookouts, smiling like she meant it. A girl with no edges for a killer to catch on — which meant the killer had brought his own.

"She sang in my choir for eight years." Reyes stared up at the tower. The clock face read 4:17, same as always. "The police found a note on her phone. They said it was — they used the word consistent. Consistent with suicide."

"But."

"But the week before she died, Lucia came to confession." His jaw worked. "And what she told me — I can't repeat it, Miss Quinn. You have to understand that. The seal of confession isn't a policy. It's sacred. I would go to prison before I break it."

I studied him. The cold hands. The sleepless eyes. The guilt I'd heard on the phone, sitting right there behind his ribs.

"Then what exactly are you hiring me to do, Father?"

"Find out what happened to her." He finally looked at me. "Ask the questions I can't ask. Go where I can't go. And Miss Quinn —" He lowered his voice, though the garden was empty. "If you find that someone hurt her, I need you to understand that I may already know who it is. And I may never be able to tell you."

I laughed. I couldn't help it. "Father, that's the worst pitch I've ever heard. You're hiring me to solve a case where the client is withholding the identity of the suspect."

"I'm hiring you," he said quietly, "because you're the only investigator in this city I trust to find the truth without being handed it."

That stopped me. "You know who I am."

"I know what happened to you. The Hennessey case." He said the name like he was laying something on an altar. "I know you lost everything because you wouldn't let a murder be buried. Lucia deserves someone like that."

Priya Raman's name moved through my head like a weather system. Nineteen. Skin under her nails. A lab error that wasn't.

I looked at the flowers going brown at the base of the tower. Twenty-six years old. Choir. CCD teacher. Somebody's daughter.

"Show me the note," I said.

Reyes blinked. "The police have her phone—"

"No." I held his gaze. "You said they found a note on her phone. You said the word consistent like it left a taste in your mouth. You've seen it, Father. Somebody showed it to you. A mother, a friend — somebody."

He was quiet for a long time. The bad organ scales started up again inside the church.

"Her mother," he said finally. "Before she gave the phone to the police, she took a photograph. She sent it to me. She said —" His voice cracked. "She said, 'Father, does this sound like my daughter to you?'"

He took out his phone with hands that weren't steady and turned the screen toward me.

It wasn't a suicide note. It wasn't anything close.

I have keys but open no locks. I have space but no room. You can enter but you can't go outside. What am I?

I read it twice. "That's a riddle."

"Yes."

"A dead girl's last words are a riddle, and the police called it consistent with suicide?"

"They said she'd been reading puzzle books. That it was — her way." He pocketed the phone. "Miss Quinn, in fifteen years as a priest, I have sat with dozens of grieving families. I know what despair sounds like. That —" he nodded at the place where his phone had been — "that doesn't sound like despair."

I looked up at the tower. At the stuck clock. 4:17.

Three years I'd been counting socks above a laundromat, telling myself the work was done with me. Three years of cheating husbands and motel parking lots, of telling myself that the woman who'd stood in the captain's office and said no had been retired with her badge.

"No," I said slowly. "It sounds like somebody who wanted to be heard."

Reyes exhaled — the first full breath I'd seen him take. "Then you'll take the case."

I thought about Mrs. Gleason's four hundred dollars. I thought about the rent, due in nine days. I thought about Priya Raman, nineteen years old, and the skin under her nails, and the men in the fluorescent-lit room who'd voted on who I was.

"Four-hour minimum," I said. "And Father — if I find out you're the reason I can't close this, I won't be gentle about it."

For the first time, something like a smile touched his face. It didn't reach his eyes.

"Miss Quinn," he said, "I'm counting on it."

* * *

I stayed for the six o'clock Mass. Detectives sit in the back — it's where you see the exits, the hands, the whole room at once.

Daniel celebrated it himself. No assistant, no deacon — just him, in a parish that couldn't afford help. He moved through the liturgy with the competence of a man who's done it ten thousand times and the tiredness of a man doing it on no sleep. His homily was short. It was about the things we bury — grudges, mostly, but he said things, and the word sat in the church like a fourth presence.

"Ask yourself," he said, "what you're keeping in the ground that wants to be said out loud."

I looked at the back of his head and thought: you first, Father.

The choir was six women and a wheezing organ. One of them — iron-gray perm, hymnal held like a weapon — sang the descant like she was arguing with God. Mrs. Gately, I'd learn later. In the third row, a man counted the collection twice before dropping it in — Ray Connolly, though I didn't know his name yet either. Parish council types have a way of handling money that's half reverence, half suspicion.

I catalogued the building the way I'd been trained: exits (three — main doors, side door by the garden, sacristy), sightlines (the choir loft overlooked everything), the confessionals (three doors, dark wood, the middle one with a curtain instead of a door — odd, noted). The congregation: forty-odd, mostly older, mostly women working their rosaries ahead of the hour. A man in a gray jacket in the last pew on the Epistle side — ordinary the way tap water is ordinary — who left before the final hymn ended, genuflecting out of habit. I filed him under parishioner and forgot him by the parking lot. The tower door, at the back of the north transept: heavy oak, iron-banded, a barrel bolt on the inside. Locked. I tried it after Mass, casually, on my way out — the way you try a door when nobody's watching. It didn't budge.

Above it all, the tower clock. Stuck at 4:17. Had been for months, probably — nobody looks up.

After, the church emptied in the slow Catholic way — the lingerers, the candle-lighters, the ones who'd come to be alone together. I sat in the back pew and watched Daniel in the sacristy doorway, greeting the last of them by name, asking after a surgery, a grandchild, a job interview. He was good at it. That was the terrible thing, visible even then: he was good at it. Whatever he'd buried, he carried it the way you'd carry a child through a crowd — carefully, so nobody else had to feel the weight.

A man with a toolbox passed down the side aisle — mid-sixties, limping slightly, an unlit cigarette behind his ear. He nodded at me. "We're closed, miss."

"I was just hired," I said.

He stopped. Looked at me — really looked, the way working men look at people, assessing. "By the Father? For the girl?"

"For the girl."

He took the cigarette from behind his ear, looked at it, put it back. "Good luck, then," he said, and went on with his toolbox, and I didn't know his name yet either — Eddie Pruitt, eleven years keeping the building standing — and I didn't know that in nine days I'd be standing over his grave with an unlit cigarette in my pocket.

I sat alone in the back pew for a while, looking at the three confessional doors. Somebody was confessing, and somebody was listening, and a girl was dead in the middle of it.

Ask yourself what you're keeping in the ground that wants to be said out loud.

"You first, Father," I said to the empty church. "You first."

* * *
Interlude — Three Years Ago

They found Priya Raman on a Tuesday, in an alley off Tremont, behind a restaurant that had closed in March. She was nineteen. She'd fought — the techs got skin from under her nails, and skin tells the truth even when everybody else is lying.

I caught the case because I was up. That's how homicide works: the wheel turns, your name comes up, and somebody's daughter becomes your problem. I stood in that alley at 3 a.m. with the crime-scene lights making everything look like a stage set, and I did what I always did — I looked at her hands first. You can read a victim's last five minutes in their hands. Hers said she'd believed, right up until the end, that she was going to get away.

The DNA came back in eleven days. It came back to a cop.

Not a suspect who happened to be a cop. Not a person of interest with a badge in his past. An active-duty Boston police detective with twelve years on the job, two commendations, and a mortgage in Quincy. Detective James Hennessey.

I remember standing in the lab with the printout in my hand, and Lena Okafor watching me from behind her safety glasses — Lena, who'd never liked me, who respected my clearance rate the way you respect a rival team's batting average.

"Run it again," I said.

"I ran it three times." She didn't look away. "It's him, Mara."

On the drive back to the precinct I kept thinking about Priya Raman's hands. About the particular faith of a nineteen-year-old who fights back — the belief that the world will intervene. That someone will come.

Someone had come. Someone with a badge.

* * *

The captain called me into his office on a Friday afternoon. He closed the door. On his desk, where I had pictures of nothing, he had pictures of his kids — two girls, gap-toothed, at a lake somewhere.

He didn't offer me a seat.

"The lab made an error," he said.

I waited. There's a tempo to these conversations, and I'd learned it the way you learn a song you hate — by hearing it too many times. The offer comes first. Then the explanation. Then the threat, dressed up as concern.

"The lab doesn't make that kind of error, Captain."

"Quinn." He leaned across the desk. The pictures of his kids faced me like a jury. "I'm asking you to let the retest come back clean."

I stood there for a long time, listening to the clock on his wall. I thought about the alley off Tremont. I thought about skin under fingernails. I thought about a nineteen-year-old girl who'd fought, who'd believed someone would come.

"No," I said.

He nodded, like I'd confirmed a diagnosis. "Then I can't protect you."

"You were never protecting me, Captain. You were protecting him."

* * *

What followed was not dramatic. That's the thing nobody tells you about blowing up your life — there's no montage, no swelling music. There's just paperwork.

First came the internal review — a "routine" audit of my last six cases, which found "irregularities" in two of them. Irregularities is a word that means whatever the department needs it to mean. Then the witness in the Raman case — the line cook who'd seen Hennessey's car behind the restaurant — suddenly couldn't remember what he'd seen. "It was dark," he said, at the deposition, not looking at me. "I could've been wrong about the color." Then a complaint about my "conduct" from a patrolman I'd never met, alleging I'd been "aggressive and unstable" at a scene I hadn't attended.

Cho found me in the break room the day the complaint landed. He put a coffee in front of me — black, the way I'd drunk it for ten years — and he sat down across the table, and he didn't say anything for a full minute. Cho had been on the desk for six years by then. He'd seen the wheel turn. He knew the tempo.

"You know they're going to bury you," he said finally.

"I know."

"And you're going to let them."

"I'm not letting them do anything." I wrapped my hands around the coffee. "I'm just not helping."

He nodded. He took a twenty out of his wallet and put it on the table between us. "Sox-Yankees. You said Devers would go yard in the ninth, I said you were dreaming."

"He went yard."

"He went yard." Cho pushed the twenty toward me. "I'm good for it. Eventually."

He never paid. Three years later, he still hasn't paid. It's the longest-running joke in my life, and it's also the truest thing anyone did for me in that building — because Danny Cho was the only person in the whole precinct who acted like I was still a detective, right up until the day I wasn't.

* * *

The hearing was in a room with bad fluorescent lights. I sat at a table with a union rep who kept checking his watch, and across from me sat five men I'd worked beside for a decade, and one by one they read the findings: unstable. Insubordinate. Unfit for duty.

Hennessey wasn't there. He didn't need to be.

I didn't cry. I want that on the record — not because crying would have been weak, but because I didn't have any tears left for that room. I'd spent them all in the alley off Tremont, looking at a nineteen-year-old girl's hands.

They voted unanimously. It took eleven minutes.

Hennessey took a plea the following spring. Manslaughter — not murder, manslaughter, the word the system uses when it wants to say we know and we're sorry at the same time. Six years. He was out in four.

I got a cardboard box and an escort to the parking lot. The escort was a kid from patrol, twenty-three years old, who looked like he wanted to apologize and didn't know how. "It's nothing personal, Detective," he said, walking me past the cruisers.

"Quinn," I said. "Just Quinn now."

I put the box in my trunk. I sat in the driver's seat for a while with my hands on the wheel, not going anywhere. And then I drove to the laundromat on Hanover Street, because Mr. Park had a vacancy upstairs and the rent was nine hundred cash and nobody there would ask me what I did for a living.

The frosted glass on the door said nothing at all. I took down the nameplate I'd brought from the precinct — DET. M. QUINN — and I put it in the box with everything else, and I sat in the humming room above the dryers, and I started counting socks.

Twenty-three went in. Nineteen came out.

Somebody had to keep track of what was missing.

* * *

I didn't know, that day in the parking lot with the cardboard box, that a man was watching me from across the street. I didn't know he'd been watching the case the way you watch a game — not the players, the rules. I didn't know he'd seen a woman stand in a captain's office and say no where everyone could hear it, and lose everything for it, and do it anyway.

I didn't know that three years later, a priest would call me at 5:15 on a Wednesday evening, and that the man across the street would finally make his move.

But Thomas knew. Thomas had already decided.

He'd seen what I was. It just took me three years to catch up.

* * *
Interlude — Three Weeks Ago

Daniel

The phone rang at 3 a.m., and I thought it was a hospital call.

That's the first lie I told myself that night — that it could be anything ordinary. A parishioner in trouble. A death. The ordinary emergencies of an ordinary priest. I keep a notebook by the bed for those calls. Name, time, need. In fifteen years at St. Anselm's, I have filled four of them.

I answered on the second ring. "St. Anselm's. This is Father Reyes."

Silence. Not a wrong number's silence — a held silence, the kind with weight behind it. I sat up. The rectory was dark. Somewhere, the building ticked.

"Hello?" I said.

A voice I didn't know said, "I have a question for you, Father."

And then he read it to me. Slowly. The way you'd read a prayer.

"I hear your sins but speak of none. I keep your secrets one by one. The guilty kneel, the grieving call — I listen, and I doom you all. What am I?"

The line went dead.

I sat in the dark for a long time with the phone in my hand. I didn't write it in the notebook. I told myself I'd remember it — and I did, word for word, the way you remember the things that frighten you. Fear is the best memorization technique I know. Seminary never taught me that, but twenty-three years of 3 a.m. calls did.

By dawn I had the answer. A priest. A confessional. Me.

I was good at puzzles, once. Seminary game nights — I was insufferable, the older priests still tell the story of the Christmas I solved the rector's cryptic crossword before grace. It had been years since anyone had asked me to solve anything. Parish life doesn't deal in riddles. It deals in casseroles and confirmations and the slow, unglamorous work of showing up.

But I understood, sitting at my kitchen table with the sun coming up over the rectory garden, that this wasn't a puzzle. It was a confession — his, not mine. The way the boy's had been, twenty years ago at St. Brigid's. Someone was telling me what they were going to do, in the only language they trusted, and they were telling me because I was the man who'd proven, twenty years earlier, that I would hear it and do nothing.

That was the worst part. Not the riddle. The casting. He'd chosen his audience the way a playwright chooses a theater — because he knew exactly what I'd do in the role.

And for two days, I did it. I did exactly what he knew I'd do.

I told myself it was a prank. I told myself the seal didn't apply — it wasn't a confession, technically, it was a phone call. I told myself I'd call the police, and then I imagined the conversation: a man read me a poem at 3 a.m. I told myself everything except the truth, which was that I was afraid — not of the man, but of what answering him would cost. Twenty years I'd kept the silence. Twenty years of telling myself my hands were clean. To act now would be to admit they'd never been clean at all.

On the second night, I dreamed about the booth at St. Brigid's. I hadn't dreamed about it in years. In the dream, the boy was still talking — he never stopped talking, the words just kept coming through the screen — and I sat on the priest's side with my hands folded, and I said nothing, and the dream went on so long that I woke up with my jaw aching from being clenched.

I got up. I made coffee. I sat in the dark of the rectory kitchen, and I did the thing I hadn't done in twenty years: I asked myself what the brave version of me would do.

The brave version would not call the police with a poem. The brave version would find someone who could act — someone the silence hadn't touched. Someone who'd proven, where everyone could see it, that she wouldn't bury the truth.

I'd read about her three years earlier, the way everyone in Boston had. The detective who wouldn't let the retest come back clean. Detective Quinn. They'd run her photograph — coming out of the precinct with a cardboard box, face like a closed door. I'd clipped it, I don't know why. It sat in my desk drawer for three years, under the parish directories. Every so often I'd come across it and look at it for a moment before filing it away again.

That morning, I took it out and I looked at it for a long time.

Then I found her number — it wasn't hard; disgraced detectives who become private investigators tend to advertise — and I sat with the phone in my hand for an hour, the way I'd sat with the riddle phone three weeks before. The same held silence. The same weight.

I called at 5:15 on a Wednesday evening. She answered on the third ring, and she sounded like a woman who was done being surprised by the world, and I told her I needed to hire her, and that I couldn't tell her why.

It was the most honest thing I'd said in twenty years. It was also a lie — because I could have told her why. I just didn't.

Some habits are harder to break than vows.

I sat in the rectory after she hung up — after she'd said yes, after the terms, after all of it — and I looked at the garden through the kitchen window, at the roses gone leggy and wild, and I prayed. Not for guidance. I knew what I'd done, and I knew what it would cost.

I prayed for her. For Miss Quinn. For the woman I'd just put between me and the man with the riddles.

Forgive me, I prayed, for what I'm about to let happen.

The garden didn't answer. Gardens never do. That's why we keep talking to them.

* * *
