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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Fr Maurice Skinner opened the door at the back of the old church. A stream of pale yellow light escaped into the night and bathed the solitary vehicle standing in the car park behind the building. Darkness reclaimed St Frank’s minibus when he closed the door behind him.

      Fr Skinner had no need for a light to guide him on his way. The pale moonlight penetrating through the low cloud was more than sufficient to illuminate his path. Besides, Fr Skinner knew all there was to know about walking in darkness.

      Dressed in priestly black, the old priest stepped into the night and merged with the darkness. He walked across the expanse of the yard separating his residence from the old church on autopilot. His head was still locked in the discussion he had been having with Robert Sturm, the supervisor of the men’s shelter located in the old church.

      He was still ruminating on his impending enforced retirement when he reached the side door of his house. He was not happy that Bishop Kerry had turned down his plea to stay on as the chaplain of St Frank’s. He’d devoted the last ten years of his life to the men who used the shelter, and couldn’t see why he had to stop just because of some stupid rule.

      Even though he was turning seventy-five, the Church’s compulsory retirement age, he’d argued that at least he was available to do the job. The bishop had insisted that there was no way he could allow him to stay on, as their insurance didn’t cover priests beyond seventy-five.

      He was furious, but what could he do? The bishop held all the power. After his meeting with the bishop, he’d sulked all the way home and spent the evening complaining to Robert.

      As far as he could tell, the bishop had no-one else to look after the needs of the poor souls that called St Frank’s home. It wasn’t as if the seminary was bursting with new recruits to the priesthood. God, if things don’t improve Robert will be right, he thought, and we really will be importing more priests from Africa and India.

      On the threshold of his residence, Fr Skinner rummaged in his pockets for his keys. Standing in the dark, he silently rebuked himself for not having replaced the spent bulb in the security light that usually illuminated his approach to the door. He’d meant to replace it earlier in the day but had forgotten all about it, thanks to his meeting with the bishop. Too late now, he thought, as he felt for the keyhole.

      After a couple of fumbled attempts, he managed to slip the key into the lock and turn the handle. As he opened the door, he felt a firm push in the middle of his back, and stumbled into the dark interior of the house.

      He crashed onto the floor, hitting his head on the leg of the hat-rack standing in the hallway. He heard the door close behind him, and blinked as the light came on. A pair of firm hands grabbed him by the collar and roughly dragged him up into a kneeling position. With his head locked between two strong hands smelling of cigarettes, he couldn’t turn to see his assailant.

      A cold fear rose up from deep within his gut. He thought he was going to wet himself.

      ‘What do you want?’

      The silence was broken by a voice that Fr Skinner did not recognise.

      ‘I hope you’ve said your prayers, Father.’
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      Detective Inspector Carl West sat at his desk with his hands wrapped around a cup of hot coffee. His head hurt. He wished he’d exercised a little more restraint during the previous night’s celebration of Harry Fuller’s promotion to detective sergeant, and hoped he’d only have to manage a quiet day of paperwork in the office. Detective Constable Lisa Templar was due to join them tomorrow to replenish the ranks of his diminished team and, despite his headache, he was determined to have things ready for her.

      He took a sip of his coffee and started work. He’d only managed to log on to his computer when the telephone on his desk rang. He listened as Operations gave him the details, and then went out into the squad room where, like Carl, DS Harry Fuller was nursing both a cup of coffee and a hangover.

      ‘You look like death warmed up, Harry.’

      ‘You don’t look much better, Boss. Hope we’re having a quiet one.’

      Carl shook his head and immediately regretted it.

      ‘Our luck’s just expired. That was Operations. That fire at Gladesview House last night is looking like arson, and they’ve discovered a body in the ashes. Mike Jonas is already there. Grab your coat, we need to go take a look. I’ll drive. You don’t look like you’re up to it.’

      ‘Thanks, Boss.’
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      The front entrance of Gladesview House was sealed with crime scene tape, the handiwork of the uniformed patrol that had responded to the fire alarm along with the fire brigade. After negotiating their way through the cordon, Carl parked their silver Ford in the car park located just inside the gate, and they walked over to what was left of the old mansion.

      Gladesview House, which had housed an aged-care facility for retired Catholic priests, was little more than a blackened ruin. The roof had collapsed on the eastern side of the building and one of the exterior walls had fallen into the garden. The house and gardens, which had given their name to the suburb surrounding them, had been gifted to the Church from the estate of an elderly Catholic dowager in the early nineteen-fifties, twenty years before Carl had been born.

      Carl spotted Dr Mike Jonas, the police pathologist, standing with a fireman wearing a fire investigator’s jacket next to a window of the ruined building.

      Carl walked over to join Dr Jonas and the fireman, while Harry went to speak with the uniformed officer in charge of the crime scene.

      ‘Hi, Mike. Wasn’t expecting to see you today.’

      ‘Morning, Carl. This is Tim Ryan.’

      ‘Detective Inspector Carl West.’ Carl extended his hand. ‘What have we got?’

      ‘One incinerated body, and a broken window that Tim reckons doesn’t look right,’ said Mike.

      ‘How do you see it, Tim?’

      ‘Looks like the fire started in this part of the building, Inspector. We had one of the sniffer dogs here earlier, and she pointed to a spot in the corridor outside this room. And, there’s a burnt petrol can on the floor there as well.’

      ‘That’s usually pretty convincing evidence,’ said Carl.

      The fire investigator smiled and pointed at the broken window in front of them. ‘See that glass over there on the floor. It’s too far in from the window. I’d expect to see broken glass just below the sill, either inside or outside, unless there’d been a gas explosion. Then it would be all outside. See there, the rest of this window isn’t even cracked. Looks like your arsonist may have broken in through this window, Inspector.’

      Or that’s what he wanted us to think, thought Carl, as he looked in through the broken window at the charred remains in the far corner. ‘Didn’t anyone notice this guy was missing during the evacuation?’

      ‘It was chaos when the brigade got here, Inspector. The fire ripped through the place pretty fast, which is why the roof in this part of the house collapsed. In a building this old the roof timbers would be as dry as kindling. I gather it wasn’t until they got to the hospital that the night nurse realised Bishop Knight was missing.’

      ‘Is everybody else accounted for?’ asked Carl.

      ‘They’re all in University. Most are suffering from smoke inhalation, but the couple we pulled out of this part of the building before the roof collapsed are pretty seriously burnt. I’m no doctor, Inspector, but I suspect you could have more than one death on your hands,’ said the fire investigator.

      ‘Where’s this night nurse?’ asked Carl.

      ‘In the hospital with the others. She’s pretty badly burnt herself. The fire chief reckons she deserves a medal. Apparently, the crew had to restrain her in the end for her own safety.’

      Carl turned to Mike Jonas.

      ‘Guess it will be a while before you can tell me anything about Bishop Knight’s demise.’

      ‘I’ll let you know if the cause of death is other than smoke inhalation after the post-mortem. Not much I can do here given the state of the body. I’ll have the crime scene boys do what they can once the site is secure,’ said Mike. ‘I doubt we’ll get much but you never know. By the way, how’s Harry?’

      ‘He’ll survive.’

      Dr Jonas smiled. Carl knew Mike was one of the lucky ones that didn’t suffer any ill effects from imbibing more alcohol than he should. Maybe it was simply because in his line of work he had consumed a lot more than most.

      Carl went in search of Harry, and found him leaning up against a patrol car talking to Senior Constable Charlie Head.

      ‘Morning, Inspector,’ said Charlie. ‘I guess I can hand over jurisdiction if you’re here.’

      ‘Eventually, Charlie, but I’m leaving you in charge of the crime scene until we get the forensics. Have you had a chance to interview the neighbours?’

      ‘We’ve done the rounds, not that it’s done us any good. No-one saw or heard anything until the fire brigade arrived with their sirens blaring. They’re lucky the place had a monitored fire alarm, otherwise it would have burnt down without anyone noticing. Besides, the call came through at two in the morning, according to the patrol we relieved a couple of hours ago.’

      ‘Given the location, I guess the neighbours were all safely tucked up in bed at that hour. I know I was.’

      ‘What did you find out from the fire inspector, Boss?’ asked Harry.

      ‘He thinks the place was torched, and that the arsonist broke in through the window of the room where the body is, which I understand we think is Bishop Knight.’

      ‘Do you remember him, Inspector?’ said Charlie.

      ‘Can’t say I do, Charlie. What can you tell us about him.’

      As a member of the St Vincent de Paul Society, with a nun for a sister, and a wife that worked as a social worker for the diocese, SC Charlie Head was Carl’s usual source of information on all things Catholic.

      ‘Bishop Knight,’ said Charlie, removing his cap and scratching his bald head, ‘was the bishop forced to retire when that child abuse scandal broke about ten years ago. They reckoned he was protecting some of those pedophile priests.’

      ‘Can’t say that I remember,’ said Carl.

      ‘It was in all the papers,’ said Charlie.

      Carl looked at Harry, who shrugged his shoulders and then pulled out his iPad mini and made a note to research Bishop Knight.

      ‘Guess we’ll be doing some reading,’ said Carl. ‘Thanks, Charlie.’

      ‘What did Dr Jonas say about the body?’ asked Harry.

      ‘Too early to tell. He’ll have to do a post-mortem to determine if there is anything more to the bishop’s demise other than smoke inhalation. Either way, we’re dealing with a homicide and a crime scene that has been flooded with water and trampled over by firemen in big boots. I’m not confident we’ll get many clues as to who was playing with the matches.’

      They watched as a white Ford Transit van negotiated its way through the crime scene cordon and parked next to the patrol car. Forensics had arrived.

      ‘Good morning, Inspector. Where’s Dr Jonas?’ asked the sergeant from Forensics, as the crime scene investigators climbed out of their van.

      ‘He’s around the back of the house, Sergeant. I’ll leave you with Charlie. Give me a call when you’re through and let me know if you agree with the fire investigator.’

      ‘Okay, Inspector.’

      ‘There’s not much we can do here for the moment, Charlie, and it sounds like we might have to wait a while before we can talk with the survivors. Come and see me when you get back to the office.’

      They had almost reached the car when Carl’s smartphone rang. He threw the car keys to Harry while he listened to the caller.

      ‘Not a good day for the Catholic Church, Harry. Looks like they’ve lost another priest. Take us to St Frank’s Shelter in Mortlock Street.’
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      From the street, St Frank’s looked like a church that had seen better days. The iron roof was spotted with rust and the large front door badly needed a fresh coat of paint. Even the stained glass windows, bathed in late morning sunlight, had no sparkle. The driveway to the car park at the rear of the building looked more like a track through a field of grass than a roadway. The car park itself, which at some point in time had been a paved surface, needed some serious attention from a lawn mower as well. The residence located across the car park from the old church building appeared to be in a similar state of dilapidation.

      A patrol car, a silver Ford sedan, and a white van were parked adjacent to the house. A faded blue minibus, with St Frank’s painted on its doors, was parked outside the rear door of the old church building.

      Carl’s favourite uniformed officer, PC Jane Priest, was waiting for them at the line of crime scene tape. He’d had a short, lust fired affair with her the year Peter James had been shot; before DS Nina Strong had joined his team and permanently changed his perspective on relationships.

      ‘Morning, Inspector, and congratulations, Sergeant,’ said PC Priest, as Carl and Harry approached her.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Harry.

      ‘Well, it’s good to see we still have one living priest,’ said Carl. ‘How are you, Jane? Haven’t seen you for a while.’

      ‘First day back from leave. Spent three weeks hiking in New Zealand with a couple of friends.’

      ‘What’s it like over there? I hear it’s a great place for hiking.’

      ‘We walked all over the South Island. The scenery is fantastic. It’s even better in real life than what you’d expect from seeing Lord of the Rings.’

      ‘That sounds like a ringing endorsement. I’d love to see it, if I can persuade Nina to take me there,’ said Carl. ‘She likes to go to foreign places.’

      ‘I’ll give her the hard sell when I catch up with her,’ said PC Priest. ‘I’m supposed to be having coffee with her tomorrow.’

      Carl was continually amazed at how the women in his life seemed to get on together. He didn’t know too many men who were still friends after having had affairs with the same woman.

      ‘Who’s here?’ asked Carl, switching back to work mode.

      ‘Dr Worthington, from the pathologist’s office, and Sgt Lang’s team from Forensics. The body is just inside that door there.’ PC Priest pointed to the door in the side of the house facing the car park.

      ‘Who found the body?’ asked Carl.

      ‘Robert Sturm. He’s the manager of St Frank’s Shelter. He’s given us a statement.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘Over there.’ She pointed to the back of the church.

      ‘Harry, let’s go and see what Dr Worthington has for us, and then we can have a chat with Sturm.’

      PC Priest spoke into the radio clipped to her vest to let her partner know they were approaching the house, and lifted the tape for them. Carl and Harry walked along the blue plastic sheeting leading to the door. As they approached, the door opened and Emma Worthington, a tall woman in her fifties, with twenty-five years’ experience in crime scene investigating as a pathologist, came out to meet them. One thing Carl liked about Emma was her thoroughness. Not much got past her attention to detail.

      ‘Ah, Carl, wasn’t expecting to see you here. Heard you’d gone to Gladesview,’ said Emma.

      ‘We’ll have to wait for Mike to do his thing on that one. Body looked char-grilled to me. No recognisable features, so he’s got some work to do before we’ll know for sure who it is, and if he died in the fire or before.’

      ‘What makes you think there might be a possibility of before?’ asked Emma.

      ‘The fire investigator reckons someone may have used the window of the room where they found the body to enter the building,’ said Carl. ‘What have we got here?’

      ‘A very dead Fr Maurice Skinner. Broken neck. Pretty forceful snap, I’d say. Nothing accidental about it, by the look of it.’

      ‘How long’s he been dead?’

      ‘That’s always an educated guess, Carl, as you know, but I’d say less than twelve hours, and no science involved in working that out either.’ Emma smiled. ‘The guy that found the body told us he’d been talking with Fr Skinner up to around ten last night. He discovered the body around nine thirty this morning. Simple mathematics.’

      ‘The Forensics’ boys having any luck?’ asked Carl.

      Dr Worthington walked over to the door. ‘Dean, do you want to come out and say hello to DI West and the newly minted Sgt Fuller?’ She smiled in Harry’s direction. ‘I hear you boys were not on your best behaviour last night.’

      ‘Last time I go drinking with your boss,’ said Harry.

      Emma smiled. Harry wasn’t the only one Mike Jonas had drunk under the table.

      Sgt Dean Lang appeared in the doorway, camera in hand. ‘Morning, Inspector. Harry.’

      ‘I know it’s early days, Dean, but what’s your scene looking like?’ said Carl.

      ‘I don’t think this place has been cleaned since Adam was a boy, Inspector. We’ve got enough stuff in this carpet to set up a museum. What might be of interest to you though is that set of muddy footprints on those paving stones.’ He pointed to the stones that abutted the side of the house. ‘See how it looks like someone was standing there, and then walked along the wall towards the door? There’s some of that mud on the carpet, just inside the door.’

      Carl looked at the track of muddy footprints and wondered just how much care, if any, the killer had taken to conceal his identity.

      ‘So, are you telling me it will be some time before we have anything that might identify our killer, apart from muddy shoes?’

      ‘I reckon we’ll have enough material to identify anybody who has entered this place in the last ten years. Might make it a bit of a challenge finding anything belonging to your killer, Inspector, but when you do find him, I can tell you he’ll have big feet, going by the size of those footprints.’

      Carl took another look at the trail of mud, and agreed with the sergeant’s assessment.

      Harry made a note on his iPad.

      ‘Where’s the body?’ asked Carl.

      Sgt Lang stepped out of the doorway. The body of Fr Skinner lay face down on the carpet just beyond the edge of the open door. ‘Looks like he was killed right here, either answering the door or as he was going in when he arrived home last night’ said Sgt Lang. ‘And, that security light up there,’ he pointed above his head, ‘which has a heat activated switch, is not operational, so it’s possible the killer was waiting here in the shadows when he got home from his chat with his mate across the paddock.’

      ‘Thanks, Dean.’ Carl turned to Dr Worthington ‘If those footprints belong to our killer, we might get lucky,’ said Carl. ‘Doesn’t look like he’s gone to much trouble to hide his tracks. Who knows what else he’s left behind for Dean to find.’

      ‘I’ll examine the bruising around the neck when I do the post-mortem but I wouldn’t hold my breath. It’s not like he squeezed, so there may not be any impressions we can use,’ said Dr Worthington.

      ‘Okay, Emma. We’ll leave you to it and go and see what Mr Sturm has to say for himself.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Carl and Harry walked across the car park and knocked on the door at the back of the old church.

      The door was opened by an overweight, middle-aged man with cropped grey hair, wearing a green knitted sweater over a white shirt, black trousers and very big, shiny black shoes.

      ‘Robert Sturm?’ asked Carl, holding out his badge.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Detective Inspector Carl West, and this is Detective Sergeant Harry Fuller. Do you mind if we come in?’

      ‘No, no. I’ve been expecting you. Come in. Come in. Can I get you a coffee or a tea?’

      ‘I could use a coffee,’ said Harry.

      ‘Inspector?’

      ‘Coffee, thanks.’

      Carl looked around the kitchen they were ushered into. The interior of the kitchen didn’t match the exterior of the building. It was all stainless steel appliances and sleek marble bench tops. The money spent on renovations had obviously been spent on fitting out the interior of the building.

      When Robert had made coffee and offered them a slice of carrot cake, they sat at the white top table to talk, in a room filled with the aroma of freshly made coffee and cake. Harry placed his iPad mini on the table next to the plate holding his piece of cake.

      ‘What exactly goes on here, Mr Sturm?’ asked Carl.

      ‘St Frank’s is a halfway house, of sorts,’ said Robert. ‘It was set up by Maurice when he retired as prison chaplain, ten years ago this month.’

      ‘Why did you say of sorts?’ asked Harry, before sampling the cake.

      ‘Well, we don’t take just anyone. Maurice wanted to help older men who had served long prison terms. As you’d no doubt appreciate, some of them find it extremely difficult getting back into society and almost impossible to obtain any meaningful employment. A lot of them end up reoffending for the sole purpose of going back inside, where everything is familiar.’

      Carl nodded. He’d heard that story several times over the years.

      ‘How many residents do you have at any one time?’ asked Carl, taking a bite of the carrot cake and wondering who had made it. It tasted even better than the home-made carrot cake he bought at Lena’s, his favourite lunch-time eating place in the city.

      ‘We’re licensed for twelve, which is a little ironic when you think about them being housed in an old Catholic church,’ said Robert.

      Carl hoped Harry would have some idea what that was supposed to mean.

      ‘This is nice cake,’ said Carl. ‘Who’s the cook?’

      ‘I’ll take that as a compliment, Inspector. It’s one of my mother’s recipes. As you can see,’ he patted his paunch, ‘I’m a man who enjoys his food.’

      Carl smiled. Robert Sturm reminded him of the rotund Friar Tuck from the Robin Hood TV series he had watched as a boy.

      ‘So, Mr Sturm, what’s your role here?’ asked Carl.

      ‘St Frank’s is a joint venture of the Church and the State, Inspector. The Church provides the buildings and the personnel to run the place, and the State provides the residents. The State also provided the money to convert the old church into a hostel with independent living units, and this residence.’ He waved his right hand around the room they were in. ‘I’m the live-in supervisor, and Maurice was the administrator and chaplain to the men.’

      ‘Where does the money to cover operating expenses come from?’ asked Harry.

      ‘The residents pay a nominal rent for their units and meet most of their own living expenses. Maurice and I get stipends. Maurice got his from the diocese, like any other priest, and I’m a Christian Brother. We meet our other expenses through fund-raising and donations.’

      ‘Are you fund-raising to repair the roof?’ asked Harry.

      ‘We were until last week, but then a local builder offered to replace the roof as part of a government sponsored training activity for his apprentices, and Correctional Services has agreed to send a community work order group around to paint the outside of the building, once the new roof is on,’ said Robert, with a smile. ‘All we have to do is find the paint. It’ll be nice living in a building that looks like somebody loves it, for a change.’

      Carl was starting to warm to Robert Sturm.

      ‘How long do most of your residents stay?’ asked Carl.

      ‘Most stay around six months. Sometimes it takes a bit longer to find them suitable accommodation.’

      ‘Do any of them find employment?’

      ‘Most of them end up on the age pension, Inspector. We try to get the younger ones back into the workforce but it’s not easy. Generally, they start off in our gardening team to get used to a work routine, and then we help them negotiate their way through the employment services. We’ve managed to get quite a few back into the work force over the ten years we’ve been here.’

      ‘Where does this gardening team work?’ asked Harry.

      ‘Mostly on Church properties, Sergeant, under the supervision of a qualified gardener. You’ve probably seen some of them working on the gardens around the cathedral, and they look after gardens in several parishes. And, we have the contract for maintaining the gardens at Gladesview House, the priests’ retirement home. The boys really like working there.’

      ‘We’ve just come from there, actually,’ said Carl.

      Robert’s hands went to his face. ‘Dreadful business. Absolutely dreadful. I don’t understand why anybody would want to burn down an old folks’ home. Bit of a strange coincidence though, don’t you think, Inspector?’

      Carl’s blank look prompted Robert to continue. ‘I just heard on the radio that they think Bishop Knight died in the fire. Maurice and Bishop Knight were great mates. They were at the seminary together. In fact, they were ordained on the same day, and now it looks like they’ve gone off to heaven together.’

      ‘Well, I guess that brings us to why we’re here, Mr Sturm. I know you’ve already made a statement, but can you walk us through from when you last saw Fr Skinner and when you found his body this morning?’ said Carl.

      Robert looked at his hands. Carl noted that Robert Sturm had large hands.

      ‘He was sitting where you’re sitting, Inspector, right up to around ten o’clock last night. He came over most nights for a cup of tea and a chin wag before he went to bed. Anyway, last night he was pretty worked up. He’d been to see the bishop during the day to ask, beg actually, to be allowed to stay on after his birthday. The bishop refused. Ordered him to pack up and move into Gladesview, according to Maurice.’

      ‘Why wasn’t he allowed to stay here?’ asked Harry.

      ‘Seventy-five is the compulsory retirement age for priests, Sergeant. Maurice reckoned he had another good ten years in him. The bishop saw it otherwise.’

      ‘How was he when he left you?’ asked Carl.

      ‘He’d calmed down a bit but he was still fuming. He knew there was nothing he could do but that didn’t mean he had to be happy about it. It wasn’t so much that he had to retire. He was fretting over who would replace him. It’s not like the bishop has anyone else to send here in his place.’

      ‘What did you do after he left?’ asked Carl.

      ‘I went in to watch the late news in the common room with a couple of the residents.’

      ‘Did you hear anything after he’d left?’

      ‘Inspector, when these old guys watch TV they have the sound up pretty loud. Anything could have happened over at Maurice’s place without me hearing it.’

      ‘So, what happened this morning?’

      ‘I went over to see if Maurice was okay when I got back from driving the boys to work. That was just after nine o’clock. His car was gone, so I thought he must have gone out. I was about to come back here when I noticed the door off the patio was open. I thought he must have forgotten to close it properly behind him. Anyway, when I went to close the door I found him lying on the floor. When I touched him he was cold, so I knew right away he was dead. At first I thought he must have had a heart attack or something. Then I realised his neck didn’t look right. That’s when I called you guys.’

      Robert looked at Carl. ‘You know, Inspector, I’ve known Maurice for twenty years. He devoted his life to helping people who made mistakes and ended up in prison. I don’t think he deserved to die like that. I hope you catch the bastard that did this.’

      Carl waited a couple of moments before asking, ‘Do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill him?’

      Robert Sturm moved his head slowly from side to side. ‘Not the slightest. To be honest, I’ve only ever heard people thanking him for what he’d done for them. As far as I know, Inspector, the only person Maurice regarded as an enemy was the bishop, and I can’t imagine Bishop Kerry being a killer.’

      Carl took out one of his cards. ‘Thanks, Mr Sturm. If you think of anything, you can always get me on this number. By the way, did you give a description of Fr Skinner’s car in your statement?’

      ‘Yes, Inspector. I guess the killer didn’t want to walk home. Can’t think of any other reason why anyone would’ve taken Maurice’s old bomb.’

      ‘Would he have had to drive past here?’ asked Harry.

      ‘No, the front of Maurice’s place opens into Austin Street. He could have gone out that way.’

      ‘What time do your residents usually get back for the day?’ asked Carl. ‘We’ll need to talk to them.’

      ‘I’ll be collecting the gardening team at three thirty. We should be back here by four. The others are usually back before five these days. They don’t like to stay out after dark,’ said Robert.

      Carl shook hands with Robert Sturm and thanked him for his help.
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      As Carl and Harry walked back across the car park to the priest’s residence, the coroner’s van arrived to collect the body. They waited for the body to be loaded before suiting up in their protective clothing to search the house.

      The carpet in the entrance hall may have needed some attention but the rest of the house was relatively clean. The room Fr Skinner had used as an office was neat and tidy. There were no papers on the ancient desk but there was a new looking iMac computer. The combination of ancient furniture and high tech equipment made Carl think of his own office.

      Harry touched the mouse with his latex enclosed hand. The screen came to life.

      ‘I wonder what his password is?’ said Carl.

      Harry opened the top drawer of the desk and picked up a faded blue card with two words written on it. Father and Forgiveness.

      Harry typed Forgiveness into the password field for the user listed as Father, and the screen opened to a desktop crammed with icons, on a background that he recognised as a photograph of the gardens at Gladesview House.

      While Carl looked through the rooms of the house, Harry systematically worked his way through the files on the priest’s computer. It was obvious from the number of photographs stored on the hard drive that Fr Skinner had been a keen photographer, with a penchant for landscapes and old buildings. After he had opened files in several folders, Harry concluded that the priest had used the computer for both his personal interests and for performing the administrative duties associated with running St Frank’s and organising fund-raising events.

      ‘Harry, come and take a look at this.’

      Harry followed the sounds of Carl looking through a room to a bedroom at the front of the house. A large double bed took up most of the floor space and there was a mirrored wardrobe attached to the wall opposite the entrance of an en-suite bathroom. The bed was made, but the covers were dusty to the touch.

      ‘Take a look in there, Harry.’ Carl pointed to the wardrobe.

      Harry slid one of the mirrored doors along its track. The wardrobe was full of women’s clothing. The floor was littered with shoes and handbags covered in a thin layer of dust.

      ‘The en-suite’s got women’s stuff in it as well,’ said Carl.

      ‘It doesn’t look like anyone’s used this room for a while,’ said Harry.

      ‘The room next door has a single bed that looks like it’s been slept in recently,’ said Carl, ‘and a wardrobe with what appears to be the priest’s clothes. I’d wager he’s been sleeping in there in recent days.’

      ‘I thought Catholic priests were supposed to be celibate or have they changed the rules?’ said Harry.

      ‘Not as far as I know,’ said Carl. ‘Something to ask Charlie when we see him.’

      ‘Maybe he had a live-in housekeeper,’ said Harry.

      ‘Looks like she hasn’t been home for a while,’ said Carl. ‘What did you find on that computer?’

      ‘Files about St Frank’s, details of fund-raising events, heaps of photos, a few letters.’

      ‘What are the photos of? Not little boys, I hope. God, I hope we aren’t going there.’

      ‘I haven’t looked at all of them yet but he seems to have had an interest in landscapes and old buildings. Some of his photos are pretty good, they look like they were taken by a professional. The few photos of people I looked at appear to be of old men, so I guess he kept a record of who passed through St Frank’s.’

      ‘That could be handy. Get Dean to take a copy of the hard drive so we don’t have to lug that iMac into the office.’

      Harry left to speak to Sgt Lang.
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      Carl took another look inside the wardrobe. The style of the dresses didn’t look anything like the outfits Nina wore. They reminded him of the clothes his grandmother had worn.

      He wondered just what they were going to unearth, as they peered into the life of the priest in their efforts to find his killer.
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      It was nearly one o’clock by the time Carl and Harry returned to the office. Carl’s head had cleared and he was looking forward to lunch, despite the generous piece of carrot cake he had consumed at St Frank’s.

      ‘I’m going to Lena’s to buy something for lunch. Want anything?’ said Harry, as he parked the car.

      ‘One of those prosciutto baguettes and a flat white would be good.’ Carl handed him a twenty and headed towards the building, while Harry walked around into the street and down to Lena’s.

      As Carl was settling into his office, Dr Jonas dropped in on his way to conduct the post-mortem of the body believed to be the mortal remains of Emeritus Bishop Michael Knight.

      ‘I hear you’ve picked up another body, another priest in fact. What happened?’

      ‘Emma’s assessment at the scene was that someone had snapped the priest’s neck,’ said Carl.

      ‘So that one’s definitely murder, then,’ said Dr Jonas.

      Arriving back from Lena’s with their lunch, Harry walked in and joined them.

      ‘We spoke to the manager of the shelter at St Frank’s, a guy called Sturm. He told us the priest, Fr Skinner, was a close friend of this Bishop Knight. If your body is the bishop, bit of a coincidence them dying on the same night, considering one of them was murdered. I wonder if there is more to it.’

      ‘Time will tell, Carl. The bishop’s dental records are on their way to the lab, so I should have a positive identification for you once they arrive. I’ll let you know if I find anything else of interest, like a broken neck.’

      Dr Jonas headed off down the corridor to the elevators.

      ‘Your lunch, Boss.’ Harry handed Carl the bag holding his baguette and placed the cup holding his coffee on the desk. ‘Do you really think there might be some connection?’

      ‘Who knows, Harry? But it does seem a bit strange that two old priests, who just happen to be friends, end up dead on the same night.’

      They took ten minutes out to eat lunch and discuss the changes set to engulf Harry when he got home that night.

      ‘I hope you know what you’re doing, Harry. I wouldn’t want her old man on my case, mate. I’ve seen what he’s like in court.’

      ‘He’s nothing like that in real life. Besides, it was partly his idea that we move in together. He reckons it’s cheaper to have a trial run than what it is to get divorced.’

      ‘Yeah, he’s definitely right on that score. I don’t recall it being much fun either.’

      ‘Do you know much about this Lisa Templar that’s starting with us tomorrow?’

      ‘I had a look at her file yesterday. Could be interesting to work with. I gather she was a teacher before joining the force.’

      ‘Well, maybe our report writing will improve,’ said Harry.

      ‘I don’t think we need to worry too much about our report writing, apparently she taught Maths. Let’s just hope she’s as good a detective as the chief seems to think she is.’

      ‘How long has she been with the force?’

      ‘Not all that long, actually, she’s one of those mature age recruits. A couple of years, I think.’

      Carl faced his computer and opened the file HR had sent him. ‘Yeah, two years last month. So, she’s not totally green, and she’s been out of school long enough to lose the teacher attitude.’

      ‘I hope you’re right about that last bit.’

      Carl finished the last of his baguette and scrunched up the paper bag, before tossing it in the general direction of the bin. The ball of paper hit the wall, and joined the others on the floor in the vicinity of the grey metal can.

      ‘Guess we’d better find out what we can about this Fr Skinner. Someone obviously wanted him dead, so he must have pissed somebody off. See what you can find out about him from Corrections, while I sort out who we need to speak to in the bishop’s office.’
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      While Harry was being passed around the switchboard at Corrections, Sgt Dean Lang walked up to his desk and handed him a copy of the hard drive from the priest’s computer.

      ‘That should keep you out of mischief for a while, Harry. Couple of hundred gigabytes there for you to play with.’

      ‘Thanks, Dean.’

      He waved off Sgt Lang with his free hand as a voice came onto the line that was not the switchboard operator.

      ‘John Wilmas, Sergeant. I understand you want to talk with someone about Maurice Skinner. What exactly do you want to know?’

      ‘Hi, John. Where do you fit into the Corrections’ picture?’

      ‘I’m the chaplains liaison officer.’

      ‘Great. Did you know Fr Maurice Skinner?’

      ‘Yes. I knew him. Just heard about his death on the radio. Is that why you’re calling?’

      ‘Afraid so, John. Wondering if you’d heard anything that might shed a light on why anyone would want to kill him.’

      ‘He was popular with the inmates, so I can’t imagine anyone I know wanting to kill him, Sergeant. Maurice was the longest serving chaplain we’d ever had, and we’ve got a queue of guys lining up to go to St Frank’s when they get out.’

      ‘That sounds pretty impressive. What was he like?’

      ‘He’d been here for years before I arrived, and he certainly made my life easier. I was sad to see him go when he retired. We need more guys like him working with inmates. To be honest, I’ve never heard anyone say a bad word about him, let alone threaten to kill him. Maurice being murdered doesn’t make sense to me, and I’d pity the poor bastard that did it, if you manage to catch him. Don’t think he’ll last very long inside.’

      ‘Thanks, John. You have my condolences.’

      Carl appeared at Harry’s desk as he put down the receiver. ‘Get your coat. We’ve got an appointment with a Monsignor Rivers over at the cathedral.’
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      The Catholic cathedral stood in a garden setting on the southern side of the square in the centre of the city, a short walk from Police Headquarters. The Church Offices were housed in a building on the eastern side of the city block entirely taken up by the cathedral grounds. A young woman met them in reception and directed Carl and Harry to the monsignor’s office on the upper floor.

      The building had been constructed in the second half of the nineteenth century and, despite renovations dating to the latter part of the last century, there was no elevator. Carl and Harry climbed up a dimly lit stairwell, with threadbare carpet covering each step, to a long narrow corridor and found the monsignor waiting for them outside his office.

      Monsignor Rivers introduced himself and invited them into his office.

      ‘I’ve pulled Fr Skinner’s file from the archives for you, Inspector.’

      The monsignor placed a faded yellow folder on his desk. ‘I’m afraid none of the old records are digital, so we’ll have to sift through this.’

      ‘Have you had a chance to read it, Monsignor?’ asked Carl.

      ‘No, not yet.’

      ‘Do you mind if we have a look?’ asked Carl.

      ‘Not at all. It’s always interesting reading these old files.’ Monsignor Rivers turned the folder so that Carl could see the papers as he leafed through them.

      ‘We’ve got his application to enter the seminary, a transcript of his academic record, details of his ordination.’

      ‘We’ve been told he was ordained on the same day as Bishop Knight,’ said Harry. ‘Is that true?’

      ‘I’d have to check, Sergeant. As you can see,’ he said, pointing to the date, ‘Fr Skinner was ordained fifty years ago, before I was born.’

      ‘You might want to locate Bishop Knight’s records, Monsignor, in case it turns out we’re dealing with his murder as well,’ said Carl. ‘I assume his file would be more extensive than this.’

      ‘Yes, there’s an archive devoted to the term of each bishop.’ The monsignor made a note and turned back to the folder holding the records of Maurice Skinner.

      ‘Looks like his first appointment was as assistant parish priest to Lawton, in the south-east, where he served for two years before being appointed as parish priest at North Summit, up in the hills, for a little under three years. Then it appears he was assigned as prison chaplain, a post he held for the next thirty-five years, until he turned sixty-five. He’s been running St Frank’s, which he persuaded the bishop to set up, ever since.’

      ‘Is it usual for a priest to spend
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