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			Chapter One

			It would be a soft day.

			While the city slept through a mid-April night, warm air had crept northward, easing away a cold front that had belonged to March. By morning the temperature had leaped two months ahead to May. The day was mild and moist, flooded with dampness and devoid of wind. A soft day.

			The Reverend Thomas Lynch rose at his usual pre-dawn hour, showered his aging pink body, and combed, with an exactness that revealed a surprising vanity, his thinning white hair. As the eastern sky changed from gravel to roses, he dressed in collar and black suit, emerged from the comfort of the rectory, entered the church proper and knelt before the altar to pray and to wonder.

			His morning prayers never varied. But in recent months he remained kneeling after his prayers, the fingers of his right hand clasping the bridge of his nose, seeking understanding and guidance for himself and for the future of St. Eugene’s Roman Catholic Church.

			The parish of St. Eugene’s was the smallest in the greater Boston area. The church and rectory, established over a century earlier, had been created when both the power of God and the enduring energy of the Boston Irish were considered equally infinite. Situated on a rise amid a quiet residential section that straddled the boundary between Jamaica Plain and Forest Hills, the church commanded a dramatic view east towards Franklin Park and beyond Dorchester to the Atlantic.

			Its architect, a gifted yet practical man, had made the most of both the location and the limited funds assigned by the archdiocese for the construction of St. Eugene’s. He used rough, red granite following lines that advanced and retreated from the viewer’s eye, moulding the structure to follow the hill’s crest. Heavy timbers, among the last harvested from Massachusetts’ dwindling forests in the nineteenth century, were exposed here and there to define the building’s lines and add to its humble, stolid appearance.

			The steeple’s impressive height had been decreed not by the architect nor for the greater glory of God but to satisfy the dictates of the bishop, who had been appalled when shown the low lines of the building and who insisted that the cross sail far above other churches in the area.

			Through the turn of the century and two world wars St. Eugene’s survived, if not thrived, on the support of Boston’s smallest Catholic congregation. But eventually the solid middle-class Irish and scattering of Italian families began either moving west towards Tudor Brookline, thereby gaining a notch or two in achievement, or drifting north to Revere and Chelsea, losing degrees of respectability and faith in the process.

			The parish of St. Eugene’s was dying. Reverend Lynch realized it each time he completed his matins and remained in the quiet light of dawn, kneeling before the carved oak presence of the Virgin. Already the church basement was being leased on a daily basis to a private daycare centre. Years before, the parish itself would have provided the service and absorbed the cost; now it desperately needed the centre as a source of income.

			There had been enquiries, subtle to be sure but as plain in their meaning as the first frost of winter, about Thomas Lynch’s reaction to the idea of giving up his church duties to perform hospice work on behalf of the archdiocese. And a black Baptist congregation over on Washington Street was clearly interested in acquiring the church structure (smiling and bracketing their words with “you understand” and “of course”) if it should ever become available.

			There should be hospice care for dying churches, too, Reverend Lynch brooded as he rose and crossed himself. The parish support had shrunk dramatically in recent years. Some Sundays, Thomas Lynch mused, he could have taken the entire congregation for a ride in the bishop’s limousine.

			He walked to the altar, kissed the crucifix, lit a candle and checked his watch. In another hour Mrs. Kelley would arrive to brew his tea, perform her maid’s chores in the rectory, and grumble about her grandchildren. He would nod and smile and make soothing noises, then give her his blessing and watch as she left with new strength in her spirit if not in her arthritic hands.

			I will be the last of my faith to command a flock within this building, he pondered as he genuflected and turned from the altar. He was surprised that the idea neither shocked nor saddened him. For all of his faith, Thomas Lynch considered himself a realist. Life, he often said to console a dying parishioner, is a matter of letting go. We let go of the womb, of the shelter of our parents, of our children and eventually of this life, to be gathered again in heaven.

			Thomas Lynch was prepared to let go, as God determined for him.

			Something scurried away on tiny feet in the darkness as Reverend Lynch walked down the aisle to the heavy church door. Poor as church mice, the priest reflected. It was a phrase no one seemed to use anymore. “Perhaps they could say ‘Poor as St. Gene’s,’” he muttered to himself. He would speak to the woman who operated the daycare centre, reminding her that no food was to be left anywhere in the church. It just drew the mice, he knew. And he wouldn’t set traps. The mice did little damage—a smile played on his face, then dissolved away—although once, Mrs. Hennessy threw Palm Sunday ceremonies into a tither when a mouse ran across her new pumps from Filene’s. Poor Mrs. Hennessy. That was the thought that scattered his smile. He crossed himself in her memory. Poor Mrs. Hennessy.

			He pulled aside the iron latch on the inside of the heavy oak doors.

			That’s what you do. You deny them food and they’ll leave. Go elsewhere. Perhaps down the hill to the Presbyterian church where they can afford mice. He smiled quickly again, this time at the impishness of his thought.

			The door swung open, admitting the veiled sunlight of the early April morning. Birds sang in trees that wore a dusting of green. Daffodils, planted years ago around the building’s foundation and ignored since, were already beyond their prime and growing brown and limp. A cat, surprised in the middle of stalking squirrels on the lawn, froze on the spot and watched the priest with wide, shining eyes. Coming up the hill towards the church, a young man was strolling, an athletic bag in hand, heading perhaps for an early season tennis match. From somewhere he heard a car door slam, and a starter motor begin whining.

			There was no catechism to support it, no Biblical teachings he could recall on the subject, but deep within, Reverend Thomas Lynch believed that early risers carried an extra measure of morality. There is a cleansing from the early morning sun that fades by noon, he was convinced. Laggards sleep late. The devil moves in darkness. And angels congregate in dawn’s light.

			He walked back to the altar, arranging the thin slate of day’s events in his mind as he went. A chat with Mr. Mullet about clearing the eavestroughs. Setting the landscaping budget. A visit this afternoon to City Hospital to visit poor Patrick O’Hara, dying from kidney failure.

			He genuflected at the altar once again. And how many more springs do I have to hold onto my field and my flock? he asked the sad-eyed Mary in silence. Not many, came the reply from within him. As your flock has let go of you and of life, surely you must let go of. . . . 

			A metallic clatter sounded behind him. He turned from the altar to see a slight figure silhouetted in the open doorway, carrying something heavy at its side.

			Reverend Lynch brought his hands together in front of his chest and nodded.

			“Good morning!” he called aloud. He raised one hand, shielding his eyes to discern some detail in the person standing in the brilliant light of his church doorway. “Welcome to St. Eugene’s,” he added as the figure remained frozen against the rising sun. Thomas Lynch could see only the head moving, turning slowly from side to side and surveying the church interior as though deciding if it was safe to enter.

			Thomas Lynch frowned. It’s someone who needs help, he decided. He glanced quickly towards the old, unused confessional booth. Perhaps they’ll feel more comfortable in there, he anticipated. There is a comfort in speaking to someone you can call Father, safe in the darkness of a space that in its time has heard every sin imaginable.

			He lowered his hand and walked down the aisle, beaming his broadest Irish smile. “My name is Thomas Lynch. And yours?”

			Thunder echoed through the church as the heavy Gothic door slammed shut. The priest’s eyes, having narrowed against the flood of sunshine through the open door, were blinded in the sudden darkness. He stopped halfway down the aisle and reached one hand out to touch a pew.

			“Perhaps you just want to rest here awhile,” he said to the figure, now a crouching shadow among shadows.

			He heard the sound of a zipper opening. With his eyes grown accustomed to the darkness once again, he could see the figure reaching into a large athletic bag. It’s the tennis player, he recognized. The young fair-haired boy I just saw ascending the hill. He remembered the faded yellow T-shirt, the baggy track pants, the worn sneakers.

			But why on earth does he want his tennis racket out, here in the church? the priest wondered as the young man withdrew a dark, tubular device from the bag.

			“Look, if I can help you. . . .” Thomas Lynch said, stepping closer to the silent visitor, a hint of annoyance in his voice.

			The young man was standing straight now, the instrument in his hands pointing at the priest. At the end of it a large round black hole could be discerned, obscene and foul.

			“My God,” the priest whispered, and the church interior was lit in an explosion of iron hail.

			
			In his final moments of consciousness Thomas Lynch lay on his back, his head against the side of the pew, listening to soft liquid sounds from somewhere near the front of his vestments. His eyes were fixed on the peak of St. Eugene’s interior, where last winter’s snows had leaked through the caulking to stain the precious old oak. It must be repaired, he told himself sternly. Otherwise it will rot, and poor St. Gene’s will tumble down. He felt his breathing grow more shallow and tried valiantly to whisper a final Hail Mary.

			Among the last perceptions of a long life devoted to Church, country and congregation, the priest heard someone sobbing. I must not cry, he told himself, I cannot prepare myself for God by crying.

			But as darkness gathered behind his eyes, he realized the source of the sobs, and in his final moments he felt compassion for the young man, who was returning the gun to the zippered bag, who cried in agony for the blood he had spilled within a house of God.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Lieutenant Joseph Peter McGuire, Boston Police Department, Homicide Division, sat huddled over his second cup of coffee and third vanilla-iced donut, staring at the early morning commuters rushing by on Boylston Street.

			What the hell have they got on their minds to make them look so worried? he asked himself. They’ll spend the day pushing papers from one stack into another stack or sitting in meetings trying to look as if they know what’s going on or making conversation with people they’d either like to kill or fuck. He frowned and finished his coffee. Sounds like an easy way to make a living to me.

			The commuters who entered the donut shop were unaware that the slim man in the grey sports jacket shared the highest homicide conviction rate in the history of the Boston Police Department. The slight bulge at his waist, tracing the shape of a .32 revolver in its leather holster, escaped their glance. The gun, an ugly snub-nosed pistol, had been drawn only once in McGuire’s more than twenty years as a cop, used with deadly precision to stop an enraged youth behind a warehouse off Commercial Street. One bullet had entered the boy’s cheek and shattered within the cortex of his brain. There were times when McGuire would close his eyes and see the surprised look on the boy’s face, with the small entrance hole just beneath his eye, and a familiar feeling of nausea would sweep over him.

			Women, young and middle-aged, gave McGuire more than a passing glance while they waited for their coffee and pastries. Their attraction to him was based on no Hollywood-handsome features, but on the intriguing combination that genetics and time had produced, especially in the shape and expression of McGuire’s eyes and mouth.

			It was, to some, a cruel mouth, one that rarely nurtured a smile. Above it his expressive brown eyes, framed in soft wrinkles at their corners, looked at once weary and resigned, like a defeated child. Men found this combination of cruelty and sensitivity vaguely disconcerting; women found it mysteriously attractive. McGuire added to the intrigue by remaining unaware of its effect.

			At forty-six, with two marriages and twenty years of homicide work behind him, Joe McGuire was ready to coast home. But “home,” he knew, was an early pension, time on his hands, and nothing to do except sit in bars and feel his liver deteriorate.

			This April day would be McGuire’s first without his partner Ollie Schantz to provide a perceptive eye at murder scenes and a sly comment at headquarters. Ollie had taken the earliest opportunity to retire. While I’m sitting here gnawing doughnuts, McGuire realized with a smile, he’s snoring his ass off over in Quincy. I should call him right now, ask him how to fill out the back of that Goddamn statistical report Kavander always bitches about. Listen to him curse me for hauling him out of bed.

			He tossed two dollars on the counter and edged his way past the commuters into the day.

			The problem is, McGuire admitted as he walked towards Berkeley Street, now I’m the guy with responsibility, the senior on the team. When things go wrong, Kavander will stare at me while he chews both of us out. Last week, he would be staring at Ollie, who would make clucking noises and nod his head. Later, when McGuire would ask him how he managed to stay so calm, Ollie would say “How can you let yourself get upset by somebody who can’t find his own ass without written directions?”

			I won’t be that calm, McGuire thought, I couldn’t be. But if I’m not, I may not last the week.

			He entered the grey fortress on Berkeley Street that was Boston Police Headquarters, nodded at officers and detectives he knew, climbed two flights of marble stairs to homicide division and turned into the third cubicle on the right. Lieutenant Bernie Lipson, McGuire’s new partner, was placing a photograph of himself with a woman wearing horn-rimmed glasses, and smaller pictures of three dark-haired boys, on the narrow window ledge. Two feet beyond the window, through dusty glass, was the rough brick wall of the warehouse next door.

			“Morning, Joe,” Lipson smiled as he saw McGuire standing in the doorway. “Just kind of making myself at home.” He waved his arm at the photographs. “The family. Janice, Michael, Bernie Junior and Norman.”

			Ten years younger than McGuire, the chubby face of Bernie Lipson looked out at the world from under a crop of thick curly hair and wore a constantly surprised expression. At parties he was popular for his ability to mimic almost everyone of authority within the department. Among the staff at headquarters he was acknowledged as being “a good cop,” which to a Boston police officer is like saying Chivas Regal is “good booze.”

			“You got yourself all settled?” McGuire asked from the doorway. A cardboard box sat on Ollie Schantz’s battered metal desk, now recruited by Lipson. Worn files, more pictures, a carved wooden letter opener, and two chipped coffee mugs were still inside the box, waiting to be assigned a location.

			“Memorabilia,” Lipson smiled and shrugged when he saw McGuire studying the contents. “You know, things the kids give me. They think I work in a big office with a carpet, secretary. So I let ’em.”

			“What’s all this crap?”

			The voice, deep and gravelly, barked from immediately behind McGuire’s left ear. He turned to see Captain Jack Kavander holding a small slip of white paper and frowning at Lipson. McGuire smiled at the round face, close-cropped grey hair and severely broken nose of his department’s head. “Morning, Captain,” he said with exaggerated sweetness. “It’s romper-room time.”

			“Just some memorabilia,” Lipson repeated lamely. He was looking for a place to set a white ceramic mug. Bold red letters on the side of the mug shouted WORLD’S GREATEST DAD.

			“Well, you can rearrange all the garbage later.” Kavander thrust the piece of paper at McGuire. “Haul your asses up to St. Eugene’s church. South Street, just off Centre. Some maniac with a shotgun blew the guts out of a priest.”

			
			“You worked with him a long time, didn’t you? Ollie, I mean.” Lipson offered McGuire a candy mint from a plastic box. McGuire waved it away and steered the grey Plymouth sharply around an illegally parked delivery truck. They were heading south on Columbus, fighting the incoming commuter traffic.

			“Eight glorious years,” McGuire replied. He slammed the car’s accelerator to the floor and blasted the horn at two high-school students attempting to jaywalk. “Then Ollie has to go and snap up retirement first chance he gets. Not a day more. Pension comes due and he’s out the door like a tourist with the trots.”

			Lipson sucked on his mint, gripping the dashboard as McGuire swung hard onto Centre Street. “How do you feel about working with me?” he asked.

			McGuire risked a quick glance at the other man. “It’s okay.” He looked back to the road then over at Lipson again. “What the hell’s that mean?”

			“Well, you were the best damn team in the department, you and Ollie. It’s gotta be a jolt. One week you’re working with Ollie, the next week you’re sharing your office with an overweight Jew you hardly know.” He grinned at McGuire. “So get it out. How’s it feel?”

			McGuire braked hard at a stop sign, throwing both of them forward before squealing the car’s tires and pulling away. “How’s it feel working with an atheist?” he growled.

			Lipson steadied himself with a hand on the dashboard again. “You like pastrami, garlic dills and latkes?”

			“Love ’em.”

			“We’ll get along fine. My mother, she always said there’s nothing wrong with a man who likes good kosher food.”

			
			The two detectives worked around the body as though it wasn’t there, while the faded blue eyes of Reverend Lynch still studied the stains of his beloved oak ceiling. Other professionals summoned by sudden death added their presence and movements, all muted in quiet competence and familiarity. Photographer, medical examiner, fingerprint team, uniformed police officers, and ambulance attendants wheeling their cart into position were all in constant controlled motion. Only Thomas Lynch was still.

			The medical examiner, a wheezing overweight man named Mel Doitch, approached McGuire and Lipson as they stood taking notes. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “What do you need?” he asked.

			Doitch was generally uncommunicative, a man respected, if not socially embraced, by other members of the homicide division. “Shows what happens when you spend too much time around dead people,” Ollie Schantz had said once about Mel Doitch. “You start repeating the things they say.”

			“How long you figure he’s been dead?” McGuire asked. 

			“Not long. Hour, hour and a half at the most.” Doitch raised his heavy Slavic face to look around the church interior as he spoke. “Less than two hours anyway. By the looks of all the blood that pumped out of him, he didn’t go right away. Lived a few minutes.” He glanced back at McGuire. “If that matters.”

			McGuire nodded, and Doitch gestured to the ambulance attendants to remove the body.

			“Can’t tell right away,” Doitch added, snapping his small black leather bag closed, “but I’m betting the shotgun was sawed-off.”

			“What makes you think so?” It was Lipson, glancing up from his notepad.

			“Pellets go deep, so he was hit at fairly close range. I’d say no more than ten feet. But the pattern isn’t tight. Spread all over. Some in the neck, some in the thighs. Full length barrel keeps a tighter pattern than that.” He glanced at his watch, the leather bag in his other hand. “Have a report for you about three. How’s that sound?”

			McGuire said it sounded fine and stood frowning at the priest’s body as Doitch’s footsteps echoed down the aisle.

			From outside the church came the noise of the crowd that had been materialized by the police lines, ambulances and the aura of tragedy, and that McGuire and Lipson had walked through to reach the church. Wide-eyed kids on bicycles. Housewives with arms folded across the front of sweaters pulled hastily over cheap cotton dresses, and with heads inclined towards each other, trading and creating gossip. Unshaven men shifting their weight and their cigarette butts from side to side.

			“That doesn’t fit, does it?” McGuire said, lifting his head and looking at the stained-glass windows. The sun was beaming through them, illuminating a bearded man with a halo and purple robe. Gathered at the man’s feet were other bearded men in robes, and children with golden curls and white wings. Sheep grazed in the fields behind them.

			“Fit? What doesn’t fit?” Bernie Lipson tucked his note pad back into his jacket pocket.

			“The sawed-off shotgun. That’s a strong-arm piece. You don’t go after somebody you’ve got a grudge against with a sawed-off.”

			“A grudge killing? That’s what you figure we’ve got?”

			McGuire glanced at his partner, frowning deeper. “Why else would somebody kill a harmless old priest? But that’s the point. You get pissed at somebody, you grab the nearest thing to kill him with, then you go and do it. Why a sawed-off?”

			Lipson shrugged. “Why a priest?”

			McGuire ignored the question. He lifted his head and called out, “Who was the first investigating officer here?”

			A black uniformed cop separated himself from the group of police officers gathered near the front door and strode quickly down the aisle. “I was, Lieutenant,” he said as he approached McGuire. “Dave Baxter, out of the tenth precinct.” He reached into the breast pocket of his tunic and withdrew a wire-bound notebook. McGuire immediately assessed him as a good cop. “You want my notes now?”

			McGuire shook his head. “I’ll get them later. How’d you get in here when you arrived?”

			“Through the front.” The cop tilted his head in the direction of the Gothic wooden doors.

			“They were unlocked?”

			Baxter said they were. Closed, but unlocked, with no sign of forced entry. “And the back door was locked. With a dead bolt you can’t release without a key.”

			“Did you do a sweep of the area?” McGuire demanded. 

			“For suspects, Lieutenant?”

			“For anything.”

			“No, sir. I did a cursory check of the immediate interior for any unauthorized individuals. Then I called headquarters and tried to keep Mrs. Kelley calm.”

			“Who’s she?”

			“The lady who found the body.” He nodded in the direction of a door in an alcove near the altar. “She’s there, in the priest’s office.” He elevated his eyebrows. “Practically a basket case. The doctor who was here, the medical examiner, he gave her a shot to calm her down.”

			Bernie Lipson asked, “Anything disturbed when you got here? Did it look like anything was 

			taken?”

			The officer shook his head. “It was weird, but, you know, I couldn’t see where anything was disturbed.”

			“What do you mean, weird?” McGuire demanded.

			“Well, spooky, kind of.” He shifted his weight and shrugged. “When I got here, I figured it’s some kind of joke. There’s nobody around except a paper boy riding by on his bicycle. Then I walk in the church, and all I hear is screaming and wailing, and this woman is running around the church, kind of bouncing off walls and crying and pounding things. And there’s the priest, with his insides all blown apart, in the middle of the aisle. And everything else is quiet, you know?” He grimaced and shrugged again. “Weird.”

			“Get two of your buddies and check the interior for anything. Send two more to scout the perimeter of the church, right down to the sidewalk. You find something, don’t touch it. Just come and get us.” He jerked his thumb at the oak door near the altar. “We’ll be in there, talking to the woman who found him.”

			
			Whatever Doitch had given Mrs. Kelley, McGuire decided when he saw her, it hadn’t been enough.

			The woman, in her mid-fifties, was lying on a leather couch in the priest’s small office, weeping hysterically, her hands fluttering in the air above her head like frantic birds. Another woman, about the same age, was sitting on the edge of the couch beside her, wiping her brow with a damp cloth and making soothing noises.

			The other woman introduced herself as Mrs. Drainie, a neighbour. “She’s been like this for an hour,” she said, standing and stepping aside as the detectives approached. “Poor woman.” She crossed herself and lowered her head. “Poor Father Lynch.” Looking back and forth between the two men, she asked, “Would you be wanting me to leave?”

			McGuire told her no, he’d rather she stayed, and she nodded and stood against a wall.

			“Mrs. Kelley,” McGuire said softly, kneeling to look directly at the woman. “I’m Lieutenant McGuire and this is my partner, Lieutenant Lipson. We’re with the homicide squad. Can we ask you a few questions?”

			The woman turned to McGuire, and he was struck by the agony on her face. He had seen people in pain before, people who were suffering terribly and dying and knew it. Mrs. Kelley wore the same expression, her face contorted in torture, and it seemed to fall apart as she spoke.

			“Who would do it?” she wailed. “Who would kill that man, that perfectly good man?” She reached a fluttering hand towards McGuire and seized the sleeve of his jacket. “He was a saint. He was, sweet and unselfish and . . .” She withdrew her hand quickly from McGuire and reached without looking for a string of prayer beads lying beside her on the couch. Clutching them tightly, she turned her face away and began mumbling, her fingers shifting the beads in spastic motion.

			“Was there anyone here when you found him?” McGuire asked gently. “Did you see anybody in the church or outside, hanging around the grounds?”

			She shook her head.

			Over the next ten minutes, with both McGuire and Lipson taking turns with their questions, the detectives assembled Mrs. Kelley’s story.

			She had been Thomas Lynch’s housekeeper for almost ten years. Each morning, at precisely seven-thirty, she would arrive at the back door of the church and let herself in with her key. She would enter the rectory, prepare orange juice, toast and tea and carry it in to Reverend Lynch’s small office, where they were now. Twice a week she would change the sheets on his bed, put clean towels in the bathroom and take his dirty laundry to her home two blocks away. On alternate days she would dust his living quarters, then make his lunch—“Soup and sandwich and tea . . . I would leave the soup on the stove for him to heat . . . he had simple needs, there was nothing demanding about the poor father. . . .”—and be home by mid-morning. For all of this she was paid the same amount as when she had begun, twenty dollars each week. “Oh, but I would have done it for nothing, for the father, for the pleasure of being of service to such an angel, such a good, good man of the faith.”

			On this day she had brought breakfast to his office. It was unusual but not surprising to find the office empty, so she had left the meal on his desk. It was there, untouched, when she returned after tidying his bathroom and replacing the towels. She entered the church to call him.

			“When I first saw him, I thought the poor father had fallen and struck his head on a pew,” she whimpered. “So I ran to him, ran right up to the poor man, and I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw his . . . his. . . .” She covered her mouth with her hand, and Mrs. Drainie moved quickly to wipe her forehead with the damp cloth.

			McGuire turned to his partner, his eyebrows raised. Lipson nodded in agreement, and they stood up, thanked the women, and left.

			
			“What’d you find?” Lipson asked Officer Baxter as they re-entered the church.

			Baxter shook his head. “Nothing,” he replied. “Place is clean as a whistle except for a little mouse shit along the walls. Looking for anything special?”

			McGuire nodded. “A spent shell, I’d hoped. How about the squad outside?”

			Baxter replied that he hadn’t heard anything from them, but he would go and check.

			“They probably scooped it off the floor, the empty shell,” Lipson suggested.

			“Or left it in the gun.” McGuire was returning his notebook to his pocket.

			“Either way, what’s it tell us?”

			“Think about it. You’re used to handling a shotgun, you’re in a mad rage at a priest about something, you walk into his church and fire the gun at close range into his gut. If you’re familiar with using a shotgun, what’s the first thing you do? Instinctively?”

			Lipson nodded in understanding. “Pump it. If it’s a repeater.”

			“Even if it’s a single shot, you pop the Goddamn shell. But you don’t kill the guy in a rage then scoop up the shell and take off with it. People mad enough to kill a priest in his own church don’t get that rational.”

			“So what’re you saying?”

			“That it’s a professional job, somebody cool enough to walk off with evidence. Or . . .”

			“Or what?”

			“Or somebody who isn’t used to a shotgun maybe. Just left with the shell still in the chamber.”

			“Lieutenant McGuire?” Baxter was back, standing at McGuire’s elbow. “The squad outside reports nothing found. And there’s a Reverend Deeley here. Says the archdiocese sent him over. Wants to talk to you.”

			McGuire looked up as the door opened, flooding the church with morning sunshine and crowd noises. A priest was edging his way past the cops at the door; one of them gestured at the two detectives.

			“Still doesn’t tell us a lot. About the shell I mean,” Lipson muttered, watching the priest approach.

			“It tells us we’re probably not looking for some juiced-up neighbour who has a repeating shotgun he’s used before,” McGuire answered. He paused to watch the reaction of the priest, who was staring in horror at the dark stain in the carpeting where Reverend Lynch’s body position had been outlined in chalk. “Hell, maybe you’re right, Bernie. Maybe it isn’t worth much.”

			“Is this where Reverend Lynch died?” It was the priest, looking at each of the detectives in turn, a painful expression on his face, his mouth slightly open in horror.

			McGuire nodded and stepped aside as the man dropped to one knee beside the outline, crossed himself and bowed his head.

			“Joe? Bernie?” A round-faced man with rimless glasses motioned McGuire to join him at the end of one of the pews. “Got a minute?” The two detectives left the priest as he prayed. They walked between the pews to join the man, who was carefully folding clear strips of plastic into a binder.

			“You get anything, Norm?” McGuire asked the man as they approached. Norm Cooper was a fingerprint specialist, called The Wizard by members of the Boston police force. In one celebrated kidnapping and murder investigation Cooper had managed to locate a partial fingerprint, barely a quarter of an inch wide, on a brass window fixture. The positive identification led to a successful conviction—of the victim’s own stepfather. “Norm Cooper could pull week-old prints off a whore’s ass,” Ollie Schantz observed once, and no one had disagreed.

			“Couple of partials on the inside doorknob look fresh,” Cooper was saying as he packed his paraphernalia into a small aluminum case. “I’ll have to compare them with the victim’s. Go down later and take them, see if we have anything.”

			“The outside of the doorknob, how about it?” Lipson asked.

			“Not a hope,” Cooper said, standing up. “Sorry, Bernie. It’s old cast-iron, pitted to hell. Plus the cop who investigated opened the door with it, rubbed off anything that might have been there.” He shrugged. “We’ll have to make do with what I’ve got, unless there’s some other place to dust.”

			McGuire looked back over his shoulder at the kneeling priest. In his mind he measured the distance to the front door and subtracted ten feet. “I don’t think so, Norm,” he said. “Everything points to the killer opening the door, walking about eight feet into church, then turning around and leaving.” He looked back at Cooper. “Show us whatever you got from the inside knob that’s not the victim’s, okay?”

			When they returned to the centre aisle of the church, Deeley was standing again. McGuire approached, his hand outstretched. He introduced himself and Lipson to the priest, who explained he had been sent over by the diocese to offer any help the department might need.

			“You have no idea how upsetting this is to the people over on Commonwealth,” he said as he shook Bernie Lipson’s hand. “I mean, aside from the absolute horror of what happened here. Father Lynch . . . Reverend Lynch was a wonderful man, well-loved, well-respected by everyone, even some of the people at the diocese who are not very easy to please.” He shook his head and stared at his shoes, black and finely polished. “This makes no sense, absolutely no sense at all.” He looked up at McGuire and Lipson. “What can I do to help you find the madman who did this?”

			“You know Mrs. Kelley, the housekeeper?” McGuire asked.

			“Yes, I do,” Deeley replied. “Is she here?”

			“She found the body. She can use some help from somebody like you right now.” McGuire jerked his thumb at the door alongside the altar. “She’s in there.” He touched Deeley’s shoulder as the priest began heading towards the office area. “We have to talk to neighbours, find out if anybody heard or saw anything. Can you see us down at headquarters later today? Sometime around two, three o’clock?”

			The priest said he would be there at three sharp. McGuire watched him go, then turned and started walking to the front door. “Come on, Bernie,” he said over his shoulder. “Let’s find out who was up with the birds this morning.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			“Go over it again, Bernie.”

			McGuire, his feet on the desk, crumpled the coffee cup and tossed it at the far corner of their cubicle. It struck the side of a filing cabinet and bounced against the wall, then dropped neatly into the wastebasket.

			“How high did they draft you?” Lipson asked. “The Celtics?” He looked up to see McGuire watching him patiently. Shifting his bulk in the chair, Lipson arranged the three pages of notes in front of him and began reading from the paper in a monotone.

			“Victim—Reverend Thomas Henry Lynch. Age—sixty-three. Height—five foot ten. Weight—one hundred and seventy-three pounds. Residence—St. Eugene’s Parish Church, 2134 Roanoke Street. Cause of death—massive hemorrhaging and trauma due to firearm wound, lower abdomen. Estimated time of death—6:30 a.m.”

			He looked up at McGuire, who was staring through the window at the brick wall next door. “You want me to skip the technical stuff from Doitch?” he asked. McGuire closed his eyes and nodded his head.

			“Suspected weapon—twelve-gauge shotgun, unknown make, possibly with shortened barrel. Witnesses—none. Characteristics of victim—born, Framingham, Massachusetts. Educated, P.S. 12 Framingham, Our Lady of Lourdes High School, Boston College, St. John’s Seminary. Military service, 1943–1945, 36th Army Division, Italian campaign. Awarded Bronze Star, Purple Heart, several battlefield commendations. Served as Army Chaplain, Korea, 1952. Appointed to St. Eugene’s, 1956.

			“Nearest living relative—Mrs. Kathleen McGrath, 1389 Fifteenth Street, Moline, Illinois. No criminal record, no known enemies, no rational motive for attack.” He looked across the desks at his partner. “Hell, Joe. Maybe somebody shot him for wearing his halo crooked.”

			McGuire allowed himself a small smile, and Lipson turned back to the notes in front of him. “Witnesses—none. No neighbours who recall unusual occurrence during period crime was committed. Five residents of immediate area claim to have heard one single loud noise from direction of church at approximately 6:30 a.m. Three of them assumed sound was backfiring car. One exited house, looked towards church, saw nothing unusual. One refused to become involved, returned to bed until 7:00 a.m.”

			“Excuse me?”

			Lipson and McGuire both looked up to see Reverend Deeley in the doorway. He had exchanged his severe black suit for a stylish blue jacket and grey slacks, worn with the same black bib and white collar.

			“They told me I’d find you here,” Deeley continued, “but if you’re busy . . .”

			“Just reviewing the facts so far,” McGuire said, standing up and offering his hand to the priest. Lipson pulled a chair away from the wall and pushed it towards Deeley. “Sit down, please. Get you a coffee?”

			Over bad coffee from plastic cups the two detectives revealed what they had gathered about the death of Reverend Thomas Lynch. Which, McGuire admitted, wasn’t enough to issue a parking ticket.

			“Look, Father—” McGuire began.

			“We’re not usually called fathers anymore,” Deeley smiled. “Kevin’s fine, Lieutenant.”

			McGuire shrugged and studied the priest. Kevin Deeley, in McGuire’s eye, had been blessed with more than his share of attractive qualities. In his early thirties, he was tall with a slim, athletic build. His blond hair was already thinning, but McGuire could imagine women’s knees growing weak when those clear blue eyes swept their way. Along with his good looks the priest had an aristocratic carriage few men acquired except through selective breeding or intensive training. Deeley appeared to be a natural leader, someone to seek out or follow into battle in time of trouble.

			He’d break a hell of a lot of hearts in the bars on Newbury Street, McGuire thought. What makes a guy take an oath of celibacy when he could be fighting off the girls with a hockey stick?

			Yet McGuire resented something about the priest. It may have been Deeley’s patrician bearing—the natural animosity of one leader towards another—or perhaps simple jealousy. Whatever it was, McGuire was not pleased with the priest’s presence.

			McGuire pulled his chair closer and rested his elbows on his knees. “We’re missing something here about your Reverend Lynch,” he said in a low voice.

			Deeley blinked. “I’m not sure I understand.”

			“What I mean is, people don’t walk into a church at dawn with a sawed-off shotgun and blow somebody apart without a reason. And then disappear like a ghost again. It’s not normal psychotic behaviour.”

			The priest sat erect and stared out the dusty cubicle window as he spoke. “I didn’t know psychotic behaviour was normal.”

			McGuire stood up and walked to his desk, where he sat on the corner facing the priest again. “Look, I’ve seen my share of killings by nuts over the years. Trust me. They get a big enough pain to blow somebody away, they want the world to know it. Remember last year? Guy took an axe to a grandmother sitting on her porch, over in Roxbury? He went around telling everybody he’d just killed a witch, wanted to be made mayor of Salem? That’s normal psychotic behaviour. Losing all sense of reality.”

			“What are you saying, Lieutenant McGuire?” The priest was watching the detective intently, with a faint expression of distaste.

			“I’m saying there has to be a reason somebody killed Thomas Lynch. I’m saying he had to do something to be ambushed and assassinated in his own church.” McGuire spread his hands. “That’s all.”

			Before Deeley could reply, Bernie Lipson spoke in a low, soothing voice, a sharp contrast to McGuire’s harsh delivery. “We’re really just looking for a motive here, Reverend Deeley. See, what Joe is saying is, this doesn’t fit the pattern of a motiveless crime.”

			It was Deeley’s turn to stand up, and he stood by the window, looking out at the misty day as he spoke. “There was no reason at all for Reverend Thomas Lynch to die.” He bit off the words, one by one, and his fair complexion grew red. “I know of no other man anywhere, in or out of the Church, who was more widely loved and respected as a gentleman than Thomas Lynch.”

			McGuire began to speak, but Deeley raised his voice, effectively cutting him off.

			“I don’t know very much about detective work, but I do know a little about psychotic behaviour,” he said, looking from McGuire to Lipson and back again. “I understand completely what you’re saying. And I’m telling you that if any motive exists for this outrageous act, it’s in the mind of whoever pulled the trigger. Not in the past of Reverend Lynch.”

			“Hey, Father,” Lipson said smiling. “Easy now. We appreciate you being here. I mean, we can use all the help we can get on something like this, you know? But we have to keep an open mind here.”

			“Did it occur to you that perhaps all the time you spend around criminals and misfits could affect your view of humanity?” Deeley asked. “God knows there’s evil in the world. But I suggest you should look for it in more traditional places instead of in the past of a gentle, hard-working and well-loved priest.”

			“It doesn’t have to be a past you’re even aware of,” McGuire replied. He was becoming angry at Deeley’s self-righteous attitude. McGuire knew little about the Catholic church, and Deeley knew even less about detective work. “It might have been something that happened yesterday, last week, anytime.” He spread his arms, a gesture of conciliation. “Everybody does something to piss off somebody in their life. Me, I do it every day. Maybe Lynch gave somebody hell about walking on the grass or told the wrong guy to say too many Hail Marys, I don’t know.” He dropped his hands onto his thighs with a slap. “That’s what we’re looking for.”

			Deeley gestured at McGuire as he spoke. “Maybe you piss off people every day as you claim,” he said. “But Reverend Lynch did not. Reverend Lynch wasn’t in the habit of upsetting people. He did all he could to comfort them.”

			McGuire scooped a pencil from his desk, glared silently out the window and snapped the pencil in two.

			The priest walked to the door, where he paused and turned back to face McGuire and Lipson. “I’m telling you, there was nothing in this past that could cause anyone to do this as a personal attack. And if that’s the route you’re taking in solving his murder, I don’t put much faith in your chances of success.” He turned to leave.

			“Reverend Deeley.” Lipson called.

			Deeley looked back, avoiding McGuire’s eyes.

			“How about Mrs. Kelley?” Lipson asked. “You were with her. She’s back home isn’t she?”

			The priest nodded. “The doctor gave her a heavy sedative. Said she’ll probably sleep through the night. I think it would be better if you avoided talking to her in the morning.”

			“You do lots of detective work, do you?” McGuire spat out, tossing the pencil pieces back on his desk. The anger welled in his face, and his chin tightened, driving the corners of his mouth down. He resented the priest’s suggestion that they wait before questioning the woman.

			“You save any souls?” Deeley fired back.

			“Fuck you,” McGuire replied, and Lipson stepped between them, his hands raised, saying, “Hey, come on you guys,” while Deeley pursed his lips and his face grew crimson with anger. Then the priest turned on his heel and left.

			“He might have been a big help to us, the priest,” Lipson said when McGuire had slumped back into his chair. “Guy like that—”

			“Get one thing straight, Lipson.” McGuire jabbed the air in front of him. “I’m the senior guy on this team. I’ll call the shots just like Ollie Schantz did with me for eight years. You got that?”

			Lipson watched him without expression. Then he asked, “You want another guy to work with, Joe? I can go back on the desk, no problem.”

			McGuire stared at the cluttered surface of his desk, then shook his head abruptly. “Forget it,” he said in a calm voice. “Let’s go check the files, see if we can find any shotgun artists in the area.”

			Lipson stood up, grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair and strode past his partner out the door.

			Working without Ollie just might be harder than I thought, McGuire speculated to himself.

			
			“It was the strangest thing,” Anne Murison told her husband when she arrived home from work at the New England Aquarium that evening. “This young guy, maybe twenty or so, came in and spent the whole day there. Didn’t even have lunch. Looked at all the fish for maybe an hour, then he found the river otter display over in the corner and stayed there the rest of the day watching them. I had to go over at five o’clock to tell him we were closing, and he looked at me and said ‘They really love each other, don’t they?’ Meaning the otters. Because they spend all day cleaning each other and swimming on their backs with their paws together. So I told him he should have seen them last week when George went in to clean their pond and got too close, and one of them bit him on the hand. Took six stitches to close it. And he smiled! He’d looked so sad all day until I told him the otters could be vicious, and that’s when he smiled! Weird.”

			Her husband said that was interesting, and he sure as hell didn’t feel like warming up the macaroni from last night, so leave your coat on and we’ll go out for burgers and a beer, okay? Which was fine with Anne, who didn’t feel like cooking anything, not even heating the macaroni.

			She said nothing about the heavy athletic bag the young man had been carrying. Not even the way it clanked metallically when he bumped it against the turnstile as he left. But who knew what people carried in those bags with names of running shoes on the side anyway?

			
			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Four

			McGuire stood at his apartment window staring across Van Ness at the lights of Fenway Park burning white in the darkness. He was thinking of Ollie Schantz, retired homicide detective. And of Thomas Lynch, dead Catholic priest. He avoided thinking of Joseph Peter McGuire, middle-aged member of the Boston Police Department and the remaining half of the most effective homicide team in the department’s history.

			“Well, you’re no longer a cop,” somebody had said to Ollie Schantz at his retirement party.

			“Garbage,” Ollie had replied. “After thirty-five years you never stop being a cop. When I’m old and blind and senile, sitting on some Goddamn porch in the Berkshires, I’ll still be a cop. Listening to people talk. Thinking about motives. Suspecting everybody new. Memorizing voices. You think you can turn it off just because you retire? You can’t. I sure as hell won’t.”

			McGuire turned from the glare of the lights at Fenway and raised the volume on the FM radio tuned to a Cambridge jazz station. He loved the jazz of his youth, the improvised music that had flowered just when the world began to accept rock and roll. In high school he had played trumpet and considered a career in music, a life of one-night stands in smoky nightclubs, leaning against the piano and sipping Scotch, waiting for his turn to solo. But he had chosen security. Or at least as much security as a big-city cop could enjoy. Somewhere in the apartment, which he had furnished ten years earlier from a Sears catalogue, were hundreds of jazz records waiting to be played. He hadn’t heard most of them in years, but it never occurred to him to sell or trade them.

			Who was that playing now? Desmond? Yeah, Paul Desmond. He’s dead, McGuire told himself without emotion. He shook some instant coffee into a mug, ran hot water from the faucet until it was steaming, and filled the cup. One thing about being a musician, you make records, and years after you’re gone people can still hear you play. He turned the volume up another notch, and the sound of Desmond’s alto saxophone soared higher and stronger than before. “Not like a cop,” he said, collapsing in the chair. A cop dies, they have a round of beers for him downtown, and years later maybe somebody comes across his name in an old file. “Look at this son of a bitch,” they say. “What a lousy writer.” Or they think, “I must be getting old. I can remember them talking about this old bastard around here.” And that’s it.

			Musicians have it better, McGuire decided. He leaned back and sipped the coffee. For one thing, you don’t start your day off by looking at somebody’s guts spilled on a church floor.

			He was thinking of Ollie Schantz again.

			“Somebody said there are only seven basic plots in fiction,” Schantz had told McGuire soon after they became a team. “Actually, my wife told me that. Me, I never read books.” Ollie’s wife had taught English in high school for several years. “Seven basic plots,” Ollie had repeated. “That’s interesting, because I figure there are only seven basic reasons to commit murder, too. You’ve got jealousy, you’ve got revenge, you’ve got escaping arrest or custody.

			Then you got your greed, your self-defence and your sexual reasons. Last of all you’ve got your psychotics. You figure out which slot to put your murder into, the one you’re working on today, and you follow the pattern. Just get the slot, and you’ve got the pattern.

			“Because all murders follow patterns, Joe. Nobody’s less imaginative than a murderer. Bam, they kill. Slam, they go. That’s it. Understand that, and our work gets easy.”

			McGuire believed it. He was convinced they would discover something in Thomas Lynch’s past, something the priest had said or done, which led to his death. “We are agents of our own misfortune” was a creed McGuire clung to. He placed no belief in faith or fate. He believed only in what people did to themselves and others, acting on their own needs and their own emotions. Love. Hate. Fear.

			The Desmond record finished, and a Duke Ellington tune began. McGuire drained his cup. A cheer erupted from the direction of Fenway. The Sox got a hit. Or an out. McGuire thought about the early season baseball crowd gnawing on hot dogs and huddled together in the evening chill. He thought about inviting Ralph Innes to join him at a game some evening. Or better still, one of the women at work.

			He thought about the last time he had enjoyed a woman’s company for more than three evenings.

			Then he clicked off the radio and went to bed.

			
			“You got nothing, right?”

			It was mid-afternoon, and Jack Kavander was leaning on the door frame of McGuire and Lipson’s cubicle. A toothpick was being worked frantically around his mouth, in and out, from side to side. After twenty years Kavander had finally stopped smoking by replacing cigarettes with various surrogates. Pencils, paper clips, peanuts, usually a toothpick.

			“Old Jack’s just trading one disease for another,” Ollie Schantz had observed a few months earlier. “He gave up cigarettes because he was afraid of emphysema. Now he’s chewing so many toothpicks, he’s liable to get Dutch elm disease.”

			“Am I right?” Kavander growled from the doorway. 

			McGuire tossed a pencil on his desk and leaned back, his hands behind his head. “We’ve got a partial print and an approximate time,” he said, staring back at Kavander. “We’ve got a reasonable guess at the weapon, and we’re pretty sure he was using Remington shells.”

			“What else?”

			“The woman who found him, Mrs. Kelley,” Lipson added before McGuire could reply. “We talked to her.” He shook his head. “No help at all. Said everything was normal. Didn’t see or hear anything unusual.”

			“Like I said, you’ve got fuck all.” Kavander pulled the toothpick from his mouth and gestured with it as he talked. “I’m getting flak from a lot of corners. The bishop’s upset, the mayor’s concerned. People don’t like the idea of priests getting their guts blasted in Boston.” He studied the mangled end of the toothpick before returning it to his mouth. “Give me something to feed them. Anything.”

			“We’re working on two theories,” McGuire said. “One, it was a revenge killing. Something Lynch said or did, maybe in the last few days. Two, it’s a psychotic, somebody who just felt like blowing a guy away, and the priest was handy.”

			“You getting any leads? Anybody calling in?”

			“So far, three,” Lipson answered. He glanced at a sheet of paper on the corner of his desk. “This one guy over at City Hospital, tried to take out his own appendix with a pocketknife. Phoned up to confess, but the hospital says no way he’s been out of bed in three days. Got another guy said he killed the priest just like he killed Kennedy and shot the pope in eighty-one. He’s a regular. Give the mayor a parking ticket and this yo-yo says he’s responsible. Then we got a woman in Quincy, calls up, tells us she’s sure her neighbour did it because he’s never liked Catholics and says nasty things about them.”

			“You check that one out?”

			“Yeah. Turns out the guy is suing her because her mutt dug up his rhododendron last month or something. His wife and kids claim he was home in bed at the time. Went to work at eight o’clock, everything checks out normal. He’s never owned a shotgun, and now he’s going to sue the broad next door for slander as well as having an unleashed animal trashing his garden.” Lipson shrugged. “Nothing there, but we’ll keep checking it.”

			The phone rang, and Lipson reached for it, saying “Here comes another one, I’ll bet.”

			Kavander turned to McGuire. “Which motive do you like? Revenge or a psychotic?”

			“Neither.”

			“What the hell?” Kavander exploded. “You give me two motives, and then you tell me neither one fits?”

			“I’m saying they’re the only two we’ve got.”

			Lipson, his hand over the telephone receiver, said “Joe, it’s for you.”

			McGuire dismissed him with a wave of his hand, and Lipson spoke softly to the caller.

			“I don’t like revenge,” McGuire said, “because this guy Lynch sounds like he was a damned saint. And I don’t like the psychotic angle, because everything was too well planned. Ambush the priest in the morning, leave without anybody seeing a thing. He even took the empty shell with him so we couldn’t trace it. That sound like a nut case to you?”

			“Joe?” It was Lipson again, the receiver still in his hand. 

			“You better get that, McGuire,” Kavander said. “Could be a tip. Sounds like you could use all the help you can get.” He turned on his heel and left.

			“Who the hell is it?” McGuire snapped as he swung around to look at Lipson. The other detective was cradling the receiver against his chest.

			“Personal,” Lipson replied, looking uncomfortable. He waited until McGuire had seized his telephone before gently lowering the receiver and busying himself with a sheaf of reports on his desk.

			“Lieutenant McGuire.”

			For a few seconds McGuire heard only laboured breathing. Then a female voice, scratchy and strained, said, “Joe? It’s me. Gloria.”

			McGuire frowned. “Gloria who?” he demanded impatiently.

			This time the voice was stronger. “How many Glorias were you married to?”

			McGuire slumped visibly in his chair and swung to face the wall away from his partner. “What the hell are you doing calling me? You’re supposed to be living in Houston with some Goddamn real estate developer. Where you calling from?”

			She answered with a long sigh followed by a voice that climbed steadily in pitch until it became a weak, pain-ridden cry. “I’m at Mass General. I’ve been here a week and I’m not leaving, because I’ve got the cancer, Joe.”

			“Oh, Jesus,” McGuire whispered. “Jesus, Gloria, I’m sorry.”

			“Will you come and see me, Joe? Please? I’d love to see you.” She was sobbing now, her voice tight and fearful.

			“Sure I will,” McGuire answered. “Maybe tonight. How’s tonight sound?”

			“Oh, Joe, that would be great!” Her voice was stronger. “That would be just great. You can come anytime. They let visitors come any time on this ward. It’s ward twelve.”

			“How about your husband?” McGuire’s voice was softer, deeper. “Is he with you?”

			Another sigh. “He’s back in Houston. I guess. I don’t know. His lawyer handled everything. Said . . .” She began sobbing again. “Said I could have anything I wanted, money wasn’t an object. So I said . . . I said I wanted to go back to Boston to die, and they flew me up and here I am.” Her voice resumed its tragic pleading. “Joe, I’m so damned lonely and scared. You’ll come and see me, won’t you?”

			It was McGuire’s turn to sigh. “Sure,” he said. “Sure I will. Tonight for sure.”

			He placed the receiver gently back on its cradle. Looking up, he saw Lipson watching him intently.

			“Trouble?” his partner enquired.

			McGuire nodded. “I guess so. What else do you call it when an ex-wife wants you to come and help her die?”

			
			Dead ends. Tips from little old ladies, which revealed nothing except rampant paranoia and senility among the elderly. Anonymous telephone callers, whose first few words signal a cop’s experienced ear to hang up and go back to bending paper clips and staring out the window. Brief flurries of excitement, when a connection seemed to appear, then vanished. All part of every murder investigation in a big city. And the more sensational the killing, the greater the number of tips that led only to frustration.

			In the midst of making telephone calls, reviewing forensic reports and talking to acquaintances of Thomas Lynch, the memory of his ex-wife’s telephone call withdrew neatly, obediently, to the back of McGuire’s mind. Once, while listening to Lipson reciting details of a vacation trip the priest had taken the previous summer, McGuire recalled Gloria’s words, hearing them again in her shattered voice for the first time since she had called.

			Trying to visualize Gloria, McGuire would picture two different people. The first was a young woman wearing shirt-waist dresses, her hair in a long dark ponytail that swung like a pendulum as she walked. He saw her dancing at a house party, laughing at his jokes on the Common, riding with him to a picnic near Lexington, looking up at him wide-eyed from a bed in a Cape Cod motel, smiling through a flurry of confetti.

			The other face was an older woman’s, her hair straight and unbrushed, tears streaking her face, speaking to him in a dull voice from behind a cigarette, which remained poised near her mouth. A mouth that sagged from the pull of gravity and disillusionment.

			They were two different people to McGuire. Both named Gloria. Both of them his first wife. They had both died years ago in a dingy apartment in the Back Bay before the area became fashionable again. Now the Gloria who had replaced them was in a hospital ward for terminal cases, dying her own death.

			I’m responsible for the first death, McGuire admitted to himself. With all my lies and my screwing around, I killed the first Gloria, the one who smiled so easily. But not this one. This one they can hang on somebody else.

			In the evening he nodded good night to Lipson, gnawed savagely at a sandwich, bought flowers from a street vendor, walked to Mass General.

			The ward nurse directed him to Gloria’s room—two beds with a window facing the river. One bed was empty, neatly made and standing silent. In the other an old woman dozed, propped up on pillows, a plastic tube leading from her nose to a mechanical device that hummed with a droning indifference. Under his breath McGuire swore at the nurse for sending him to the wrong room.

			A second look at the woman before he left. A closer study of the cheeks, under awkward smears of make-up. And the hair, thin and greying, tied back from a face with etched lines not even sleep could conceal.

			McGuire leaned over to examine the chart at the foot of the woman’s bed. Mrs. Gloria Arnott. He shook his head and continued reading. His name was written next to hers. Address: Boston Police Department, Berkeley Street. A list of medications followed, and under Special Instructions he read, written in a neat feminine hand with a bold felt-tip pen, NDP, NH. He recognized the code. No Doctor Purple. Forget about hitting the emergency button when she begins to go. No Heroics. Let her die.

			“Hi Joe.”

			McGuire looked up from her chart to see Gloria watching him. She was smiling, and the clumsy make-up appeared less grotesque. He said hello and held up the flowers for her to see. “Brought you something,” he said. “They got a vase around here?”

			She raised her arms to him. “Bring them here, Joe. Please?”

			He walked to the side of the bed and handed her the flowers, but she reached for him, and he bent stiffly to let her hug him.

			“Thank you for coming,” she whispered, clinging to him. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”

			“You look great,” he muttered as he stepped back.

			She dabbed at her eyes with a corner of the sheet. “Come on,” she said shaking her head. “I look terrible, and you know it. The least you can give me is honesty.”

			He pulled a steel, straight-backed chair next to the bed and sat. Crossed his legs. Folded his hands in his lap. Looked around the room.

			“You look terrific, Joe. And that’s honest.” 

			“What the hell happened?”

			She shrugged. “I found a lump in my neck about a year ago. They operated, said they thought they got it all. Then, two months ago, I went back for a check-up. I’d put it off because I didn’t want them to find anything. But they did. All through my lungs. Spots on the X-ray everywhere. Didn’t even open me up. They said they’d try chemotherapy, but all it did was make my hair fall out, and I was throwing up twenty-four hours a day.”

			Without thinking he reached across to grip her hand in sympathy, and she squeezed it in return. “What about the guy you married,” he asked. “What happened to him?”

			She looked out the window to the river and bit her lip. “He couldn’t take it. He never touched me after they found the lump. Said he couldn’t stand the idea. Said he’d always had this problem with sick people. When . . . when they did the X-rays, he started disappearing for days on end, leaving me alone in Houston. About a month ago his lawyer came to see me at the house. Said he was representing Richard, and that Richard had moved into another location.”

			She looked angrily at McGuire.

			“I knew what it meant. It meant he was shacked up with the receptionist from his office. His lawyer said Richard had authorized him to make any settlement, to provide anything I needed as long . . . as long as I was in this condition. I hated Houston, Joe. Always did. Hot and dirty place. I never made any friends there, any real friends. The
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