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--PART ONE--

 


 


“If you can make a girl laugh -
you can make her do anything.”



 


---Marilyn Monroe

 





CHAPTER 1

 


Saturday

October 26

Rock Meadow, Kansas

 


A female officer at the perimeter of the
park glared suspiciously at Matthew Gunnison as if he were a
criminal, but he didn’t care. He had every right to be here. He sat
on the park bench, his legs spread out lazily, his arms grasping
the top of the bench. Unshaven and wearing a blue Kansas City
Royals baseball cap, he knew he looked like a bum, but it didn’t
matter. He wanted to enjoy seeing the kids have fun.

His eyes flicked up at the woman but then
returned to looking at the two youngsters at the playground. He
pretended he hadn’t noticed the officer but he knew she was
Cassandra Barrister with the Rock Meadow Police Department. She
stood guard by a set of swings in the park, her hands on her hips,
apparently waiting for something to happen, maybe waiting for him
to leave. There were two children at the playground—a boy and a
girl, probably both around five years of age. Another woman was
there as well, most likely their mother, but her attention was
focused on giving each child, in turn, a push on the swings.

The little boy, his white tee shirt
partially sticking out of his jeans, got off the swing. As he
looked at Matt a big smile crossed his face. He ran towards him.
“Hi, mister!”

“Hi. How are you doing,
young man?”

“Fine,” the boy said. “My name’s Benji.” He
turned and pointed toward the little girl and the woman near the
park swings. “That’s my sister Audrey over there and that’s my
mom.”

“Hope you’re having a good
time, Benji.”

“I am, mister,” he said. “I’m having lots of
fun.”

“Do you and Audrey get along?”

“Yeah,” he said, nodding. “I gotta go,
mister.”

“Sure thing. Bye, Benji.”

“Bye, mister.” He trotted back to his
mother, who looked only briefly at Matt before taking Benji’s hand
and walking with him toward the swings where little Audrey was
waiting.

Officer Barrister quickly approached Matt,
but her face changed from hostility to recognition. “Matt, is that
you? For Chrissake, I thought you were a scumbag pervert!”

“Why would you think that, Cassie?” Matt
asked in his Arkansas-bred slow manner. “Because I’m a man and I
happen to be in a park and children happen to be enjoying
themselves right there in front of me? That makes me a
pervert?”

“Predators often hang out at playgrounds and
schools, Detective Gunnison. Or didn’t you know that?”

“Look, today’s my day off and I’m trying to
cool my heels. Just came back from the cemetery. I do it every year
on this day to pay my respects to Billy and his grandparents.”

Cassie took off her cap and sat down next to
him. A slight breeze played with her blond hair. “I remember you
telling me how you lost your parents and your nine-year-old son.
Head-on collision eighteen years ago. Happened just before your
move from Arkansas.”

“I miss them terribly. Same thing with my
wife, even though we’ve been divorced now for almost fifteen
years.”

“So are you having a pity party?”

He felt a vein pop in his head. “Hey,
Cassie, I’m not feeling sorry for myself and I didn’t ask for you
to come over and hold my hand.”

Cassie laughed. “I don’t hold men’s
hands.”

“I know that. After all you’re gay.”

“Sorry I caught you in a crummy mood,” she
said, getting up. “So, Detective Gunnison, are you working on any
big cases these days?”

“No,” he said, feeling his blood pressure
drop back to normal, “nothing but the usual petty robbery and
domestic violence stuff. It’s been pretty quiet. Nice day for me to
sit in the park, watch the kids play, and annoy the hell out of
you.”

“You have a weird sense of humor, Matt.”

“I know. Sometimes I think it’s the only
thing that keeps me from going crazy.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Sunday

October 27

 


Father James O’Fallon couldn’t help but
notice how seven-year-old Dulcie Perez kept making silly facial
gestures at him as he ate his chicken enchilada. He tried to ignore
her and gazed instead at Jacinta Perez and her 15-year-old son
Felipe, both of whom were apparently too busy eating to notice the
childish game she was playing with him.

“What’s wrong?” Father Jim
finally asked the little girl. “Do I have something on my
chin?”

With her black hair curling like ringlets
across her forehead, Dulcinea giggled and resumed eating her dinner
but smiled flirtatiously back at him every so often.

Jacinta Perez gave her a silent scolding
before turning her attention to the priest. “You probably remind
her of papa. They were very close. He would have been about your
age by now.”

The priest mentally calculated that she was
right. Fernando Perez would have been fifty-four this year had he
not died of a stroke two years ago. Father Jim was new to St.
Boniface parish then, and one of his first duties as its pastor was
to say a funeral Mass on behalf of Mr. Perez. Fortunately, Jacinta
worked as a police officer for the town of Rock Meadow and was able
to get by financially after his death. But her hopes of getting a
larger home—at least one where Dulcie and Felipe would have
separate bedrooms—were dashed. Since they still have only two
bedrooms, Jacinta told Dulcie she must sleep with her despite
Dulcie’s preference for the other bedroom.

“Fernando told me he was saving to buy a
house,” Jacinta said tearfully at the funeral. “But after he passed
away, I found there was nothing in our savings account at the bank.
He spent it all on gambling and liquor.”

Father O’Fallon was anxious to change the
subject. “How are the children doing in school?”

“They’re doing fine. Felipe’s studying hard
and Dulcie’s looking forward to the school Christmas party this
year. She learned that Santa will be there and is surprised he’s
coming all the way from the North Pole.”

Father smiled at Dulcie’s look of delight
spreading all across her face. He recalled last year Matt Gunnison
from the police department played Santa Claus and was a sensation
with the kids. He wondered if Matt would do it again this year.

Jacinta tried to sound cheerful tonight.
“I’m so happy you said you’d join us for dinner, Father. Sometimes
it’s lonely not having Fernando around.”

“I am always interested in visiting with you
and helping with the children, Mrs. Perez. Doesn’t Cassie join you
for a meal at times to keep you and Dulcie company?” the priest
asked, recalling how she and Cassandra Barrister were not only
patrol partners but close friends.

“She does, and I really appreciate it.” She
looked up at the clock and rose from the table. “Oh, I am awfully
sorry, Father, but I need to get back to headquarters. I’m on duty
tonight at seven. You said something about teaching the children
catechism—especially Dulcie. She hasn’t made her First Communion
yet, as you know, and maybe you could tell her how important it
is.”

“That’s one of the reasons I’m here. She
will need some one-on-one instruction.” He glanced at the little
girl, who stood next to the priest and mimicked him by moving her
head side-to-side as if she were a puppet.

Felipe rose from the table. “Dulcie, quit
acting stupid.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m not
acting stupid. You are.”

Felipe scooped her up in his arms and said
“you’re stupid” to her face while she echoed the same back to him.
This continued until Jacinta called a halt to all the
back-and-forth mimicking.

“Children!” Jacinta ordered. “Quiet! Is that
how you behave in front of Father Jim? I am ashamed of you.
Especially you, Felipe. You’re older and ought to know better.”
Felipe put his sister down and stomped toward the bedroom, slamming
the door.

She turned toward Father Jim. “I’m sorry,
Father, but sometimes they get out of control. I really have to go
now. Can’t be late.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I
think the children will be all right.”

After Jacinta left, Father
Jim picked up his catechism book which he had left on the kitchen
counter and strolled over to the living room. Everything about the
room was old and worn. The carpeting was orange-and-black and very
frail. The lampshade was torn. There was a noticeable crack along
one of the walls and the sofa cushions were torn, probably beyond
repair. He took a chair opposite the sofa and stared at a large
crucifix on the wall. Dear Jesus, bless
this poor home. Bless this family which Jacinta has to care for by
herself.

Dulcie plopped on the sofa, her brown eyes
twinkling. She raised her knees and pressed her feet against the
cushions. Her white cotton panties were clearly visible under her
blue dress. With her finger in her mouth, she widened her smile as
she blinked at him. “Do you think I’m pretty, Father?”

It was not normal for a
little girl to be flirting with strangers like that, O’Fallon
thought. I wonder if someone may have been
abusing this poor child?

 



CHAPTER 3

 


“Pretty girls don’t sit like that,” Father
O’Fallon told Dulcinea. “C’mon, sit up straight with your legs
together. There, that’s better. I need to discuss with you the
importance of the Eucharist.” He turned to a page in his catechism
book. “Tell me what you know so far about the Eucharist.”

Dulcie got down from the sofa. “Father, can
I show you the rosary Mom got me for my birthday last week?”

“Sure.”

“C’mon.” She coaxed him to take her hand and
led him to the hall. “I like it very much. I never had a rosary
before.” She led him to the bedroom and pushed open the door. When
she turned the light on, Felipe was sitting on the edge of a
queen-sized bed reading a magazine.

Felipe quickly put the magazine down and
shot an angry glare at the intruders. “Dulcie! I told you to knock
if the door is closed. What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m sorry. I just wanted to show Father my
rosary.” She released the priest’s hand and pulled open the middle
drawer of a heavily varnished dresser. The drawer creaked open and
Dulcie presented him with a midnight black crystal rosary with a
silver cross.

The priest dropped his catechism book on the
bed and held the rosary in the palm of his hand while lifting the
beads with his other hand. The crystals captured the light in the
room and twinkled. “This looks like an expensive rosary, Dulcie.
You say your mother gave this to you for your birthday?”

“Yeah, she said it’s something grandma used
to have. She thought I should have it.” Dulcie took the rosary from
Father Jim and put it around her neck. “It’s my necklace.”

“It’s not to be used as a necklace,
sweetheart. A rosary should only be used for reciting prayers. Do
you pray when you go to bed?”

“No, Felipe doesn’t like to pray with me at
night.”

Father Jim raised an eyebrow in surprise.
“You mean you and Felipe sleep in the same bed?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, sometimes.”

“I thought you shared a bed with your
mother.”

“I do. But when she comes home late I
sometimes wake up because she rolls around too much. So I just get
up and go to Felipe’s bed. Felipe says it’s okay with him.”

“Doesn’t your mother tell
you not to do that?”

“She doesn’t know. I come back to her bed
before she wakes up.”

“But—” The priest restrained himself from
telling the little girl that it was wholly inappropriate for a
teenage boy to share his bed with his seven-year-old sister. He
gazed at Felipe, who by now had calmed down since the priest’s
intrusion and stared out the window. At five-eight and 180 pounds
he was large-boned boy and somewhat obese. Father Jim could imagine
him playing high school football. But Jacinta claimed she couldn’t
afford to pay for Felipe’s football uniform.

“What’s wrong, Felipe?” the priest asked,
noticing the scowl on the boy’s face when he turned around.

“Life sucks. There’s a girl in school I want
to date but I haven’t got any money. I can’t even go to the
movies.”

“Maybe you can get a part-time job after
school.”

“No, I have to take care of my bratty
sister.”

“Hey!” Dulcie yelled. “I’m not a brat. You
are!”

“Stop it!” Father Jim shouted. “We’re going
to have a peaceful evening. Dulcie, you and I are going to the
living room and review our catechism. And take off that rosary from
around your head. That’s not where it belongs. Weren’t you
listening to me?”

“I hate you!” Dulcie snapped. “You’re mean
just like Papa used to be.” She took off her rosary, dropped it to
the floor, and stomped out of the room.

“Dulcie!” Father Jim said, stooping to pick
up the rosary. “Show some respect for the present your mom gave
you. Where are you going?”

“To the bathroom,” she said. “I gotta
go.”

Felipe shook his head and raised both hands
in a “see what I mean” gesture. “She’s like that a lot, Father.
Sometimes at night I have to calm her down.”

“What do you mean—calm her down? How?”

 



CHAPTER 4

 


It was obvious to Father Jim O’Fallon that
Felipe didn’t want to answer that question. “We just played a game
together, that’s all,” the boy said.

“Then don’t play rough, okay?” the priest
said. “She’s only a little girl.” He was about to make his way to
the living room when he heard Dulcie shriek, “Ouch! I cut
myself.”

He hurried toward the bathroom door. “Are
you okay, Dulcie?”

“No, it hurts,” she said, “and it’s
bleeding.”

He opened the door and found her sitting on
the toilet, her underpants pulled down to her ankles and holding a
Swiss Army knife in her hand. She showed him her bloody finger. “I
cut it and it hurts.”

He took the knife from her and closed the
blade. “What were you doing with this?”

“I found it here. It’s Felipe’s. It has all
kinds of things on it, like scissors and bottle openers and
stuff.”

Felipe’s voice rolled down the hall.
“Dulcie! Where are you?”

“Close the door, Father,” she pleaded, “I
don’t want him to get mad at me again. He always gets mad at
me.”

The priest closed the bathroom door, put the
knife in his pocket and searched for a bandage. He opened the
Band-Aid container and took one strip out. “You could have
seriously hurt yourself with that knife,” he told her. He crouched
next to her and wrapped the bandage around her finger. “Don’t ever
handle a knife again.”

“I won’t,” she promised. “You still didn’t
tell me if you think I’m pretty.”

“Yes, you’re very pretty. You are a child of
God and you’re as pretty as a daisy.”

“I’m not a flower,” she giggled and started
trickling into the bowl.

“I better leave.” He rose immediately and
turned toward the door. “I’ll get my catechism from the bedroom and
wait for you.”

Just then the door pushed open and Felipe
and the priest traded stares. “What are you doing here with her
alone in the bathroom?” Felipe demanded.

“Nothing,” Father Jim said, incensed by the
implied accusation. “She cut herself and I gave her a bandage.
That’s all.”

Felipe looked at Dulcie, who was still
urinating. His face reddened. “I read about pedophile priests, but
I never thought you’d be one of them.”

“How dare you accuse me of that!” Father Jim
snapped. He put the Swiss Army knife on the table and went to the
bedroom to retrieve his catechism. Felipe followed him there.

The priest picked up his book and saw Felipe
glaring at him. “Felipe, have you had the sacraments?”

“No, I don’t believe in that stuff. It’s all
hocus-pocus.”

The priest lowered himself to the edge of
the bed. “I’m sorry to hear you say that, Felipe, because it’s not
true. The sacraments were instituted to help us gain a better
understanding of God’s love for us.”

“That’s a joke. God doesn’t love me.”

“But He does. Don’t you understand? He sent
His only Son, Jesus Christ, to die for our sins. He loved us enough
to do that.”

“Does he love me enough to get me out of
this stupid house? I hate everything about this place. I can’t wait
until I’m on my own.”

Father Jim was about to say something when
Dulcie, barefoot and wearing a white tee shirt and panties, entered
the bedroom. She threw her blue dress on a pile in the corner.
“I’ve got to brush my teeth after catechism and go to bed.”

“Okay, but when I’m through reading to you,
I want you to go to your mom’s bedroom to sleep. This is Felipe’s
bed.”

She nodded in agreement, but she showed him
her cut finger. The bandage was gone. “It still hurts,” she said,
“and look—it’s still bleeding.”

Felipe pounded his fist against the wall.
“Dulcie! Did you play with my knife in the bathroom?”

“I took it away from her,” Father Jim said.
“I put it on the table.” He removed his handkerchief and dabbed her
finger with it to stop the bleeding.

Felipe shook with anger. “Oh for Chrissake!”
He stormed out of the room and slammed the bedroom door behind
him.

Father Jim opened his catechism book while
Dulcie pulled the bedcovers up to her chin. “Now about the
Eucharist, Dulcie, the Church teaches us that on the night before
he died, Jesus offered us His body in the form of bread and—”

“I’m ugly,” Dulcie interrupted. “Felipe
thinks I am. I think he hates me. He really hates me.”




CHAPTER 5

 


Same evening

Cassie’s apartment

 


Cassandra Barrister combed her long,
naturally golden blond hair while she watched Heather Johnson, her
attractive bisexual African-American friend sitting on a chair in
Cassandra’s bedroom and putting on her nylons. Heather was
thirty-four, one year older than Cassie. Heather Johnson had jet
black hair that was short and layered, with strands of hair
crossing her forehead, giving her a sassy look. Cassie envied her
sleek, long legs, her small but curvaceous breasts, and the way she
carried her tall six-foot-two frame when she walked.

“Sorry I have to leave,” Cassie said,
adjusting the sleeves of her police uniform, “but I’ve got the
evening shift at the department and I’ll be in very late.”

“I understand,” Heather said, slipping on
her red skirt, “but in your job, you probably work all sorts of odd
hours. Could you help me with this? The zipper’s stuck.”

“Sure thing.” Cassie pulled
up on Heather’s zipper and gave her an affectionate pat on the
butt. “Putting on a little weight on that lovely derriere of
yours?”

“I think so. I’ve got to cut down on some of
those long lunches I have with my psychology associates at the
university.”

Cassie laughed and lit up a Marlboro. “Maybe
someday you can psychoanalyze me and tell me why I’m nuts for
wanting to be a cop in the first place.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Heather
said, chuckling as she fastened her bra. “You’re needed in Rock
Meadow to protect us from all sorts of nasty stuff out there. It’s
got to be an exciting career for you.”

“Exciting? Nah!” Cassie put on her officer’s
cap and moved from side to side as she studied herself in the
mirror. “Most of the time I’m sitting with Jacinta in a patrol car
watching for speeders. How exciting can that be?”

After Heather left, Cassie took one last
drag of her cigarette. Ever since Heather came into her life five
years ago, she felt she had something to live for. She had other
lesbian friends prior to her. There was Ruth whom she met after
college, but Ruth didn’t believe in commitment and moved away to
California after a couple of years. Then there was Jeannie who was
several years younger than her and whom Cassie felt was a bit
childish and self-indulgent. When Cassie met Heather at a wedding
reception for her uncle, she felt instantly attracted to her, but
Heather didn’t feel the same way—at first. After they both became
drunk, Cassie managed to convince her to find a spare bedroom where
they could fool around. The next day, Heather regretted what she
had done. (“I’ve never had relations with a girl before”) but
Cassie asked if they could see each other more often after that.
Heather agreed, and they ended up going to the movies, plays,
concerts, and lectures. Gradually, Heather felt more at ease at
being in a physical relationship with her as well, although Cassie
was well aware that Heather still enjoyed the company of men. She
could only hope that Heather wouldn’t change her mind and decide to
date a man again.

Cassie searched through her desk drawer for
a packet of old photographs she kept of her family and
acquaintances. She told herself that some day she was going to put
together a scrapbook of her life, but it was a task she managed to
postpone indefinitely. Well, the scrapbook was still on hold, but
she had a particular use for one of these photos. She removed the
photo from the packet, stuck it inside a stiff mailing envelope,
and dropped the envelope into her handbag.

Cassie arrived at Rock Meadow Police
Headquarters around 7:20 pm and found Jacinta in the office
checking for any emergency calls. Jacinta reminded her of the
Hollywood actress Catalina Moreno and the way she wore her dark
hair short, had thin eyebrows and slightly angular chin. Jacinta
told her she was only 15 when she got married in Santa Marta,
Colombia. “After I had Felipe,” she once told her, “my friends were
still in high school.”

Jacinta smiled when she saw Cassie come in.
Jacinta once told her that she had cute dimples just like Dulcie.
Cassie, in turn, said she was more than just her partner on the
force—she was a good friend and neighbor.

“We go on patrol at eight,” Jacinta said,
“so you’ll only have time to grab a cup of coffee and whatever you
can get out of the snack machine.”

Cassie yawned. “Nothing happening in town
tonight?”

“Just a disorderly drunk who tossed a beer
bottle against a wall. Bar owner’s not going to press charges, but
he called the department to have the police drive him home. Stu’s
handling that, though. Nothing for us.”

“That’s good. We deserve a quiet night once
in a while.”

Jacinta took another sip of her coffee from
a Styrofoam cup. “I wish I knew what to do with Dulcie and Felipe.
They’re always fighting. Maybe Father O’Fallon will help teach them
some religion.”

Cassie wrinkled her brow. “What do you mean?
Is that priest over at your apartment again?”

“Yes, I invited him over for dinner.
Dulcie’s going to be receiving Communion in a few months and he
wants to help give her personal instruction in catechism.”

Cassie’s muscles tightened. “Are you leaving
him alone in your apartment with your little girl?”

 



CHAPTER 6

 


 


Jacinta’s eyes widened with surprise.
“What’s the problem?” she asked Cassie. “He’s our pastor. He’s a
good man who is wonderful with children. He knows Dulcie’s a little
slow in class so he’s helping tutor her.”

“Are you insane? He’s
a man, and men
are not ever to be trusted when they’re alone with
children.”

“Cassie!” Jacinta said, raising her voice.
“What is wrong with you? That’s a terrible thing to say. Have you
even met Father Jim O’Fallon?”

“No, I haven’t. I don’t even go to church.”
Cassie poured herself a cup of coffee, picked up her handbag, and
wandered over to a computer in the far corner of the room. “C’mon,
I’d like to show you something.”

Jacinta got up. “What is it?”

Cassie waited until Jacinta joined her at
the computer terminal. “I always wondered,” she said, “how a person
ages. Let’s say you knew someone as a child and maybe twenty or
thirty years later you meet this person again. Would you recognize
him?”

Jacinta shrugged. “People change a lot I
suppose. I don’t know.”

“Well, I think it’d be interesting to try
that age progression software the department got for this computer.
You can run a scan of a photograph and set the software program for
as many years as you want. It will take that image and change it,
giving you a new image of that person, showing you what they’d
probably look like when they’re older. I brought a photo of my mom
from 34 years ago when she first got married. With this software I
can run an age progression on her to see what she’d look like at
fifty-five. Actually, that’s how old she is now.”

“Do you really know how to
run it?”

Cassie nodded. “I think so. I watched one of
the guys run this new program yesterday. That’s what gave me the
idea.” She opened her handbag and removed her mom’s photo.

Jacinta checked her watch. “You better
hurry. We’ve got to be in our patrol car in about twenty
minutes.”

“This shouldn’t take long.” Cassie scanned
the photograph and worked the keys on the computer while Jacinta
took a chair nearby and watched. Soon the face of Cassie’s mother
changed from that of a young attractive woman with friendly eyes
and a shock of dark hair covering a smooth forehead to that of a
woman with wrinkle lines around her mouth, crows feet near the
eyes, and salt-and-pepper hair,

“Is that what your mother looks like today?”
Jacinta asked.

“Yes, isn’t this amazing? Maybe you ought to
try this software with one of your kids and see what they’d look
like when they become senior citizens.”

“No, thank you. I’d rather not know. I want
to always remember them as kids.”

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Early Monday morning

October 28

 


It was after four in the morning when
Jacinta tiptoed to her bedroom, hoping to grab some sleep before
she’d have to awaken the children for school. She dressed in the
dark and had just put on her nightdress when she thought she heard
sobbing coming from somewhere in the apartment. She clicked on the
lamp. Dulcie wasn’t in her bed…and she wasn’t in the bathroom
either.

“Dulcie!”

No answer. But the sound of sobbing
continued. Jacinta pushed open the door to Felipe’s room and turned
on the light.

“Oh my God!” The covers were off the bed and
Dulcie, naked and shivering, lay on her side, crying softly into a
pillow. Her underwear was strewn on the floor near the bed.

Jacinta crouched near her. “Dulcinea! What’s
wrong? What happened? What are you doing here? Where’s Felipe?”

Dulcie shifted her body away from Jacinta’s
touch. “Leave me alone,” she said, coughing out the words.

Jacinta got up and looked around for Felipe.
She spotted him on the kitchen floor in a sleeping bag. “Hey,” she
said, kneeling over him, “what’s going on? Why is Dulcie
crying?”

Felipe took his time opening his eyes. “Mom?
Oh, yeah. I couldn’t sleep with her moaning like that.”

“What happened?”

“It was that damn priest. He was in my room
with her. I wish you wouldn’t have let him alone with Dulcie.”

A cold tremor rippled through Jacinta’s
body. “What do you mean?”




CHAPTER 8

 


 


Later in morning

Same day

 


Detective Matt Gunnison checked himself in
his full length bedroom mirror. Yeah, his Santa Claus outfit still
fit, although the beard looked phony. Maybe he ought to grow a real
one so when the St. Boniface kids pulled on it he could say “ouch”
and mean it. He recalled when he was six years old how his parents
took him to a department store to see Santa Claus. Matt was stunned
and nervous as hell when Santa asked him to sit on his lap. But
then Santa’s ho-ho-ho, that grandfatherly smile, and that friendly
twinkle in his eyes put him at ease.

His son Billy, when he was eight, began to
doubt that jolly old St. Nick existed. So Matt pulled a fast one
and dressed as Santa on Christmas Eve. When his mother brought
Billy home that evening, the boy was shocked beyond belief. But he
finally climbed on Matt’s lap and said he was sorry for not
believing in him. Matt hugged him and said we ought to always
believe in good, generous people like Santa. The following year,
Billy never got a chance to tell his dad whether he still believed.
He died instantly in the crash that also killed Matt’s parents.

Matt shook off those
thoughts as he changed into his business suit. He’d be late at the
police department if he didn’t hurry. He hated wearing business
suits and now that he met Susan yesterday, he’d rather invest in
some Western wear. Susan Stratford was 46 years old and three years
his junior. She was the entertainment editor the
Rock Meadow News and had
a thing for country-and-western music. She never married and he
wondered how she could have remained single so long. Even though
she was rather plain looking, she was charming.

He thought about her again as he drove his
beat-up, multi-dented Toyota Camry to police headquarters, with the
rain slapping across his windshield. Susan enjoyed playing the
guitar but Matt’s musical abilities were with the piccolo, flute,
and recorder. When he was a boy, his parents urged him to learn
music, so he chose the flute largely because it was easy to carry
around. In high school, he played the piccolo, although he learned
the recorder for a special Vivaldi piece the school included in one
of its concerts. Until he was about to graduate from high school,
music was his life. The senior prom changed all of that. Now
fighting crime was his life.

Matt entered his office and
hung his coat on the rack. Yeah, he thought, he could have become a
Lutheran minister like his father wanted or a musician like he
wanted. Life took some weird turns, didn’t
it?

As the morning wore on the rain became more
intense, splashing against the window, with multiple streams
trickling in rivulets down the pane. Matt wished he had brought his
umbrella. At lunchtime, he decided go to Johnnie’s Diner, his
favorite eatery. But once he got into his car, he saw Sergeant Sam
Sheldon, a newspaper over his head, dashing toward him in the
pouring rain. “Hold it!” Sam shouted. “It’s important!” He got to
the passenger side of Matt’s vehicle and pulled at the door. Matt
let him in and the soaking wet sergeant tossed the drenched
newspaper to the floor and took another gasp of air as he turned in
Matt’s direction.

“I’m glad you stopped for me,” he said.
“This is horrible. Just horrible!”

“What is it, Sam?”

 



CHAPTER 9

 


 


Sam Sheldon’s face writhed with anger and
frustration. “We’ve got a possible 10-24 at Reiner Drive and
Forester,” he said. “We can head out there together. Good thing I
spotted you. I couldn’t get my patrol car started. Might need a new
starter.”

“Wait a minute, Sam. Isn’t that where
Officer Perez lives?”

“You’re damn right it is. Molestation case.
Step on it.”

“Who was it?”

Sam mumbled back a reply, but Matt couldn’t
hear him through the claps of thunder. His Camry spread rain water
on both sides as he took off in the direction of Reiner Drive. The
car slid on the wet pavement as he came to a sudden stop at a busy
intersection. “Wish I had a siren and flashers on this thing.”

Sam pounded his fist on the dashboard.
“We’ll get the bastard who did this to her.”

“Who’s the victim?”

“Jacinta’s daughter, Dulcie.”

Matt felt all his muscles tighten. Dulcie
Perez was a sweet kid. “Any suspects?”

“No, but we have a person of interest. A
priest, believe it or not!”

* * *

Noon

Same day

 


Father George Lansky stroked his chin in
thought. Having joined St. Boniface as the assistant pastor to
Father James O’Fallon just six months ago, he was at a loss on how
to handle this dilemma. Almost twenty-five years O’Fallon’s junior,
Father George knew he lacked the experience of running a large
parish. If the bishop suspended Father Jim from his pastoral
duties, he’d have to take over the parish. In the meantime, he
wondered whether Father Jim should be relived from duties
immediately. Surely the press will likely blow this incident out of
proportion. What would happen to the good name of St. Boniface?
What will the parishioners think—not only about Father Jim but
himself?

Father Jim O’Fallon sat across from him. His
hands were folded and look of despair emanated from his blue eyes.
A tear hung on his cheek. He looked like a man who had just been
horsewhipped. “You must believe me,” he said. “I did absolutely
nothing wrong to that sweet young girl. All I did was read her the
catechism. I regret now that I went to the Perez house at all. Why
is this even happening to me?”

The younger priest looked away and said
nothing for a long while. Instead of returning his stare to the
pastor he looked down at his own hands as if carefully considering
his thoughts. “I don’t know what to say to you. Sometimes we
ourselves can’t recognize our own evil.”

Father Jim leaned toward
him. “Wait a minute! What are you saying? You do believe me, don’t
you?”

“I don’t know what to believe. I think the
police have strong suspicions about your involvement with this
child.”

“They obviously do. I’ve
been asked to come to headquarters for an interview later this
afternoon—after I have my class with the second graders for
Communion preparation.”

“Do you think you should? Perhaps I should
take over.”

“No,” Father Jim said with obvious
irritation, “it’s still my parish and those children are still my
responsibility.”

“Do you know whether Dulcie will be
there?”

“No I don’t.”

“If she is, maybe you ought not to—” His
voice trailed off.

“I ought not to be there? Is that what
you’re saying? That’s ridiculous. Why should I be afraid to see
her?” He got up and walked to the window, sighing with
exasperation. “I know I’m under a cloud of suspicion, but I’m not
concerned about myself. I’m concerned about Dulcie. I feel terrible
about that young child and what her mother must be going
through.”

“I do too. Perhaps this would be a good time
for us to say the rosary.”

“Ah! The rosary. The police happened to
mention that to me on the phone.”

“What’s that?”

“A black crystal rosary with a silver cross
was found in the toilet. The officer I talked to wanted to know if
it was mine.”

 



CHAPTER 10

 


Late afternoon

Same day

 


“We have a warrant to search your apartment,
Mrs. Perez,” one of the officers told her when she opened her door.
He presented her with the warrant, but she only gave it a passing
glance.

Jacinta scanned the compassionate faces of
Roscoe, Sam, and Matt. She knew them all but was hoping Cassie
would be here as well. Almost as if he read her mind, Matt said,
“Officer Barrister wasn’t assigned to this case. The captain thinks
she’s too emotionally involved.”

“I understand,” Jacinta said. “We’re not
only good neighbors but close friends. She called me earlier,
sobbing so much I could hardly understand her.”

Before entering the apartment the police put
on gloves and plastic covers over their shoes. They headed straight
for the bedroom where Dulcie was apparently molested. Matt heard
the hum of the dryer running. “Shouldn’t you be resting instead of
doing housework, Jacinta?”

“I’ve got to get my mind off this whole
thing—you understand, don’t you?” she asked.

“I sure do,” Matt said. “Where are the
kids?”

“Felipe’s in school. I took Dulcie to the
clinic earlier this morning. Doctor said she’ll be all right,
physically at least. He’s the one who called the police to report
possible sexual abuse.”

“I know. Did Dulcie say who did it?”

“At first she said it was the priest. Then
she changed her mind and said she wasn’t sure. Now she’s saying it
was a stranger who came into the house. She’s a very confused
little girl.”

“Where is she now?”

“In school. Missed one of her morning
classes. I think she’s getting over it. When it first happened, she
said Felipe tried to calm her down, even read to her instead of
going back to sleep. I shouldn’t have gotten mad at her like I did.
I told her she had no business being in Felipe’s room to sleep. But
she said she was in Felipe’s bed when Father Jim read the catechism
to her.”

“Is that all he did—read the catechism to
her?”

“Like I said, she told me she did something
bad. At first she said it was the priest who did this to her, but
then she said it was another man. Felipe said it had to be the
priest because he was with Dulcie in the bedroom for a long time.
Anyway, I got so crazy with anger I gave her a bath and took her to
the clinic.”

“Omigod!” Sam shouted. “You gave her a bath!
What the hell did you do that for?”

“I wanted to clean her body from that
scumbag’s filth.”

“You are a fool, Mrs.
Perez!”

Matt glared at him. “Shut up, Sam. So she
made a mistake.”

Roscoe was about to take photographs of the
bedroom when he added, “Looks like she might have made another
mistake. Where is the bed sheet?”

“Yeah,” Sam added, “I was
going to ask the same thing.”

“I threw it in the washer.” Jacinta
replied.

“You did what?” Sam snapped. “That’s
evidence!”

Jacinta’s face wrinkled into a cry. “I’m
sorry. I wasn’t thinking about evidence. Shoot me for being
stupid.”

Matt tried to calm the already tense
situation. “Check the mattress cover itself as well as the
mattress. Forensics can check it out.”

“We’re in luck,” Sam said, examining the
mattress cover. “There appears to be a blood stain here. Roscoe,
help me get this mattress out of here.”

Matt noticed Jacinta’s swollen eyes. A look
of despair was all too evident in her face. Matt approached her and
asked as delicately as possible if she was sure the priest had
molested Dulcie.

“He must have,” she said. “Felipe wouldn’t
lie to me. He told me he saw Father Jim alone with her as she was
peeing in the bathroom. Felipe said the priest also stroked her
hair as she read something from his catechism. Because Father Jim
spent so much time with her in the bedroom, Felipe decided to sleep
on the floor of the kitchen. Later he heard Dulcie crying and went
to bedroom. She was nude on the bed and Father Jim was no longer
there.”

When Matt asked exactly where she was
groped, Jacinta told him in graphic detail. Then she took out a
Kleenex and dried her eyes. “Mr. Gunnison, how could a man of God
do such a thing to my daughter?”

“Hopefully, I’ll find out
this afternoon,” Matt said. “I’m planning to interview Father Jim
after school. I also plan to interview Dulcie to get her version as
to what happened.”

Matt was about to leave the room when a
thought occurred to him. “Jacinta, is it possible that the priest
failed to lock the door after he left the apartment last
night?”

“Come to think of it, when
I tried my key, the door opened right away. Usually, I have to work
the key and push the door open. I suppose I was so tired, I didn’t
give it much thought at the time. Maybe the door was
unlocked.”

So it is possible, Matt thought, for an
intruder to have entered the bedroom.

 



CHAPTER 11

 


Next morning

 


Jacinta called in sick, so after having
lunch, Cassie drove solo to her favorite checkpoint on Bolivar
Avenue to check for speeders. She was furious about what had
happened to Dulcie and wished she was on the case. A light rain
continued to fall and her wipers did their job in clearing her
windshield. After parking her squad car near the exit of a shopping
mall, she turned on her radio, hoping to find some additional news
concerning the child molestation:

“…and although we cannot
disclose the identity of the seven-year-old girl who was apparently
molested early this morning, we can tell you the police have named
Father James O’Fallon with the Catholic parish of St. Boniface as a
person of interest. Police are investigating the possibility of an
intruder but so far refuse to discuss details of their
investigation. In other news today…”

Cassie clicked off the radio. “Person of
interest, my ass,” she said. “Is the church protecting this
pervert?” She surveyed the traffic ahead. Some drivers seemed to
have a sixth sense of the presence of a cop since they slowed down
considerably a half a block away. Some probably slowed down just to
stare back and see if there was some sort of police action going
on. She wished her squad car was invisible so she could nab those
creeps who broke the law. Thirty-five miles an hour meant just
that. Drivers were always pushing past the limit. They looked at
the law as if it were a scolding parent, ordering them to slow
down.

Just then a blue Chevy sedan went past her
doing forty. She turned on the siren and the flashers and whipped
out of the parking lot. The sedan immediately pulled over to the
side of the road. Cassie zipped up her reflective orange raincoat,
donned her plastic-covered cap, and left her vehicle to pay a visit
to the Chevy driver.

“Good morning, sir. Your license and
registration please.”

The man looking up at her was dressed in
black and wore a white collar. He had dark wavy hair and looked to
be about thirty. “Is there a problem officer?”

“You exceeded the speed limit. Your license
and registration.”

The man handed those to her and she
scrutinized the information. “You’re a priest here at St.
Boniface?”

“That’s right, ma’am. Father George
Lansky.”

“Don’t call me ‘ma’am’. I’m a police officer
not some female bimbo.”

“I’m sorry, officer. I didn’t realize I was
exceeding the limit. I was in a hurry to get to the hospital to
visit a dying patient and give her the Last Rites. I beg you to
give me a warning so I can attend to my duties there.”

The word “beg” made Cassie’s blood boil. She
could just imagine poor Dulcie begging the priest not to molest
her.

“Out of the car, mister!” she ordered.

“Is anything wrong?”

“I said out of the car!”

Father Lansky stepped out into the rain.
“What’s going on?”

“Turn around! Hands on the car. Now!”

The priest did as he was ordered. “I’m not a
criminal. What are you doing?”

She whipped out her walkie-talkie and called
the department. “We have a 936 in progress and I need backup.”

 


Same day

Afternoon

 


Leslie Perkins, wearing a tattered grey
coat, a black veil covering her matted grey hair, and a blue
baseball cap, watched the children stream from the school. A long
line of cars formed an arc in the parking lot, waiting to pick them
up. The kids seemed especially excited since tomorrow would be
Halloween.

Leslie stood near the exit of the lot,
badgering drivers as they tried to leave. “You people are stupid!”
she yelled, waving her cane at the cars. “Don’t you know your kids
are in danger with that priest we have here?” She spotted a male
driver gawking at her. “Hey, mister, whatcha lookin’ at? You one of
them child molesters?”

Sister Carol Marie cautiously approached
her. “May I help you?”

“Yeah,” she said, spinning around to face
her, with teeth showing obvious signs of decay, her mouth smelling
like bourbon. “Yeah, you can tell that detective guy that he better
put that priest of yours in the slammer.”

“Ma’am,” the nun said politely, pulling at the woman’s sleeve,
“maybe you better leave. Folks here are trying to pick up their
children and take them home. We don’t want a scene.”

“A
scene? No, I hafta warn people about scum like that.” She surveyed
the line of cars and turned to face the nun again. “Tell you what,”
she added, stomping her foot against the pavement, “if the cops
don’t do anything about this pervert I’m gonna kill him myself. I
swear, I’m gonna kill him myself.”

“Lower your voice, ma’am, and please leave or I will have to
call the police.”

“Hell no, I ain’t gonna lower my voice,” she screamed, waving
her cane high in the air. “And I ain’t gonna leave. Tell that
detective Mr. Gunnison I know all about him, going way back to his
high school days. I want him to arrest that scumbag priest, and if
don’t nothin’ about it, I’ll take care of that priest myself, even
if I’ve got to murder that son-of-a-bitch.”

Sister Carol Marie
grabbed her cell phone and was about to dial 911 but the woman
disappeared among the cars in the school lot.

 



CHAPTER 12

 


Wednesday morning

October 30

 


“What is wrong with you?” Sergeant Sheldon
asked. “Calling for backup just because the man was going five
miles over the limit?”

“Sorry, I got carried away.”

“You’re very lucky that Father Lansky didn’t
press charges. From now on, you’re not going on patrol alone.
Understand?”

“Yes sir.”

Cassie returned to her desk feeling like a
child who had just been ordered to take a time out. Well, Sam was
right, she thought. Father Lansky didn’t do anything. It was that
damn pastor who molested Jacinta’s child. Acting on a hunch, she
did a computer search for a molestation and subsequent murder that
occurred some 25 years ago. It involved an eight-year-old child in
Chicago. It was a cold case since there was neither forensic
evidence nor eyewitnesses to the molestation or the murder.
However, there was a man whom the police had labeled as a person of
interest in that particular case.

She combed through news articles until she
found the story she was looking for. Fortunately, the paper
published a picture of that person. He was in his late twenties, a
rather handsome man and certainly did not fit anyone’s idea of a
child molester, let alone a murderer. The man was never indicted.
Insufficient evidence, the police claimed.

Cassie made a copy of the photo and slipped
it in her handbag. She wondered if a dirtbag like him might still
be alive. If not, he was burning in hell right now.

* * *

Afternoon

 


Four protesting women carried picket signs
while marching up and down the St. Boniface School parking lot. Two
signs read “Read Luke 17:2” while two others were more specific:
“Get rid of O’Fallon” and “Pervert Priests Burn in Hell.” A Channel
Seven news crew was at the scene interviewing the angry
parents.

“What do you hope to accomplish?” the
reporter asked one of the sign carriers.

“I want this pervert to be arrested and
thrown in jail.”

The reporter placed a mike near the mouth of
another protester. “What about you, ma’am? Why are you here?”

“I don’t want O’Fallon as our pastor. He’s
not to be trusted near children.”

“Why can’t we go into the classroom and hear
the child molester talk to our kids?” another protestor asked.

“I don’t know,” the reporter answered. “They
won’t let me in there either.” He then turned to face the camera.
“There you have it. Father O’Fallon, the pastor, is there in the
building about to give a talk to second-graders about Holy
Communion. Father George is there as well. The police have not yet
charged O’Fallon with child molestation but we at Channel Seven
News will keep you posted on further developments. As you can see,
of course, parents here are quite concerned about this priest
continuing to serve as their pastor at St. Boniface.”

Father George Lansky stood in the back of
the room as the second-graders assembled for Father Jim’s talk on
Holy Communion. His hands were folded and he stared back at the
pastor with humorless and penetrating blue eyes. Dulcie Perez was
seated in the front row. There was no expression in her face, no
flirtatious smile like she gave Father O’Fallon at dinner, no hint
of anger—just an emptiness, which Father O’Fallon found even more
disturbing.

“Good afternoon, children. Let’s all begin
this class by making the sign of the cross, shall we?” He moved his
hand first to his forehead and then to each shoulder as he recited
the words. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Spirit. Amen.”

O’Fallon went on for about thirty minutes.
“I know you are looking forward to Halloween tomorrow,” he
concluded. “That’s when you dress up as ghost, goblins, pirates,
and princesses. But when you receive Holy Communion, remember that
you’re dressing up your soul because you’re receiving Jesus
himself. You become a new creation in Christ. You become like
Him.”

He dismissed the class, teasing them about
not eating too much Halloween candy as they filed out of the room.
Dulcie came up to him and hugged his leg. She looked up at him with
the saddest face he had ever seen. “I still want to be your friend,
Father.”

“You and I will always be friends, my
child.” He picked her up and holding her tenderly in his arms, he
kissed her lightly on her cheek before whispering, “I hope and pray
that everything will turn out okay.”

“Father, you know what?” she said,
giggling.

“No, what?”

“I’m going to be an angel for
Halloween.”

“You already are an angel.”

“Put that child down!” a voice cried out to
him.

Startled, Father Jim looked up. It was
Father George, racing toward him, his eyes blazing with fury.

 



CHAPTER 13

 


 


Thirty-five, divorced, and the mother of two
children, Jocelyn Tremont considered herself pleasingly plump and
charming, but her friends feared her explosive anger. The sting of
her abuse by her dad when she was nine stayed with her for all
these years. When she wasn’t busy working as a security guard for
Rock Meadow Bank & Trust, she assisted an organization called
Perverted Justice. This outfit investigated adults who solicit
online sexual conversations with an adult posing as a child. She
was proud of the fact that she helped bring pond scums to justice.
But secretly she wished she could take perverts out of circulation
permanently.

“You’re damn well right I’m protective of my
kids,” she once told a news reporter. “I have an 8-year-old boy and
a 10-year-old girl and I am always very leery of any man who makes
a friendly gesture toward them. It’s terrible that we live in a
society where we have to watch our kids 24/7. I’m tired of it. And
I disdain perverts who roam cyberspace looking for an opportunity
to lure them into sex.”

No longer with the group, she still kept her
eyes open to situations where an adult might be a possible
pedophile. Any alleged crime against a child made her especially
furious, and if she could kill every pervert on earth, she’d do it
without giving it a second thought. The only people she trusted
with her two children were her parents who lived in Lucasville,
just fifteen miles south of Rock Meadow. To her, it was worth
making that thirty-mile round trip whenever she needed her parents
to babysit.

This morning she stormed out of there when
she heard about the apparent sexual molestation of a seven-year-old
girl in Rock Meadow. The cops named a certain priest as a person of
interest. She drove to station headquarters to see Detective Matt
Gunnison who was assigned to that case and wanted to know why on
earth the pastor of St. Boniface wasn’t a suspect. When she was
told the Mr. Gunnison would not be able to discuss that case with
her, she left in a huff.

Before she picked up her kids from school,
Jocelyn visited a friend with whom she worked at the bank. Her name
was Sara Gibbons and the two of them saw each other socially after
hours. Sara used to complain about her suspicions concerning her
husband. She was sure he had been cheating on him her, so at the
time, Jocelyn suggested hiring a private detective to get to the
truth. Sure enough, he was caught having relations with his
secretary. Infuriated, Sara planned to kill him and make it look
like an accident. She ran over him twice with her car and was
charged with first-degree murder because circumstantial evidence
indicated she had carefully planned it. However, her lawyer entered
into a plea deal for the lesser charge of second-degree murder.
After serving a prison term, she returned to Rock Meadow. Jocelyn
knew Sara hated perverts as much as she, so she thought Sara would
have no difficulty going along with her plan concerning Reverend
O’Fallon.

Jocelyn was thankful Sara was home when she
rang the bell. After talking about meaningless things like the
weather, Jocelyn stirred the conversation to Father O’Fallon.
“You’ve got to kill him,” Jocelyn said. “He might molest more kids.
He’s got to be stopped.”

“I’m not interested.”

“But Sara, it should be easy for you. You’ve
killed before and you can kill again.”

“I don’t want to get involved with anything
like that. I just got married again last year, and I’m trying to
make a life for myself and my husband.”

“Would it be worth a thousand bucks to
you?”

Sara reflected on that. “A thousand bucks,
huh?”

“Cold hard cash,” Jocelyn said.


CHAPTER 14

 


Early Thursday
morning

October 31

 


Matt didn’t notice Officer Cassie
Barrister standing
by his door until he looked up from his desk. He could not help but
notice the swell of her breasts even when she was in uniform. At
times he wondered what she would be like in bed. Of course, he
thought, a lesbian like her would never sleep with a
man.

He quit staring at
her but her Cheshire smile told him she knew something he didn’t
and that she’d be happy to lord it over him.

“Okay, Cassie, what is it?”

She stepped into his
office and helped herself to a chair. Still smiling contentedly,
she planted two photos on his desktop. “Remember my telling you
about that cold case I was working on?”

Matt made no attempt
to hide his annoyance. He had his hands full with other cases and
wanted to tell her he wasn’t particularly interested in hers. “I’m
rather busy now, Cassie.”

Cassandra was
persistent. “This is important. Let me refresh your memory. It’s a
cold case involving the murder of an eight-year-old girl 25 years
ago. The killer may still be on the loose.”

“How do you know that?”

“Take a look at these photos. The one on your left is a copy
of a newspaper photograph of a priest who was declared a person of
interest in that cold case murder. The other is a photo of what
he’d look like today. I used that age progression software program
we have to do this. These photos are grainy because the picture on
the left is a copy made from a newspaer article. But still you’ll
notice something quite interesting about the face of the priest as
he would probably look today.”

The priest on the left had dark wavy hair,
deep-set eyes, slightly hooked nose, small mouth, and an angular
chin. The priest on the right had gray hair and aging lines in his
face, but all other features looked similar to those on the first
photo.

“Hmmm,” Matt said pondering over both
images. “This one showing the older priest looks a little like
Father O’Fallon.”

“Exactly. It’s got to be him. Can we bring
him in for further questioning?”

“Not on the basis of such flimsy
information. The resemblance is interesting but not conclusive.
We’d need a lot more to go on.”

“Have it your way,” she
said in a raspy voice as she snatched the photos from his desk,
“but in the meantime O’Fallon may be molesting other
children.”

 



CHAPTER 15

 


Early afternoon

 


“I’m sorry, Matt” Sergeant Sheldon told him,
“but the Chief told me he doesn’t consider the blood evidence
strong enough for an arrest.”

Matt’s face did not hide his disappointment.
He gripped the back of his chair, digging his fingernails into the
fabric. “That’s ridiculous. The DNA of the blood on the mattress
cover and on the tile floor of the bathroom is Dulcie’s and it
matches the spot of blood on O’Fallon’s handkerchief.”

Sam nodded in sympathy. “I know, but that
doesn’t prove he sexually molested her. All it does is place him at
the scene. The priest claims she cut her finger with a knife
apparently belonging to Felipe.”

“So where is that knife?”

“I don’t know. The priest says the last time
he saw it was when he put it back on the table. And neither Jacinta
nor Felipe have seen it since the day O’Fallon left. Maybe the
priest took it with him, but we searched the rectory and found no
trace of it. And as you know, Matt, the other problem is that
Dulcie refuses to confirm whether the priest had indecently touched
her. Now she’s saying the man who did this was a stranger and she
can’t describe what this stranger looked like or sounded like.”

“It’s frustrating,” Matt said glumly. “First
she says the priest did it, and then she says he didn’t. Now her
story is that a stranger entered the room after the priest left. If
you ask me, it sounds as if she knows who he is but is protecting
him.”

Sam shifted from one foot to the other.
“What does Felipe have to say about all of this?”

“Felipe’s convinced it’s the priest even
though he didn’t actually witness the priest molesting her. So we
have nothing beyond the blood sample. No sperm, no hair
samples—thanks to Jacinta’s asinine idea of giving the kid a bath
and washing the bed sheet. Winston at the crime lab tells me there
was no forensic evidence on the mattress itself, so now we’ve got
nothing.”

“I agree. So far, we don’t have a case.”

“Wait a minute,” Matt said, pointing a
finger at the sergeant, “what about the fact we found a copy of a
pornographic magazine in the priest’s car? I mean what’s a priest
doing with a girlie magazine in his vehicle?”

“That doesn’t make him a molester either,
although it sure throws a light of suspicion on him, doesn’t
it?”

“Of course it does. Father Jim’s story is
that it belonged to Felipe and that he was going to dispose of it.
Felipe denies that the magazine was his. Father Jim also claims he
left the apartment early, sometime around 8:30 that evening, but
Felipe says the priest was there a lot longer than that. And
another thing, Felipe said the priest and Dulcie were alone in the
bathroom with the door closed, but Father Jim said he was only
putting a bandage on her finger.”

“Again,” Sam said, “that
adds a bit more circumstantial evidence to this case, but not
enough to issue an arrest warrant at this time. The Commissioner
thinks we ought to explore the theory that someone entered the
apartment and sexually fondled the little girl. After all, it
appears the apartment door was unlocked.”

Matt put a thoughtful finger to his chin and
paced the room. “But Cassie lives in the adjoining apartment and
claims she didn’t hear a thing. Although she admits she’s a sound
sleeper, it doesn’t mean someone couldn’t have entered the Perez
residence.”

“The only other suspect we might have in
this case is Felipe.”

“I’ve thought about him. But why would a boy
molest his own sister?”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Felipe seems
like a nice kid.” He walked over to the window. “By the way, I’ve
got an extra ticket for the KU basketball game tonight. Want to
go?”

“Can’t. I’ve got a date tonight.”

Sam turned around with a broad grin circling
his face. “Oh yeah? A hot one?”

“She’s the entertainment
editor for the newspaper.”

“So what kind of entertainment do you have
in mind for her?”

“Cut the bullshit, Sam. She seems like a
nice girl. Her name’s Susan. Susan Stratford. She’s forty-six years
old and is easy to talk to.” He took out his wallet and pulled out
her photo. “Here’s what she looks like.”

“She’s got a friendly smile,” Sam said,
returning the photo to him.

“Yeah,” Matt said. “Met her at Mickey’s Bar
where she was playing the guitar. She’s got a voice like Emma
Anderson—you know—that lady who formed the Lush band in London. But
what she prefers is country and western. We got to talking after
she finished her piece. I found out she likes to do this gig once
in a while to keep in shape.”

“What kind of shape is she in?” Sam said,
gesturing a curved figured with his hands.

“Actually, Susan’s in great shape.”

“Susan, huh?” Sam’s face brightened with a
thought. Suddenly he broke out singing a tune from the
1940s—“Susan’s Dream”….

 


“Susan, she had a husband
man to make a home for. Made it shine because she loved him so.
Susan got lucky with the Lord and had some children—”

 


“Hey,” Matt said, interrupting him in the
middle of his song.

“What?”

“Don’t give up your day job.”

 



CHAPTER 16

 


Evening

 


The rectory was now Father James O’Fallon’s
personal prison. For two days he had been holed up here, waiting.
Waiting for a final word from the Rock Meadow Police Department on
whether or not he was going to be arrested. And waiting to see—if
he wasn’t going to be arrested—whether he would be allowed to
resume his duties as pastor of St. Boniface. For now, he was on
suspension, with Father George temporarily resuming the duties of a
pastor. All O’Fallon could do is pray, wait, and listen to the
news.

He recalled how he wanted
to be a priest ever since he was in his fourth year at St. Rita
High School in Chicago’s South Side. .The Augustinian priests who
taught him gave him a perspective on what was really important in
this life. His parents wanted him to get married and raise a
family, but he felt he needed to devote his life to serving the
needy. At one point he dreamed that if he became an Augustinian,
he’d be sent to places like India, Japan,
or Philippines and South Korea and do missionary work.
But in order to be a priest he’d have to take a
vow of celibacy.

Elizabeth, a 19-year-old freshman at Loyola
University, was the one who had stood in his way from making a
decision…

“My parents won’t be home
for at least another two hours,” she told him after leading him up
the stairs to her bedroom.

“I don’t know,
Liz.”

She stood facing him, her hands on her hips
in a scolding fashion. “Do you or do you not love me, James
O’Fallon?”

“I like you a lot, as you
well know.”

“Have you ever seen a
girl’s naked body before?”

He gulped. “No, I haven’t.”

“Aren’t you the least bit
curious what I look like underneath these clothes?”

“I suppose I am,” he said,
trembling.

“C’mon, Jim, don’t be
shy.” She removed her top and unfastened her bra while he pondered
whether he should just leave her here and run back home.

“I’m only a 32A,” she
said. “I hope you’re not disappointed in them.”

“No, I’m not
disappointed.” He felt her breasts with the delicacy of someone
touching a rare treasure.

“I’m sure I won’t be
disappointed either,” she said, crouching down and unzipping his
fly.

 


He had repressed that memory until now.
Having sex with her that first and only time had been both
terrifying and wonderful, but it interfered with what he wanted to
do with his life. At his ordination he vowed never to allow himself
to be led into temptation and he had kept that vow. So why were
tormenting him over a phony child molestation charge?

It was after 8 pm when he turned off his CD
player. He had already listened to Pavarotti’s rendition of the
“Ave Maria” three times and still felt depressed. Now all he heard
was the way the rain splashed against the window in the rectory
library. It had rained on-and-off for two days and it was almost as
if Dulcie’s sexual attack caused the heavens to cry on her
behalf.

Father George was away this evening. Didn’t
even tell him where he was going. O’Fallon wondered if that young
priest recalled the Holy Scripture passage that said, “Judge not,
lest ye be judged.” How could he do that to him—wrest the little
girl away from him in the classroom? Father George had already
assumed he was guilty. Perhaps so did Sister Carol Marie. When
there was a break in the weather yesterday, he went out to the
school playground, watching several girls playing skip rope at
recess. “I really love children,” he told the nun. “What do you
mean you ‘love children’?” she asked in an icy, suspicious tone of
voice. Hurt by that remark, he returned to the rectory after that
and stayed there.

Judge not, lest ye be
judged. Did anyone—even the so-called
religious—really believe that?

He poured himself a brandy
and hid the bottle behind some books in the bookcase. With some
trepidation, he turned on the television for any news about the
molestation of a little girl. The announcer was showing children
lining up at a storefront for trick-and-treat goodies.
Superman, Alice in Wonderland, Frankenstein, and Little Bo Peep—
they were all there from ages five on up. O’Fallon wondered if he’d
see Dulcie there dressed as an angel, but the program cut to
commercial. After two messages, one a commercial pushing erectile
dysfunction pills followed by a Victoria’s Secret ad,
Current Happenings with
Jennifer Hanson came into view. A photo of Reverend O’Fallon
appeared on the screen.

“Coincidence?” she said. “You decide. While
he is not yet a suspect in this case, Father James O’Fallon is a
person of interest in the sexual abuse of a seven-year-old girl in
a small Kansas town. According to police, he stayed at a
parishioner’s apartment for dinner and was left alone with two
children while the mother went to work that evening. When she
returned, she discovered her daughter crying hysterically. While
the police were unable to collect forensic evidence, they learned
some facts which throw suspicion on the priest. The parishioner’s
teenage son claims the priest had been alone in the bathroom with
the little girl and later was again alone with the child in the
bedroom. The girl no longer claims it might have been the priest
who had molested her and police are investigating the possibility
that a stranger may have entered the apartment. However, these
curious circumstances, including a pornographic magazine found
in Reverend O’Fallon’s car, make him a person of interest
in this case.”

“Shut up!” O’Fallon
shouted. He grabbed the remote and shut off the TV. What was this?
The Inquisition? He was a Catholic priest but they weren’t going to
believe anything he told them.

O’Fallon wished he had thrown that magazine
in the trash. This was the kind of pornographic filth Felipe had
been hiding under his bed. O’Fallon planned to hand it over to
Jacinta so he could show her what her son was reading.

He stared at the fireplace in the library.
The burning log cracked, reddish-orange lights played against the
bookcase. It was like watching the fires of Hell itself. Why was
everyone so eager to condemn him?

That interview he had with Detective
Gunnison in the windowless interrogation room certainly made it
sound as if he was already guilty…

“Father, you admitted to
me just now that you were in the bathroom with her when she was
about to pee. Right?”

“Right,” O’Fallon said,
“but I was only there because she had cut herself and I put a
Band-Aid on her finger.

“That’s not what her
brother claims. He said you were holding a knife threatening her
with it unless she let you watch her go to the
bathroom.”

“That is a blasphemous,
total lie! Ask her yourself!"

“We did, and she supports
your story, but maybe because she’s afraid of you.”

“That’s
ridiculous.”

“She also said at first
that you fondled her, but then she changed her story and said she
made that up. Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe
because she knew she wasn’t telling the truth.”

“What about that
pornographic magazine found in your possession?”

“It’s not mine. It belongs
to Felipe.”

“I suppose you’re going
tell me that you didn’t spend an hour fooling around with that girl
in the bedroom like Felipe claims.”

“That’s ridiculous. I
spent about a half hour reading to her from my catechism. Then I
left. Does Dulcie deny that?”

“No. She just says she’s
confused and can’t remember.”

“It would save us all a
lot of grief if you would just tell us the truth.”

“Holy Mother of God! I am
telling you the truth.”

 


The priest felt anger surging through his
veins. Has everyone already convicted him? Isn’t he supposed to be
innocent until proven guilty?

He thought about that phone call he got
earlier. It gave him the chills.

 



CHAPTER 17

 


 


He thought about that ringing phone. Rather
than answer it, he listened to the message and his heart sank when
he realized it was Jacinta’s voice. She said she was convinced he
sexually molested her daughter and he didn’t deserve to live. “If
you don’t turn yourself in to the police right away,” she
concluded, “I’m coming over there and kill you myself. You belong
in hell!”

Father Jim cried when he heard the message.
After having been a guest in her house on more than one occasion,
he considered her to be a generous and kind woman. She trusted him
completely, yet now, when he needed her to believe in him, she
didn’t…and that stung.

He removed Dulcinea’s photo from his wallet.
Mrs. Perez gave this to him when he was invited to her home. She
said it was her daughter’s first day of class in the second grade
and she wanted to capture a picture of Dulcie in her school outfit.
She was a rambunctious child, full of energy, at times curious and
asking questions, but at times, strangely sad. Perhaps after all
this time, she still missed her papa.

The priest placed the photo
on the desk and looked about the room. Eerie shadows from the
glowing fire crawled on the carpet. Death fires, like in the
Coleridge poem he had read as a lad…”about, about, in reel and
rout, the death fires danced at night.” Death fires. Had he done
something wrong in the eyes of God? After all, he enjoyed Dulcie’s
company. And that magazine Felipe had. He felt a hint of lust surge
through him as he turned through its filthy pages.
Oh Lord, forgive me if I have sinned!

The police had already been here this
morning, searching for evidence. There was none to be found. One of
the officers questioned him about the rosary found in the toilet,
but O’Fallon assured him it wasn’t his. He was surprised that
Dulcie didn’t admit it was hers. Maybe she showed her frustration
by doing that. Or more likely, Felipe did it to let his sister know
what he really thought of him.

He grabbed his Bible and sat on a chair
facing the fireplace. The Psalms always calmed him. He knew several
of them by heart, especially Psalm 22:

“My God, my God, why have
you abandoned me? Why so far from my call for help, from my cries
of anguish? My God, I call by day, but you do not answer; by night,
but I have no relief.”

The ring of a doorbell startled him. Father
George had a key. Why would he be ringing the doorbell? Oh, it’s
Halloween. Perhaps some little trick-or-treaters stopped by. He’d
have to tell them he doesn’t have any candy to give away
tonight.

“Trick or Treat!” a voice cried out from
behind the door.

Father Jim opened it and saw a woman wearing
a hideous Halloween mask and holding a paper sack. “Trick or
Treat,” she repeated.

The priest looked behind her to see if there
were any children with her. There were none. She was apparently
alone and barefoot. Her mask reminded him of a face he saw at a
Ripley’s Believe It or Not Wax Museum. It was the face of Lizzie
Borden, the infamous ax murderer.

The woman forced her way in. “Good to see
you again, Father,” she said coldly.

“What do you want? You’re a bit old to go
trick-and-treating, aren’t you?”

She reached in her bag and pulled out a
Smith & Wesson .38 SPL revolver. “Get over there, against the
wall.”

“What do you want? I don’t have any
money.”

“I know that, you creep.” She spotted
Dulcinea’s photo on the desk and picked it up. What were you doing
with this? Lusting after her?”

“How dare you!”

“Shut the hell up, pervert!” she snapped,
letting the photo drop to the carpeted floor. A black veil covered
her head while the Lizzie Borden mask still covered her face. She
wore blue plastic gloves and her hand was steady as she aimed her
weapon at him. His mind spun, trying to figure out who she was by
the sound of her voice, but nothing registered. She took another
step toward him. He backed up against the wall.

“Turn around!” she yelled. “Toward the wall.
I don’t want to see your scumbag face.”

“Why are you here?” he asked, his voice
trembling.

“I want you to be scared to death like she
was. I really ought to cut off your balls, bastard!”

“But I haven’t—”

“Hands on the wall where I can see
them!”

“Father Lansky will be here any minute. For
your own good, you had better leave.”

“I heard he’s in Kansas City tonight. Guess
he can’t stand the sight of you either.”

Still facing the wall, the priest began to
sob. “Can’t we talk about this?”

She slipped the Smith & Wesson into her
pocket and removed a knife from her bag. “There’s nothing to talk
about, you son of a bitch.”

He dropped his hands for a moment. “Please
let me at least say a prayer.”

“Go ahead and beg for God’s mercy, you
pervert!”

He made the sign of the cross with his
crucifix. “Oh my God,” he muttered, “I am heartily sorry for having
offended Thee.”

His squeal vibrated across the room as she
slashed his throat. After his body slumped to the floor, she
plunged the knife into his abdomen. He made a gagging sound from
his throat as if he were drowning in his own blood. She plunged the
knife into him again. And again. And again.

She felt like spitting on him, but not
wanting to risk leaving a DNA sample for the police to find, she
kicked him hard in the groin several times. Then she picked up
Dulcie’s photo from the carpet and dropped it on his body.
“Bastard!” she yelled.

What a nice way for him to
go, she thought, soaking in his own
blood. Finally there was justice. She
wouldn’t have to wait for the cops to make up their minds about
arresting him.

She removed her blue plastic gloves and
dropped them in her bag. Feeling the need for celebration, she took
out a Marlboro, lit it, and after taking a deep drag, exhaled
ringlets of smoke. Job well done, she thought. She thought she
smelled liquor and looked around in the bookcase, eventually
spotting a bottle of brandy. It was half full and wet on the
outside of the glass. She took another drag of her cigarette. The
man was also a drunk. A drunken pervert messing around with
kids.

The rain continued to
splash against the windows. Magazines were plied in the corner of
the bookcase. Nothing but religious publications like
American Catholic, Catholic Truth, U.S.
Catholic, and Catholic Teacher.

She kicked his body
again. What do you teach, Father?
How to take advantage of young, helpless
girls?

She knew Father George wouldn’t be back for
awhile. He was visiting with priests from another parish in Kansas
City and probably staying overnight. She wondered what they talked
about—their conquests with other kids? Perverts! All of them.

Careful not to step on any blood on the
carpet, she made her way to the door. Then she removed from the bag
her stockings and shoes and took her time putting them on.
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