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Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous
man his thoughts; let him return to the Lord, and He
will bave mercy on him; and to our God, for He will

abundantly pardon.
— Isaiah 55:7






Prologue

he boy moved slowly between the pews, lazily placing the two-

page inserts one by one into the hymnal racks in preparation

for the upcoming weekend services. He had begun at the pews
closest to the altar, and now had slowly reached the last few rows, a sol-
itary figure with a dull task that was suddenly interrupted by the mad
footsteps above him.

He paused to listen, and could hear the quick, hard movement against
the floor. The boy knew the layout of the room - and followed the foot-
steps from the old wooden desk against an inner wall to the door of the
apartment. The lock clicked. It was a thick oak door, probably as old as
the church, and the mortice lock had never been changed. At least that’s
what Father once said. It was from another time, and it was loud.

The boy remained still, and he could hear the priest move quickly
back to his desk, and then the sound of a pen scribbling across a page
and the priest repeating each word as it was written, his nervous sen-

tences sliding through the narrow gaps in the plank wood floor hidden
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by the suspended ceiling. They were barely audible, but the boy could

hear every word.

“My son, I write this letter to you in great haste. Men are coming to
kill me, and I'm afraid I don’t have much time. Please read this through
for Imust share with you a terrible truth. And please, my son, believe every

. »
single word...

Three hard, loud knocks against the large, cedar door at the church
entrance startled the boy. He dropped the remaining inserts, and they
scattered softly onto the marble floor and underneath the pews.

Father must have heard the knocks too. He stopped, then began to
write again, and the pen moved faster. At least that’s what it sounded
like. There was another bang on the door, and the boy moved slowly,

cautiously, into the vestibule.
“Hello?” he called out meekly.
“Open the door, boy.” It was a deep, male voice on the other side.
“The church is closed.”
“Open the door, Jimmy.”

He knew his name! Jimmy reached over, turned the dead bolt lock
and opened the door, which was twice his size. Outside in the darkness

were figures huddled together, all covered in black, from head to toe.
Jimmy backed away slowly. He couldn’t see their faces.

“Go get the Father,” said one of the men as they all entered the ves-
tibule.

The boy ran down the side aisle, past the white marble statues of
Jesus, Peter and Paul, and the Virgin Mary fastened to the wall, and to
the stone stairs, where he turned and quickly climbed each step until he

reached the landing and the door to Father’s room.

He raised his little fist and knocked.
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“Father? Father O’Quinn are you there?” he whispered nervously.
“There are men downstairs to see you.”

The old priest wrote quickly, sheer terror blanketing his mind and
body. Sweat collected on his thick, gray brow while his wrinkled hand
trembled. He pulled it back to take a breath and calm himself, and then
continued writing. Nothing could stop him from finishing his letter.
Not even his frightened twelve-year-old altar boy.

“Father? It’s Jimmy. Are you in there? Men are here to see you. Should
I tell them to go away?”

“No,” said O’Quinn. His hands shook as he folded his letter and
inserted it into an envelope. He slid his tongue against the adhesive, sealed
it and wrote out an address on the front before rising from his seat. He
moved quickly toward the door, unlocked it, pulled Jimmy inside by his

arm and then locked it again.

“There are men downstairs who asked for you,” said Jimmy.

“Do you know them?”

“I can’t see their faces. They’re wearing black robes and hoods.”

“All of them?”

“Yes, Father. All of them.”

“OK then,” said O’Quinn. He knelt down to eye level. Jimmy was
afraid.

“You see this letter?” O’Quinn held up the beige envelope. “There

is a door in the other room that leads to a back staircase. It will be dark,
but I want you to go down those stairs. It will lead you to the rear of the
church and into the parking lot. I want you to walk, not run but walk
quickly away from the church to Seventh Street. There is a mailbox there,
on the corner. I want you to put his letter in that box, and then go straight

home. You do not, for any reason, tell anyone that you mailed this letter,
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no matter whatever happens to me. Not your parents, not your brother,
not your friends, not the police. No one. Do you understand?”

“Yes Father.”

“Also, this is very important. Do not look at the letter or the address.
Just mail it. Understood?”

Jimmy shook his head. “Yes Father.”

“Ah, that’s a good lad. Now here, my son, take this.”

He slid the letter into Jimmy’s back pants pocket, grabbed his right
hand and led him to the anteroom.

“Here, go this way. And remember,” said O’Quinn, opening the
back door, “walk to the mailbox, post that letter, and tell no one about
it. You understand me, son? Tell no one about this letter.”

“Yes, Father. But Father, what is going to happen to you?”

O’Quinn knelt down and put his hands on Jimmy’s shoulders. His
eyes, always pleasant and comforting, were anything but.

“I may meet God tonight, my son. Now go, quickly.”

Jimmy’s blue eyes opened wide. He turned toward the staircase but
hesitated. It was dark. Black as night.

“Father?” he said, staring into the abyss.

“It’s OK, It’s OK,” O’Quinn said reassuringly. “Just hold onto the
handrail all the way down. You’ll be fine, eh?”

Jimmy nodded and summoned the courage to move through the
doorway. He grabbed the handrail with the tightest of grips, and began
the slow walk down the darkened stairway. The door behind him closed,
and Jimmy was enveloped in blackness. He froze, unable to take another
step forward. He could hear the priest’s footsteps as he left the room,

stop at the desk, and then walk out the front door, shutting it hard be-
hind him.
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Jimmy waited a few seconds. It was too dark and he was too scared
to continue to the bottom. He turned and slowly climbed back up the
steps, his right hand outstretched. He found the door, and then the han-
dle. He turned it, pushed the door open, and looked inside. The priest

was gone.

Jimmy closed the door behind him and tiptoed into the front room.
He could hear the muffled sounds of men talking downstairs, and then
aloud voice. He knew it was Father. Jimmy slowly opened the front door
to the apartment, then got on his knees and crawled across the landing
to the balcony, where he positioned his back against the wall between

two tall, artificial fern plants.
Now he could hear everything clearly.
“Where’s the boy?” said a man.

“I sent him home. He’s gone,” said O’Quinn. “Please. My sons, I
can help you. I told you I could help you. I can bring your case to the
bishop and wipe away the stains of your sins. I can bring you back to
God and to your loved ones! Please. No!!!”

The pleas came from directly below, and Jimmy raised himself just
high enough to peek over the balcony. There, in the center aisle, two
men held Father’s arms. Another, the tallest of the group, motioned for
them to pull him toward the altar while another one hurried ahead of
the group. In his hand was a long, three-quarters inch thick rope, with a
noose at one end. Jimmy knew what it was. He made one in Boy Scouts. A
hangman’s noose.

He followed the man as he stopped at the side of the altar and flung
the noose up and over the thick, wood joist that crossed just below the
ceiling. Three of the other men pushed the heavy altar, which was

draped in a lavender cloth, away from the center of the floor and then
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grabbed the other end of the heavy, hemp rope and took their positions,
ready to pull.

“Please, my sons! Please! I beg you not to do this!” O’Quinn
pleaded. “This isn’t what you think it is. I’s murder. It’s evil. But I can

help you! You must listen to me!”

The men stood him upright. One placed the noose around the
priest’s neck while another tied his hands behind his back with silver
duct tape.

“Iknow you are good men,” O’Quinn pleaded. “I told you I could
help you! I can bring you back to God!”

The assailants suddenly stopped. The tall one who had directed
them to the altar moved slowly but deliberately toward the shaking
priest until they were nearly nose-to-nose.

“God?” said the man. “Bring us back to God? No old man. We didn’t
leave God. God left us! Do you hear me!” His voice echoed through the
old church. “God didn’t hear our pleas, but maybe he will hear yours!”

He whipped around and yelled, “Pull him up!”

Jimmy froze. He should have run down the back stairs like the fa-
ther wanted him too. He said death was coming and he didn’t want him
to see it. But his youthful disobedience, the reason why he was here on
a Friday night placing church inserts into hymnal racks as a measure of
penance, got the better of him again. He couldn’t move.

The four men holding the rope yanked it and O’Quinn was lifted
upward off the floor, his legs flailed and his body cavorted wildly. Gur-
gling sounds came from his mouth. Urine flowed down his pants and

streamed off his shoes

The men fastened the rope to the wall, underneath a stained-glass
mural of Jesus Christ forgiving the Roman soldiers who had crucified

him. O’Quinn hung some four feet off the floor. His body contorted
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wildly from side to side as the men walked calmly to the wooden pews,
sat down and bowed their heads. They remained silent and waited for
O’Quinn to end his struggle. The noose choked his larynx and shut the
flow of oxygen to his lungs and brain. Several minutes passed before the
twitching slowed, and then finally stopped. The limp body swayed slowly
above the altar. The church was quiet again.

The men continued to wait, in silence, until several minutes passed
when one finally called out, “Nothing’s happening.”

One by one they lifted their heads.

“He’s not dead,” said another.

The tall one giving the orders stepped up onto the chancel and into
the pool of urine that had soaked the carpet beneath O’Quinn. He
wrapped his right arm around the priest’s legs, held them tightly and
yanked down with all the force he could muster.

“You are not going to deny us, do you hear me!” he roared.

The thick rope opened the priest’s neck and blood gushed down
his black cassock and onto the man’s hooded head and shoulders, splat-
tering onto the carpeted floor. Covered in blood, he finally disengaged
and walked back to his place at the pew. The old priest was surely dead
now, and the men bowed their heads again, and waited, again.

Jimmy didn’t realize he’d wet his pants. All he could think about
was getting back inside the apartment and to the back stairs. He could
do it this time. He surely knew he could manage the darkness. But the
men below started talking again, and Jimmy watched, and listened.

“Nothing’s happening,” said one of the men nervously. “He’s dead,
but nothing’s happening. Why?”

The men all raised their heads.

“We have to take him down,” said one.
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“We can’t leave him here for everyone to see,” said another.

Confused, they looked at each other and then to the tall one seated
in the front pew covered in blood. His hidden but angry gaze was fixed

on the dead priest hanging above the altar.

“Let him be,” he said. “There must be another.”

xii



Chapter 1

he lone figure was dressed in a dark blue Desmond Merrion

suit jacket, blue Roberto Cavalli jeans, and Berluti shoes.

Imported from Italy, the stylish, black leather shoes were per-
haps the most important accessory. At $600 a pair they spoke volumes
and served as a testament to style, power, influence and money. At least

he thought so.

His dark hair cut neatly on the sides with a little flop on top, his
neck and sideburns shaved and fingernails expertly manicured and glis-
tening, he wrapped his left hand around a cold, wet glass while his right
hand and thumb worked his cell phone. He was oblivious to the noise
from the bar area, which was filled with people celebrating the end of
yet another week, and to the young server who had just arrived with his
New York strip steak and steaming baked potato, with butter and sour

cream on the side.
“Here you go, Peter,” she said, laying the meal in front of him.

He nodded, as if that sufficiently expressed a thank you, his eyes

glued to a message on his phone while lifting his near empty glass.
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“Remember, it’s Grey Goose with the tonic, please. And don’t forget
the lime.”

“Of course,” said the waitress, with a slight smile.

A regular diner, his abruptness was not a concern. She leaned over
and picked up a dinner napkin from the table, opened it, and then
placed it over his chest, tightly tucking the napkin corner into his collar
above his tie.

“Really?” he said, his eyes finally lifted away from his phone.

“You don’t want to get steak grease or sauce on that beautiful shirt
now, do you?” She had a pretty smile, in a pleasant sort of way, though
it was the long, soft brown hair, which fell below her neck and shoul-
ders, and her full cleavage that always drew his attention.

“You want to take care of me, don’t you,” he said. “Well, why don’t
we start with a refill on that drink, OK?”

She took the glass away as an unkempt, middle aged man of medium
height emerged from the teeming bar area. He was easy to spot even
from a distance.

“You want a drink, Jake?”

“No, Lisa, thanks. I’'m not staying. Just here to give your boy a
message.”

Peter’s attention was on his steak, and he sliced off a piece of the
charred, bloody meat.

“You know I’'m eating dinner. So why are you bothering me.”

“Yeah, right. You can pull that cool bullshit with others,” said Jake,
resting his frame in a chair. “Barry sent me. Said he needs to talk to you.”

“I'm busy. Can it wait?”

“No, no. I don’t think so. Said he needed you there now. He’s in

his usual tizzy, barking and all that. Something’s up his ass.”
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Jake turned to look back at the bar area. “Fucking meat factory, I
don’t come here enough.” He put his hand over his gut to push in his
bulging stomach.

“That’s because you’re married. And you have a nice wife,” said Peter.

Jake reached for a breadstick. “Yeah, well, how would you know
she’s nice.”

“I was at you’re wedding. We used to go out together, the four of
us, remember?” Peter stuck his fork into the potato, softened by the
melted butter and sour cream.

Jake finished the breadstick. “Yeah, well, that was a long time ago.
You haven’t seen her in a while. People change.”

“I’m sure she’s the same beautiful Linda, even with the three kids.
Maybe a little fatter, but still nice.”

“Ha,” said Jake, rolling his tongue inside his mouth to dig out the
few remaining soft crumbs. “I was talking about you.”

Peter looked up, pursed his lips, nodded slightly, then cut another
piece of the steak as Lisa delivered his drink.

“Just tell Barry I'll be by when I'm done eating. You want a drink?

Just tell her what you want.”
Jake pulled up the trench coat sleeve to look at his watch.
“Nah. On deadline. Let me get back and finish. Message delivered.”

Peter waved Lisa off, and Jake lifted himself up and gazed out again
at the bar area and the assembly of young, willing women, some no
doubt hoping to meet Peter, perhaps even bed him.

“It must be nice to just write a couple of columns a week, show up
on TV every few nights and sit on your ass the rest of the time as they all

come to you,” Jake mused.

Peter looked up. “If you only knew, Jake,” he said matter-of-factly.
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“Yeah, right,” said Jake. “Oh, one other thing.” He leaned over the
table to Peter’s ear.

“That lady, the grandmother? She’s in the reception area. Been sitting
there for hours. Just thought you should know, if you didn’t already.”

Peter casually sipped his drink. “I know.”

Jake winked and then disappeared into the crowd. Peter stared at

his steak, and Lisa noticed his pause.

“What’s the matter, it got cold?”

“No,” said Peter. “What time you getting off tonight. I have to go
back to the newsroom, but coming back for a nightcap.”

“You know, I shouldn’t be seeing you,” she said smiling. “I'm half
your age.”

“You’re not seeing me,” he said. “You’re sleeping with me. There’s
a big difference. Put the dinner on my bill. And box this. You can take
it with you later.”

He guzzled the rest of his drink and then stood up, his slim but
muscular six-foot-plus frame filling his blue suit jacket perfectly. He
reached into his pants pocket, took out a neat wad of bills and placed

two twenties on the table as a tip.

“T’ll see you later.”

The early evening was cooler than usual for mid-October, and Peter
crossed his arms for warmth as he waited for the traffic light to change
at the busy intersection. The Philadelphia Times building was across
the street, just off the corner, where it had stood for eighty-four years. It
was one of the more prestigious addresses on Market Street. Peter strode

inside along the marble floor and toward the front desk and elevators.
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The lobby was empty with the exception of a security guard in a blue
uniform standing behind a podium, and a gray-haired Black woman sit-
ting on a wooden bench in the waiting area to the side. She was neatly
dressed, as if she were attending Sunday services. In her hands was a pho-
tograph, which she held firmly on her lap. Peter knew why she was there.
She stared at him as he passed her, and he just looked ahead without
acknowledging her presence. He had done this before, ignore the woman,
who had come to sit in the lobby on the same exact date for the past

scven ycars.

Peter nodded at the security guard, who stuck his fist out. Peter
hated doing fist bumps, especially with people he considered “the help,”
but he reluctantly returned the gesture. Peter boarded the elevator and

when the doors closed, the guard whispered “asshole” under his breath.

The lift stopped at the fourth floor, where he exited into the cavern-
ous Times newsroom. It stretched from the Market Street end of the
building on the north side to the Ludlow Street end on the south side,
and its open floor space was rimmed with large, windowed offices. Cubi-
clesfilled the inner floor. They were sectioned into coverage areas including
the foreign desk, national desk, state desk, metro desk and sports. Reporters
sat in some of the cubicles, eyes focused on their computer screens,
while many others were empty, some littered with papers. Copy editors
sat in their own little corner, while the assistant managing editors were
stationed in the middle directing the voluminous flow of news and in-
formation.

Peter turned to the left and took only a few steps before reaching
his office. Aside from his desk, computer and a couple of chairs, the room
was sparse. No pictures or mementos on the walls. No photos on his
desk. He was among the very few reporters given an office, but he usually

filed from his apartment or by remote, benefits that had been written
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into his last contract. He walked past his office and row after row of
empty cubicles, some with wires protruding where computers had been,
and stopped at a door with a gold nameplate affixed that said, “Barry
Nilson. Editor.”

Peter knocked once, and entered.

“You wanted to see me?”

“Close the door and sit down.”

Nilson was seated at his desk, his back to the large window. He
pointed for Peter to sit on the worn black leather couch against the wall,
while his eyes remained fixed on an open folder.

“So?” said Peter, with a slight hint of annoyance.

Nilson ignored him and continued to turn the pages in the folder
as Peter sat and waited impatiently for the graying editor to tell him what
was so important. He looked up at the wall, where plaques and awards
hung like juicy apples on a tree. There were so many. Some were Nilson’s
from when he was a reporter. One was an Associated Press award for
investigative reporting in 1998 and another a first-place state Keystone
award, also for investigative reporting in 2000.

Hanging closer to the desk was a large plaque, the Pulitzer Prize for
Public Service the paper received in 2012. It should be in his own office,
Peter thought. But he was an afterthought, cast into a group that included
reporters who covered small parts of the story yet each shared the credit,
or at least that’s how Nilson said it should be. Peter knew different. The
massive exposé was his story, his tip and his sources, and it earned the 77mes
journalism’s highest honor. Nilson closed the folder and looked up. He
always got straight to the point, especially when one of his reporters was

using the coffee table in his office as a footrest.

“Get those fucking shoes off my table!” Nilson roared. “Anyone ever

tell you how stupid you look wearing those fucking things?!”
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“Yeah, you,” said Peter. “But I can afford them and they feel good,

so why not wear them. What’s up?”

“The publisher is away but he asked me to talk to you,” Nilson
said. “We obviously haven’t announced this yet but we’re going to begin
another round of layoffs, and he wants to gauge your level of coopera-

tion should we ask you to take a pay cut.”
Peter smiled. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“No,” said Nilson. “Actually, I recommended that we let you go.
You make too much money and I can use it to keep at least four report-
ers and editors here who give a shit. But you have some spell over Hunt,
and he wants you here and is only asking if you’d be up to taking a slight
cut, which would help offset some layofts.”

“What’s slight?” said Peter.

“We’re thinking twenty percent. I also want you to do some news-

ier columns instead of that shrill shit you’ve been putting out there.”

“That is not going to happen,” said Peter matter-of-factly. “Frankly, I
thought you called me in here to tell me you were giving me a raise and
a new contract.”

Peter toyed with Nilson, and figured he’d get under his skin a little
more. “People read my work here, I do my thing on TV and elsewhere,
I have the magazine gigs. You know I bring a lot of attention to this
newspaper.”

“No!” yelled Nilson. “That’s a lot of attention for Peter fucking
Rourke! Any idiot can get online clicks writing about the Real/ House-
wives or any other worthless shit. And what sources do you still have -
your friend the governor? Now listen to me. They hate you as it is, your
colleagues that actually do some real reporting out there in the news-
room. You rarely show up here and when you do, you walk around like

your shit doesn’t stink. You get paid a lot of money for what? It’s fucking
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fluff. Your last column was talking to a couple of hookers about which

bar serves the best cosmopolitans on Walnut Street before they hit the
street. What the hell is that?”

“It was funny,” said Peter.

“It was shit!” yelled Nilson. He got up and walked around from be-
hind his desk with a purpose, his rumpled, white shirt hanging out from
his waistline.

“I don’t care how many idiots click on your stories. You haven’t
written a good investigative piece in years. It’s a waste of talent. How
about those people out there just trying to put food on their tables for
their families?”

Nilson bore down on Peter. “I want you to say, ‘Yes, Ill take a pay

cut,” and bring some goodwill here and save a few jobs.”

Peter didn’t hesitate. “I don’t think so,” he said.

“Atleast go think about it,” Nilson persisted.

“I'just did,” said Peter. “No. I'm worth every penny I’'m paid here.
They’re not.”

Nilson shook his head.

“I'don’t know what’s eating at that soul of yours, but keeping your-
self in those fancy fucking clothes, imported shoes and BMW - what is
it, a 430i? - isn’t justification for not helping out. Journalists don’t live
like you do. They think of their jobs as a calling. But you....”

Nilson bit his tongue. He wanted to say more, but not right now.

“Look, we need this,” he said evenly, trying to lower the tempera-
ture. “You know the paper is slowly dying, and now it’s on life support.
We’re getting killed by the Internet, X, Facebook, TikTok, all of it. You
know it’s all digital now and another year of lost advertisers and readers

will put us in the ground for good.”



THE WICKED

Nilson waved his hand for Peter to give him some space on the

couch, and he sat down next to him.

“You’ve been protected by Hunt for a long time but even he is see-
ing that we have some very serious issues here. And frankly, yes, your
columns are popular. But the overall circulation keeps falling. So reality
is setting in and Hunt is starting to see you as a big expense, not a benefit.
You make almost three hundred thousand dollars a year. The average

reporter out there is lucky to make a quarter of that.”

“Yeah, well, those reporters weren’t being star-fucked by The New
York Times or Washington Post, were they? No,” said Peter. “But I was,
so Hunt paid me to stay, and I did. And he asked me to write that - what
did you call it? - worthless shit? So I did the heavy lifting here and what
was asked of me.”

He pointed to the Pulitzer Prize plaque on the wall.

“You know that should have my name on it. That was my fucking
story. My work.”

“The paper got the honor and the recognition. You got the money,”
Nilson retorted.

“But I didn’t get that,” said Peter. “That was my work.”

Nilson picked himself up again and circled back behind his desk.
He paused by the window to look down on Market Street. The evening
traffic moved busily in each direction.

“Yeah, well, we need more of that now,” said Nilson softly. He turned
again and took his seat. “So I need you to accept a pay cut, and I also
need you to start coming up with some harder pieces, some home runs.
I lost some very good reporters over the past year and after this next
layoft I won’t have many, if any, left who can do the kind of stories you
used to do.”

“What are you saying? said Peter. “That my job is in jeopardy?”

9
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“All our jobs are at risk, and I'm saying that after coasting on bull-
shit and enjoying the owner’s box at Phillies games, I need you to be Pe-
ter Rourke again. And you can start by going to Washington on Monday.
Your friend the governor is speaking at a fundraiser. It’s open to the
press and he’s supposed to be talking about a new state income tax plan,
something to follow the president’s tax plan for the nation. He may also
give a clue or two about his plans for running for the nomination next

year, which he probably filled you in on anyway.”
Peter shook his head. “No, he didn’t. I don’t ask him, and he doesn’t

tell me. Besides, don’t we have a guy in D.C. to do that, what’s his name...2”

“It’s Jimson. Thomas Jimson,” said Nilson. “Asshole, you don’t even

know the name of our reporter covering Washington?”
“Well....”

“Shut up. He’s on vacation. I want you down there. Now get out

of here. And let me know Monday about the pay cut.”

Peter rose slowly from the couch and before closing the door behind

him he stopped suddenly and turned back around.
“Oh, and by the way, my BMW? I upgraded to a Series Six, a beau-

tiful jet-black Gran Turismo.”

“Peter, Peter, wake up.”

Peter lay on his stomach, the alcohol that still coursed through his
veins serving as a sleeping aid. His head ached, and he ignored his naked
female companion.

“Peter, c’mon. You told me to wake you at nine.”

“I didn’t say that,” Peter whispered, barely able to get the words out.

He opened one eye and could see her fuzzy outline.
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“How many drinks did you give me Lisa. I feel like you stuck a knife
in my head.”

“I didn’t give you anything,” she said. “You did what you always do,
drink to excess. Then we come here, fuck, and you pass out and the next
morning you tell me how shitty you feel and I have to get you out of

bed. It does get kind of tiring.”
“Yeah,” he said, turning over slowly to lay on his back.

Lisa reached down and kissed him on the lips, and then strode her
forefinger down from his neck to his navel. Peter’s body was tight and
muscular, the result of a routine workout regime that usually began at
9:00 a.m.

“You look good for an old guy.”

“And you look OK for a waitress.”

“Can T ask you a question?”

“What.”

“Why don’t you go out with women who are, well....”

“My age?”

“Something like that. ’'m twenty-six. And I know you dated other
women that were younger.”

“What can I tell you? Young women today are so... challenging.”

“What about love?”

“What about it?”

“Do you ever feel it? Is it something you want?”

“Really? I’'m not even up yet and we’re doing ¢hat conversation?”

“Well?”

“It’s overrated.”

“What? You never wanted a family, kids. Something more than this

beautifully sterile apartment?”
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“Are you trying to get me to ask you to marry you?”

“Hell no. I've known you for two minutes. But you’re a famous

guy. Do you ever think there has to be more?”

“No. And it’s been two weeks, not two minutes. Now, how do you

feel about making me some scrambled eggs?”

Lisa frowned. “Make your own fucking eggs. I have to prepare for
alecture for Monday. You know, PhD work.”

She looked toward the floor for her bra and panties as Peter’s cell
phone buzzed. It was too early on a Saturday morning for phone calls,

and Peter let it ring.
“You going to answer it?”
“No.”
“It might be important.”
“Not at this time on a Saturday.”
“Aren’t you news guys on twenty-four seven?” she teased.
Peter sighed, then reached for the phone.
“Yes?” he said.
“Um, hello. Is this Mr. Rourke?”
“Speaking.”
“Mr. Rourke, ’'m Father Ciaran from the Archdiocese of Philadel-

phia. I called your office number at the Times and they gave me this cell

number.”
Peter tried to rub the haze out of his eyes.

“They’re not supposed to do that unless it’s an emergency. Espe-

cially on a Saturday morning.”
“Well, I told them it was important.”

“OK,” said Peter, pointing to his underwear on the floor and mouth-

ing to Lisa. “Pick it up for me.”
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“What can I do for you Father.”

“Well, do you know a Father John O’Quinn?”

Peter thought for a moment. His alcohol-soaked mind was not
working yet.

“Father O’Quinn? Yes, I do.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone as the priest pre-
pared himself.

“Well, 'm sorry to tell you that the Father has passed away.”

Peter sobered quickly. “Excuse me?”

Lisa, hearing the seriousness of Peter’s tone, stopped fidgeting around
and sat still on the bed.

“Yes, unfortunately. He was taken from us yesterday. You may know
that he had been at Saint Joseph’s Church up in Jim Thorpe for quite
some time. In fact, for many, many years. He was required to provide
contacts to notify in case of emergency. He had no immediate family,
and he had listed your parents, Robert and Jean, as primary contacts.”

“Um, yeah. He was a good friend of my family. I knew him since
I was a kid. But both my parents are dead,” Peter said. “How did you
find me?”

“Oh, I'm sorry,” said Ciaran. “Well, your name was listed as a sec-
ondary contact for your parents, so I called your paper, and now I'm
calling you to see if you knew of anyone else he may have been close to.
Perhaps a next of kin he didn’t provide us with.”

Peter thought for a moment, but no one came to mind.

“His life was his church. There wasn’t anyone that I know of. Can
you tell me when he died?”

There was brief silence.

“Last night. 'm sorry to say this, but I'm afraid he took his own life.”
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“Suicide?” said Peter, incredulously. “He killed himself?”

“Yes, that’s what the chief of police in Jim Thorpe told us. She said he
was found inside the church. Over the altar. He apparently hung himself.”

Peter was caught off guard. “Jesus,” he said.

“I know you are a reporter. And I’ve even seen you on television a
few times,” said Ciaran. “I’'m sorry to have to be the one to have told
you. But we’ve already received calls from other media. The story broke
earlier this morning.”

“Of course it did,” said Peter, knowing the media’s appetite for such
stories. “Can you tell me, will there be a funeral?”

“The day after tomorrow, at St Joe’s in Jim Thorpe. Please accept
our condolences. And God bless you.”

Lisa strapped on her bra as Peter put his phone on the night table
and stared at the floor.

“Someone died?” she said.

Peter was in shock, barely awake and trying to digest what he had
just heard.

“Peter? Hello. Someone died?”

“Um, yeah. A priest I knew, probably most of my life. Father
O’Quinn. He was friends with my parents and would come to our

house from time to time.”
“In Philadelphia?”
“No. Didn’t I tell you I grew up in Bucks County?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. How did he die?”

“He said it was suicide. He must have been close to seventy-five or
so. He was a happy guy, a good guy. I always liked him. Used to tell jokes.
Can’t imagine him killing himself.”

Peter was now wide awake, and Lisa could see that he was unsettled.

Peter pressed the Google app on his phone and typed “father john
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o’quinn.” There it was. “Priest Found Dead Over Altar in PA.” That
was the New York Post.

“Fucking tabloid,” Peter mumbled.

Another headline, this one at 6:25 a.m. from the Associated Press.
“Priest Kills Self.”

Peter scrolled down his phone and read more of the headlines. They
were cold, with some bordering on outrageous. But it was a major news
story, especially on a slow weekend. And social media would have a field
day with it, especially X, which Peter had no use for.

“This is going to be a shit show,” he said.

“C’mon. Let me take you to breakfast. Clear your head,” said Lisa,
wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him on the cheek. She
then touched the four-inch scar on the right side of his forehead above

the eye, where it met his hairline.

Peter wasn’t paying attention to her. He sat there, thinking. O’Quinn
had no family that he knew of, and he had been the closest friend to his
parents. He picked up his cell phone again and checked his schedule. He
had a fundraiser that night and then off to Washington tomorrow on
Nilson’s orders.

“Let’s skip breakfast today. We’ll do it when I get back.”

“Get back? Where are you going?”

“Tonight, I'm going to hang out with some very rich people. You
can’t come but you can help me pick out something nice to wear. Maybe
something in satin blue. Then you can help me pack for my trip tomor-

row. ’'m going up to Jim Thorpe.”

15



