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By Kevin O’Brien



Only Son

The Next To Die

Make Them Cry

Watch Them Die

Left For Dead

The Last Victim

Killing Spree

One Last Scream

Final Breath

Vicious

Disturbed

Terrified

Unspeakable

Tell Me You’re Sorry



About the Book

A chilling read from king of the Seattle serial killer thriller and New York Times bestseller, Kevin O’Brien. Perfect for fans of Chris Carter, Karin Slaughter and Mary Burton.

Everyone has secrets. Some are meant to be kept. But others can kill.

The beautiful young judge. The hardworking waitress. The handsome college student. The victims are separate, unconnected, but with one gruesome detail in common.

A clever serial killer is stalking the streets of Seattle, searching for his next victim. Creating a monument of madness, building victim by victim, piece by piece and bone by bone . . .




 

This book is for Cate Goethals, 
who helped me become an author.
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The Pattern of a Killer

Maggie sipped her coffee. “Something else occurred to me, Jack. Jonie’s the third person I know who has died within the last month, all of them from unnatural causes.”

“Who else has died besides your brother and Jonie?”

Maggie shrugged. “I didn’t know her very well. Her name was Lucy Ballatore. She was a waitress at this restaurant where I go for takeout. About three weeks ago, they found her near a railroad yard. She’d been murdered—stabbed in the throat.”

“You say she was stabbed in the throat?” Jack whispered.

Maggie nodded over her coffee cup. “According to the newspapers, they found her in her bra and panties—with her hands tied behind her back. No sign of sexual assault—”

“She was in her underwear?”

Maggie nodded again. “Why? Is there any significance to that?”

Jack stared down at the tabletop. “He takes their outer clothes and uses them for something,” he muttered, almost to himself.

Maggie leaned forward. “What are you talking about?”

“This waitress—Lucy—was she missing any fingers or toes?”

With a dazed look at him, Maggie slowly shook her head. “I have no idea. You mean like how my brother lost a couple of toes?”

“If there’s a pattern here, that’s it. He takes their clothes and some actual part of their bodies . . .”


PROLOGUE

She told herself this would be the last time. If she nipped it in the bud today, there was a good chance no one would ever find out.

Dorothy sat behind the wheel of her BMW, studying the snaky road ahead. It was dusk, and she’d just switched on her headlights. The drive was quite pretty, taking her through a few rural towns, some farm area, then the forest. She knew the route very well by now. The two-lane highway would straighten in a few miles, and she would reach the little town of Worley. At the roadside, there would be the Worley Feed & Tackle General Store—and next to it, the motel.

Since their last rendezvous, she’d gotten her hair cut and they’d touched up the gray. She wore it short now with the bangs swept over to the side, very no-nonsense. He’d said he liked her brunet hair long and free. He would be disappointed. Too bad for him. Maybe it would make breaking up with him a little easier—or so she told herself.

In reality, she couldn’t help wanting to look her best for him tonight. Dorothy wore her favorite pearl-and-gold earrings, and the rose-colored silk blouse he said made her look sexy. She was a forty-year-old mother of two, and he called her sexy. Small wonder she had a hard time leaving him.

But it was more than mere flattery and physical attraction. They related to each other. They’d both given up so much for their jobs, and had so many responsibilities. In their respective professions, they were under constant scrutiny and had to set good examples of moral integrity. If it was ever discovered that they were lovers, their lives would be destroyed. So far, they’d been lucky. But she couldn’t afford to keep pushing her luck.

Taking another curve in the highway, Dorothy eyed the long stretch of road in front of her. She felt a twinge in her stomach. These stolen afternoons and evenings always made her nervous and a bit breathless. She would never admit it to him, but he scared her at times. Maybe that was part of the thrill.

Up ahead, she saw the yellow Co-Zee Motor Inn sign towering above two squat buildings beside the rural highway. The management still hadn’t fixed the sign. Some of the letters were missing. LOW HOURLY RAT S, it said. HOT TUB & FRE ADULT MOVIES IN ROO.

The two of them had an ongoing joke about the low rats that would appear in their room every hour. They’d used the hot tub—a round, sunken Jacuzzi-for-two in the corner of the bedroom—several times.

She didn’t watch the adult movies, which revolted her. He claimed that he wasn’t interested in them either. Yet she’d walked in often enough and found him glued to one of those raunchy films on TV. “Just getting warmed up for you,” he’d say.

Dorothy pulled into the motel’s lot. The Co-Zee Motor Inn was a tacky, late-fifties cabin-row-style lodge with about forty rooms. No question about it, the place was an adult motel. Built in the middle of nowhere, its isolation was part of the draw. There were always plenty of cars in the lot—and Do Not Disturb signs on the doors.

She parked around back—her usual spot, near their usual room. She often worried about someone seeing her BMW there, and tracing the plates back to her. It was probably silly. Still, she had to be very careful.

Dorothy had never set foot inside the Co-Zee Motor Inn’s lobby for fear someone might recognize her. He always made the reservations and checked in, then waited for her in the room.

She noticed his car in the lot, a few spaces down from her.

Dorothy’s stomach was still in knots. She’d tried breaking up with him before—several times. But he wouldn’t let her go. Besides, it was difficult forsaking someone who loved and needed her so much. Earlier today, she’d resolved that they wouldn’t make love tonight; they were only going to talk.

But now that she was here, Dorothy felt herself weakening. She wanted to be with him just one more time.

Glancing around the parking lot, she climbed out of the car. She patted her new hairstyle, then gently knocked on the door to Room 29. She waited.

No answer.

Her heart sank a little, but she didn’t panic. Sometimes he’d be taking a shower, or out stretching his legs—he’d had a long drive, too. Whenever he couldn’t come to the door, he left the room key on top of the door frame. Dorothy stood on tiptoe and felt around for the key. She found it, then unlocked the door.

He’d turned on the radio to some oldies station. They were playing the Beatles’ “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da.” The shades were drawn, leaving the room rather dim despite a light coming from the bathroom and another from the nightstand lamp. The furniture was a cheesy, midsixties Mediterranean style. The turquoise-and-brown drapes matched the bedspread, and the rug was a brown shag—ideal for camouflaging cigarette burns and dirt.

Stepping into the room, Dorothy closed the door behind her. She saw an empty, large garment bag by the foot of the bed—as well as an arsenal of cleaning products crammed into a plastic bucket: Mr. Clean, Playtex gloves, a sponge and scrub brush. There was also a box of large heavy-duty trash bags.

For a moment, Dorothy wondered if she’d walked in on the maid. But she recognized his open duffle bag on the bed. “Hello?” she called nervously. “Anyone here?”

Then she spotted his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He was naked, hiding behind the half-open door. She could only see part of him in that mirror—but one of the best parts, she often liked to tell him. He had a really cute butt. He seemed to be holding something in his hand, but she couldn’t make out what.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she chimed, sauntering toward the bathroom.

The door moved, obscuring her view of him in the bathroom mirror. “What’s going on?” she said.

“You got your hair cut,” he said.

“What do you think?” she asked hopefully.

“You know I liked it long.”

“Listen, what’s going on?” she asked. “Why is all this cleaning junk here?”

“Take off your blouse,” he whispered. “Take off everything.”

Dorothy hesitated. “I—I really don’t like this. Would you come out from behind there, please?”

“Not until you take off your clothes and step into the hot tub. I’m naked. C’mon, play along.”

Reluctantly, Dorothy set her purse down on the bed. She unbuttoned her rose silk blouse, but didn’t feel at all sexy as she took it off. She stepped out of her shoes, and then her skirt. She kept staring at the cleaning products and that garment bag.

Dorothy stood near the foot of the bed in her bra, half-slip and stockings. She planted one hand on her hip. “This is as far as I go until you come out of there and talk to me,” she announced.

“Get in the hot tub,” he said. “Then close your eyes.”

“This is crazy.” With a sigh, Dorothy marched over to the sunken Jacuzzi and carefully stepped down into it. “There’s no water in here. I don’t understand what’s going on.”

“Are your eyes closed?”

Dorothy squinted toward the bathroom. If he was looking at her, he probably couldn’t tell that her eyes weren’t completely shut. He was opening the door now. She could make out his silhouette.

“They’re closed,” she lied, watching him come closer, more into focus. Indeed, he was naked. He seemed to be holding a sword. But she told herself it couldn’t be. Her eyelids fluttered, and for a moment, she saw only blackness.

“Why am I standing in this stupid, empty tub?” she asked.

“So it catches all the blood,” he replied.

Dorothy never had time to open her eyes—or scream.

She’d lost a button from the front of her good dark blue coat, the one she always wore to church. Irene McShane wondered if anyone at the service had noticed. They must have felt even more sorry for her—if that was possible. Poor Irene McShane, so distraught she can barely dress herself.

But Irene didn’t really care what people thought. Sitting at the wheel of the family station wagon, she watched her two grandsons scurry through the rain toward the front door. She’d given the boys her house keys and told them to go ahead. She needed a minute. There had been a crowd of reporters huddled under umbrellas, waiting at the front gate. The police kept them off the actual property—thank God—but their presence still unnerved her.

Through the rain-beaded windshield, Irene numbly stared at the Tudor-style house and allowed herself a good cry. No one could see. At the special church service for her missing daughter-in-law, neither she nor the boys had shed a tear. The McShanes weren’t big on showing their emotions in public. She’d spent the last ninety minutes trying to look her stoic, matriarchal best for the congregation at St. Matthew’s. How many more services would they have to attend, praying for her daughter-in-law’s safe return? How many more times would she have to dress up those poor boys and parade them into St. Matthew’s, when everyone knew her daughter-in-law was dead?

They’d discovered Dorothy’s car today, in a cul-de-sac by an abandoned railroad yard in the small town of Gold Bar, Washington. The BMW had been stripped. All the windows were broken. Someone had stolen the tires—along with the license plates, the radio and CD player, and even one of the doors.

Almost immediately, the police began searching Gold Bar’s many creeks and forests for the body of Dorothy McShane. She’d been missing now for two weeks.

Her disappearance had made the Seattle Times front page. Irene’s daughter-in-law had the distinction of being the youngest elected judge in Washington state. That had been six years ago, when she was thirty-four. An attractive widow with two children, she was the image of respectability and honor.

Her jurisdiction and home were in the small, coastal city of Anacortes, about ninety miles north of Seattle. Dorothy had never remarried after her husband’s death from cancer. Irene moved into the house to help look after the children—Michael, now eleven, and Aaron, nine. She also accompanied her daughter-in-law for several public appearances. Dorothy was smart, but lacked people skills. Irene had no such problem. At seventy, she was still a handsome woman, slim with silver-blond hair. She exuded an elegance and charm that won people over. A lot of the townsfolk said that Irene McShane had secured Dorothy the reelection.

She was also one of the last people to see Dorothy alive.

Sixteen days earlier, Dorothy had told her that she was driving down to Seattle on business and would spend the night at the Westin hotel. She always phoned home during these overnights to talk to the boys.

But this time, Dorothy didn’t call. Nor did she return the next day. When Irene telephoned the Westin, they said that Dorothy McShane had never checked in. They didn’t even show a reservation for her.

Irene waited another day before calling the police. She claimed not to remember where Dorothy had planned to stay in Seattle; she’d just assumed it was the Westin. She didn’t want anyone knowing that the Honorable Dorothy McShane might have lied to her mother-in-law about her plans.

Anticipating a message from Dorothy’s kidnappers, the police put a surveillance on the house and tapped the phone lines. But no one ever contacted them with a ransom demand. They combed through Dorothy’s offices, both at home and in the County Court building. For all their efforts, they uncovered nothing useful to their investigation.

Irene didn’t mention it to the police, but for several weeks prior to her disappearance, Dorothy’s behavior had been erratic. She’d had a number of mysterious, last-minute “business” dinners and overnights. When Irene had asked if she was seeing someone, Dorothy pitched a fit and vehemently denied it. A little too vehemently, in Irene’s opinion.

So, at first, Irene thought perhaps her daughter-in-law had left town with a secret lover—though it seemed out of character for Dorothy. Irene couldn’t share that theory with anyone. She just kept telling herself that Dorothy was all right. She wouldn’t abandon her children. She’d be back.

But Irene no longer clung to that hope. They’d found Dorothy’s car today. She was dead. And all the special church services and prayers weren’t going to bring her back.

So Irene cried in the idle station wagon while the rain pattered on the roof. After a couple of minutes, she wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. She glanced down at her coat and fingered the unraveled thread where the button had been.

Her daughter-in-law kept a coffee tin full of assorted buttons in her sewing room. One of them had to match. Now she had a mission—a minor one, but something to take her mind off the obvious, something she might actually fix.

When she stepped inside the house, Irene could hear the boys in the family room with the TV blaring. She shook the rain from her coat, then headed up the stairs.

Dorothy’s sewing nook was at the end of the hall. Her skill with a needle and thread had become public knowledge during her election campaign. It made for a nice, homespun touch: The judicial candidate sewed her sons’ school clothes, as well as some of her own dresses. Dorothy hadn’t had much time for sewing lately, but the tiny room had still been her refuge. There was barely enough space for her soft easy chair, the sewing machine, a dressmaker’s padded dummy, and a desk that used to belong to Jim McShane when he was a boy. But the large picture window provided a sweeping view of Puget Sound and the San Juan Islands. On this gray, rainy afternoon, the vista was wistfully beautiful. Most of Dorothy’s sewing materials were stored in the small closet: yards of fabric, pattern books, boxes upon boxes of thread, and the Folger’s tin full of odd buttons on the top shelf.

Irene peeled off her damp coat and draped it over the chair. She reached up for the coffee tin, but it slipped out of her hand and came crashing to the floor. Gasping, Irene reeled back. She stared down at the scores of buttons—all shapes, sizes, and colors—scattered over the floor. The coffee can rolled from side to side.

Lately, all it took to set her off was a sudden noise or a minor mishap. Irene started crying again, but she’d used up her tears. So all she could do was take deep, tortured gasps of air. She dropped to her knees, reached for the empty Folger’s tin, and started gathering up the buttons. After a couple of minutes, she sighed woefully and rested. The coffee can was half full.

On the closet floor, behind a shopping full of fabric scraps, Irene noticed a stack of books in the corner. There were six books in all, bound with burgundy-colored covers and gold-embossed. She reached for the volume on top of the stack. There was a fleur-de-lis design on the cover. Irene opened the book and stared at her daughter-in-law’s handwriting:



January 4, 2001—Hello to a new year & maybe a new attitude. I’ve been so miserable lately. Today, for example, I was having lunch at the new restaurant down the block from the courthouse. I was sitting alone & had forgotten to bring something to read, so I felt conspicuous. But there was another woman alone a few tables over. She was around my age, nicely dressed. No wedding ring. I figured she was a divorcee. After about five minutes of glancing at her & her glancing back, polite smiles, etc., I finally got up, went over to her table & introduced myself. I asked if she wanted to join me for lunch & she stared at me as if I had two heads. She said she was waiting for someone. Sure enough, not long after I slunk back to my table, her boyfriend showed up, kissed her & sat down. Then I caught them staring at me & talking. He even snickered. I wanted to run out of that place. I suppose I was also jealous. I thought she was just like me. But she isn’t. She has someone. It was all I could do to keep from crying. I hardly touched any of my lunch.

Well, it’s obvious. I’m lonely. The funny thing is, I’m lonely, yet I have no time for myself.

Maybe I should just count the blessings. We had a lovely Christmas. The weather cooperated & because I’d done my shopping early . . .





Irene stopped reading. She sat on the floor amid the spilled buttons, Dorothy’s diary in front of her. Rain lashed against the picture window. She could hear the boys downstairs, arguing about something. The TV was still on.

She wondered if Dorothy’s loneliness at the beginning of the year had led to the mysterious “business” dinners and overnights that preceded her disappearance. Who was she seeing?

Irene didn’t want to read about last Christmas. She needed to see Dorothy’s final entry in the journal. Where had her daughter-in-law been going that day she’d vanished? Irene flipped ahead in the book, then she stopped.

The last dozen or so pages with writing had been ripped out. The ragged edges—some with evident curls and strokes of a pen—still clung to the inner binding. There were a few words at the top of the next page after the gap, but they’d been scratched out. Irene could barely make out what it said beneath the obliterating scribble:



can no longer go on





The rest of the page was blank.

Sighing, Irene fingered the jagged remnants of the missing pages. Were those passages so shocking that Dorothy didn’t dare keep them—even in her own private journal? Irene glanced at the last remaining entry before the pages were torn out. The date was almost three months prior to her disappearance:



November 3, 2001—I haven’t felt this way since high school. I really didn’t think I’d ever have these feelings again. I’m head over heels crazy about someone. At the same time, I know it’s wrong. But I can’t help myself.

While driving back from Bellingham yesterday, I decided to loop around & check out Lake Leroy. I’ve never seen the seminary there, but I’ve heard so much about Our Lady of Sorrows. It’s where I met him. He’s a priest.

It was one of those things, like out of a movie. I had parked the car & gone for a walk by the lake—





There was nothing else. Just those words she must have written several weeks later, then scratched out:



can no longer go on





The back was a little wrinkled, but he couldn’t touch it up with an iron. That would spoil it. The material from her rose silk blouse had to be preserved just as she’d last worn it.

He’d carefully measured the pattern of squares with a tailor’s soap chalk. The scissors had been sharpened to near-razor quality. He didn’t want any ragged edges or loose threads. He would cut a total of four square sections. He would keep the buttons, then burn the rest.

He had collected a couple of other souvenirs from Dorothy. But they were at another location.

The rose silk blouse still had faint traces of Dorothy’s perfume. He started cutting into it. Focused on his task, he barely noticed the bells ringing on the hour at Our Lady of Sorrows church.


CHAPTER ONE

Father Jack Murphy trotted around the asphalt track encircling the playfield by St. Bartholomew Hall at Our Lady of Sorrows seminary. On this cold April morning, he had the track all to himself.

The run was part of Jack’s daily ritual. He was spiritual advisor for the twenty-four seminarians residing on the fourth floor, north wing of the freshman dormitory. He lived with them in St. Bartholomew Hall: two dozen eighteen-year-old boys from all over the Pacific Northwest, Latin America, Vietnam, Ukraine, the Czech Republic, and China. Jack welcomed any excuse to get the hell out of there for an hour—even if the hour was an ungodly one.

So every weekday, Jack crawled out of bed at five o’clock in the morning while his freshman charges remained cozy under their covers. They still had another two hours of sleep before starting their day with a greasy breakfast in the cafeteria. But Jack was brushing his teeth and throwing on his jogging clothes.

The local TV News at Sunrise was usually just background noise. The only item that had caught Jack’s attention this morning was the latest on Judge Dorothy McShane. She’d been missing for over two months now. Apparently, last night the police had been led on a wild goose chase by a renowned clairvoyant. Her psychic powers had steered investigators to a ravine in Burlington, Washington, and the grave site of someone’s pet dog. They hadn’t said on the news, but by all indications, the police were giving up their search for Judge McShane.

They’d given up on Dorothy McShane at Our Lady of Sorrows, too. It had been weeks since they’d included her and her family in the Prayers of the Faithful at Mass.

Jack could see his breath as he jogged around the asphalt track. Because of his daily ritual, he was still in pretty good shape. In fact, he’d found out that he made quite an impression on the visiting mothers on Parents’ Day last October. He’d even acquired a nickname, “The Silver Fox,” because of his thick, wavy silver-gray hair. Jack had heard a couple of the mothers whispering, “Have you ever seen eyes so blue?” and “Oh, what a waste he’s a priest.”

It used to bother him when people went on and on about his looks. But now, Jack liked hearing that he was still attractive. His commitment to exercising was born out of that vanity—along with a healthy need for discipline and, yes, a flight from boredom and frustration.

As he rounded a curve in the track, Jack glanced up at St. Bartholomew Hall. The wall on this side of the five-story Gothic monstrosity was covered with dead ivy that still clung to the beige brick. All the windows were still dark.

St. Bart’s had been the first hall built on the Our Lady of Sorrows campus back in 1913. According to the story, they discovered it had been erected on soft ground. The building sunk nearly half an inch in the first six months. Everyone blamed the architect, an up-and-comer named Gavin McAllister, for setting the freshman facility so close to Lake Leroy. Better soil for construction was found across the lake near the town of Leroy, where they built the rest of the college and the graduate school—using another architect’s design.

Gavin McAllister’s career was destroyed. On Easter Sunday, 1914, when called to dinner by his wife, the thirty-one-year-old architect stepped into his dining room with a double-barrel shotgun. He’d opened fire on his wife and six-year-old daughter, then pursed his lips around the end of those twin barrels and pulled the trigger.

Jack wasn’t sure how much of the story was true, but a limerick had sprouted from the legend. Even after two world wars, most of the freshmen at Our Lady of Sorrows knew it:



The guy who built this here jail 
In doing his job did fail 
So Gavin slew his kid and missus 
Then gave the end of his shotgun kisses 
And off the back of his head did sail.





The early statistics had said McAllister’s building, which encompassed the freshman classrooms and a two-hundred-bedroom dormitory, would sink a little lower each year until the foundation finally crumbled.

But those statistics were wrong. The basement flooded during some of the Pacific Northwest heavy rains, but after nearly a century, St. Bartholomew Hall’s foundation had settled only another inch into the earth.

Stretching the length of half a city block, St. Bart’s stood alone—like an outcast child—across the lake from the rest of the campus. The turreted roof pierced the sky, dwarfing treetops from the surrounding forest. Along the top floor, staggered every six windows, the weather-worn statue of a martyred saint stood on a pedestal. Above the front doors, a slightly decrepit, cement likeness of Our Lady of Sorrows welcomed all who entered with her resigned, forlorn look and her hands folded in prayer.

An old cemetery lay between the outskirts of the forest and the playfield, where Jack now ran. It was a small graveyard, for dearly departed priests who had taught at the freshman school during its first two decades. There were only a couple of dozen headstones, the most recent dated 1937.

Across the lake, the church bell rang six times. As he tallied another lap around the playfield, Jack felt the perspiration flying off his forehead. His gray jersey clung to his back. He noticed two students, Ernesto Rodriguez and Art Vargas, emerging from the side door of St. Bart’s Hall. They were among a dozen Hispanic freshman who came from the nearby city of Ferndale. The group hung out together, dubbing themselves the Spanish Mafia. Decked in sweatshirts and track shorts, Art and Ernesto waved at him, then started jogging toward a path that wound through the nearby forest.

The trail was known as Whopper Way, because after a half mile, it crossed over a tributary of Lake Leroy to the back lot of a Burger King. It was the quickest way by foot to town and the college campus. The seminarians would climb down to the creek, then tightrope-walk across a narrow, cracked slab of concrete that worked as a dam. Fall one way, and the St. Bart’s fugitive was up to his armpits in Lake Leroy; tumble in the other direction, and he had a five-foot drop to the rocky, shallow stream. The treacherous shortcut was dubbed Mendini’s Crossing, after Frank Mendini, a high-school junior in 1989 who’d fallen headfirst into the creek. According to the story, he spent several days in a coma, then woke up with such severe brain damage, his parents committed him to an insane asylum. Actually, Frank Mendini was unconscious for five minutes after the fall, and he took six stitches along his right temple. He stayed home that weekend, and managed to convince his parents that he didn’t want to be a priest. So they took him out of Our Lady of Sorrows. Yet somehow, word swept around the school that the fall had left Frank comatose, then deranged.

Jack had used Mendini’s Crossing himself—always on the sly, of course. He was supposed to set a good example for these students. But the other way to town—College Road, a two-lane drive that crossed over the creek—was a mile farther down and took twice as long. Another option was rowing across Lake Leroy in one of the boats available only to the faculty and students who had made special arrangements.

There wasn’t much in the way of entertainment at St. Bartholomew Hall and on that west side of the lake—unless one was delirious about forests. There was a “social room” in the basement, open from six to ten nightly—when the cellar wasn’t flooded. The room housed four archaic computers, where students—all deprived of telephone jacks in their rooms—had access to E-mail. There were two moldy pool tables, a TV with fickle reception bracketed to the wall, a couple of pinball machines which were usually out of order, four vending machines, and a bookshelf full of jigsaw puzzles and games ranging from chess to Monopoly. The torn corners of every faded box had been repeatedly taped up, and pieces were missing from each game and puzzle.

Small wonder the freshmen at St. Bart’s Hall were willing to brave Mendini’s Crossing for their escape. The other side of that lake offered all the splendor of a small college town: a minimall, a duplex movie theater, bowling alley, stores, pizza and burger joints—in other words, civilization and freedom.

It was no secret that some of the cooler freshmen ventured over Mendini’s Crossing to party with the upperclassmen. After a few drinks, the safest way back was College Road—or, if weather permitted, a quick swim across the narrow part of Lake Leroy. It was a nice way to sober up a bit before sneaking back into St. Bart’s Hall. But not too many freshmen tried it any more, because a boy had drowned a few years back while taking one of those midnight swims. Jack didn’t know the details.

He watched Ernesto and Art head down Whopper Way, then disappear into the forest. The two of them were best friends, and almost as dedicated as Jack with their morning runs.

Jack wished he had a friend here, someone he could confide in, another priest maybe. The closest person to him right now was a freshman named John Costello. At times, St. Bart’s seemed like a mental institution, and John the only other sane inmate there.

During his first week at the school, Jack had had some revelations about the other teachers and resident advisers at the freshman facility. “It’s sort of a proving ground for new guys like you,” a priest friend had warned him. “New priests and nutcases, that’s who they have running these freshman dorms, Jack. It’s SOP. They don’t want any of these guys managing a parish. So they stick them with these poor, vulnerable teenage boys. It’s sad, really.”

Of the eleven other priests at St. Bartholomew Hall, four were definitely alcoholics. Some even taught classes while drunk; and the kids weren’t dumb, they knew. Most of the clergy were gay, which didn’t matter to Jack. The ones who bothered him were the bullies; two priests in particular seemed to take pleasure in picking on the students. It was a weird sight, watching them hit or pinch these eighteen-and nineteen-year-old boys who probably could have taken them apart.

Jack guessed that just over half of the seminarians would actually become priests. For many students, this was a cheap college education with the archdiocese footing the bill. Still, a majority of the young men at St. Bart’s had a true calling. However, a handful of them took it a bit too far, practicing self-flagellation or fasting for days at a time as a way of becoming closer to God. One student on Jack’s floor woke up at dawn every morning to scrub out all the toilets and sinks in the bathroom on his floor. He said it made him happy. There were also several boys who took after those sadistic priests. They picked on their fellow students as a way of feeling powerful—or physically closer to them. All the unspoken crushes and furtive sexual activity among the boys caused one minidrama after another: fits of jealousy and contempt, friendships broken and rivalries started.

On their first day, all of Jack’s residents had reported to him in St. Bartholomew Hall’s basement “social room” for student orientation. It was a gorgeous, warm September day when the first of three groups were herded into that damp, musty cellar. The eight students were treated to a buffet lunch whipped up by the cafeteria staff: bologna sandwiches or peanut butter and jelly (bleeding through the bread), Fritos, Jell-O, and a choice of plain or chocolate milk. That was gourmet stuff compared to the usual fare in St. Bart’s cafeteria. Jack once saw a refrigerated delivery truck unloading boxes by St. Bartholomew Hall’s kitchen door. The boxes were labeled GRADE D CHICKEN—EDIBLE. The next day, he bought a minifridge and microwave oven. The cafeteria was run by a surly, chain-smoking Filipino woman named Valentina. Her staff consisted of two ancient nuns who belonged in a nursing home; Bob, a twentysomething mildly retarded man; and Valentina’s creepy ex-reform-school son, a skinny, tattooed weasel named Angel who probably wasn’t beyond spitting in the food when he had the chance.

None of them were in view for this desperately cheerful orientation luncheon. Jack found his first group waiting for him at their assigned table. Most of the students had arrived and unpacked the previous night. They wore their nametags, and among the eight were Peter Tobin and John Costello from Seattle. They were smart enough to forgo the cafeteria fare and split a pack of Hostess cupcakes from the vending machine.

It was hard not to single out John Costello. He was an extremely handsome kid, with straight black hair that occasionally fell over his blue eyes. Lean and tan, he looked very athletic in a white polo shirt and jeans. He didn’t say much, and barely cracked a smile. The boys were supposed to introduce themselves, and talk a little about their interests and hobbies. The other newcomers were cooperating, chatting nervously about their scholastic or athletic endeavors, and how they’d spent their summer vacations.

When his turn came, John took a sip of milk, then, without looking across the table at Jack, he muttered: “I’m John Costello. I’m from Seattle, and this is my best friend, Pete.”

Peter Tobin smiled and nodded at everyone around the table. Lanky and pale, with his brown hair in disarray, Pete came off as geeky beside his brooding, good-looking friend.

Jack had a list of questions he was supposed to ask—to “bring out” every freshman. It must have been drawn up in 1952, with real cornball queries such as What’s your greatest accomplishment as a Christian? and Tell us about your last good deed. He consulted the list for a moment. “Um, John, do you have any hobbies or interests?”

John Costello rolled his eyes. “Not really.”

“What did you do over the summer?” Jack pressed.

“I caddied at this cake-eater country club. It was pretty boring.”

“How long have you known Pete here?”

“A few years.”

Jack nodded. He decided to give up and turned to John’s pal. “Pete, maybe you can tell us something about yourself.”

“Yes, Father,” Peter Tobin announced, clearing his throat. “Well, when I was just a baby, my parents and I went down in a plane crash over the Andes. They died, and I was raised by wolves . . .”

It took a moment for the boys at the table to realize that Peter was joking. Peter quickly went into his repartee. His sulky friend cracked a smile occasionally. In all likelihood, he’d heard the routine before.

Peter was trying a little too hard, and while the other boys were a good audience, they obviously sensed his desperation to please. Once the formal talk was over, they didn’t approach him. For a few moments, Peter stood alone by the table—until Jack patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks for loosening everybody up,” he said. “You really have a great sense of humor, Pete.”

Most of the boys wanted to meet Peter’s sullen, pouty friend, and they came up to shake John’s hand. Jack figured this sullen punk was going to be a real problem.

He was scheduled for a one-on-one with him that night. Part of his job on this orientation day was to check with each boy at curfew to make sure he had settled in his room. Jack thought imposing a curfew on eighteen-year-olds was ridiculous. But he didn’t make the rules.

Checking Peter Tobin’s room, he found that Pete already had several of his drawings up on the walls. He was a talented artist. He let Jack see one of his sketch books, and even showed him his portable case of art supplies. It was stocked with paper, coloring pencils, and markers, and a box full of special fine-point pens from Calgary, Alberta: GOWER GRAPHIC, THE FINE POINT FOR FINE ARTISTS. He also demonstrated his juggling abilities for Jack, and admitted that he was a little homesick. So he was grateful to have his best friend, Johnny, just down the hall.

But John Costello wasn’t down the hall. Jack knocked on his door, then waited—and waited. Finally, he used his pass key to let himself in. The room was empty, and the boy hadn’t even unpacked yet. The sheets were still stacked and folded at the foot of his bare mattress.

Jack checked the bathroom down the hall, then glanced out the window at the end of the corridor. A full moon reflected on the lake’s ripply surface, and he could see the silhouette of a young man sitting at the end of the boat dock.

Jack headed down the stairs and outside. He reached the dock, then stopped suddenly. Past the sound of water lapping against the breakers, he could hear John Costello quietly crying.

Jack stood there a moment. He cleared his throat and started down to the dock. “John?”

John Costello glanced over his shoulder. He quickly brushed his sleeve beneath his nose. “Yeah?” he replied in a raspy voice. He stood up and turned around.

In the moonlight, Jack could see tears in his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine,” he muttered.

“Didn’t you read the list of rules they gave you at check in?” Jack asked gently. “You’re not supposed to be out of your room past eleven on weeknights—unless you have permission or you’re using the bathroom.”

John sighed, but said nothing. He wiped his eyes.

“Didn’t you know about the curfew?”

“No,” he mumbled. “Guess I’m off to a bad start with you, huh?”

Jack managed to smile. “It’s okay. I’ll cut you a break.”

“Thanks.” John shoved his hands in his pockets. He caught Jack’s eye for a second. “You’re new here, too, aren’t you? I heard a couple of the other priests talking—”

“That’s right. We’re in the same boat.” Jack nodded toward the dorm. “Now, why don’t you head inside? You ought to get your room set up.”

John turned away, then gazed out at the water again. “I’m worried about my sister,” he said. “She—well, she practically raised me and my other two sisters ever since my mom died. My other sisters are married now, and moved away. I’m still with Maggie. She’s married, too. His name’s Ray. He’s a real asshole. I’ve seen him take off after her. He and I have tangled it up a few times, because I don’t like the way he smacks her around. I’m scared what he might do to Maggie with no one there to protect her. Anyway, I don’t know why I’m dumping all this on you. I’m just worried.”

“There’s a phone in my room,” Jack said. “Would you like to call her? Make sure she’s okay?”

Johnny turned to him. “Really? God, that would be great. We didn’t have much time to talk yesterday. Three other guys were waiting to use the phone.”

Once in his room, Jack dialed the number for Johnny. He handed him the phone, then stepped out. All was quiet as he made a couple of rounds, checking the hall. When he passed his own door, Jack heard snippets of what Johnny was saying: “. . . this really cool priest let me use his phone . . . Yeah, Pete’s room is just down the hall from me . . . I’m fine, really . . .”

Jack gave him a few more minutes, then tapped on the door and opened it. John was sitting at his desk. He glanced over his shoulder. “Hey, listen, Maggie,” he said into the phone. “I should go. Talk to you again soon, okay?”

He hung up, then got to his feet. “Good news.” He smiled at Jack. “My sister went apartment shopping on the sly this afternoon. She’s dumping Ray’s sorry ass, and putting in an application for a place—two bedrooms, one for me. Isn’t that cool?”

Jack nodded. “That’s great. Now, why don’t you go get some sleep?”

“Sure thing. Thanks, Father.” Suddenly Johnny hugged him.

For a moment, Jack stood with his arms at his sides. Then, awkwardly, he hugged the boy back. He felt as if he was breaking some kind of guideline for the resident priests: no displays of affection with the student charges. It was all right to hit them—but not hug them.

Jack had made a friend that night. John Costello became something of a surrogate son to him. He didn’t have a father, and he looked up to Jack. They sometimes ran together in the morning, though not lately. Jack figured it was just as well. He wanted John to spend more time with guys his own age. Besides, he wasn’t supposed to have any favorites among the students.

Jack pressed on. Rounding the curve on the lake side of the track, he felt his lungs reach that last-lap burning point.

“Father Murphy! Oh, God, Father Murphy!”

Jack stopped, then bent forward. Hands on knees, he tried to catch his breath. He gaped at Ernesto Rodriguez, who stumbled from the forest trail. “Father Murphy, there’s a body!” he cried, pointing toward the lake. “Somebody’s drowned . . . Come quick . . .”

Jack started toward him. “Where?” He glanced down the narrow path through the trees, and saw Art Vargas urgently waving at him.

Jack patted Ernesto’s shoulder. “Ernie, go inside, call 911, okay?” Then he took off down the trail toward Art.

“Over here, Father!” Art yelled. He led the way, off the trail and through the trees toward the edge of Lake Leroy. Twigs snapped underfoot, and Jack dodged rocks and shrubs as he caught up with Art. The young man pointed ahead to a pale, blue-white thing that had washed up on the rocky shore. “Ernie saw him first,” he explained, out of breath. “I think it’s what’shis-name—Costello.”

Jack told himself that he didn’t hear it right. It wasn’t Johnny; that lifeless creature draped over the rocks and mire couldn’t be his young friend. Yet something inside him knew better, because his eyes were tearing up, and a sudden tightness grabbed him by the throat.

“Oh, God, please, no!” Jack whispered, staggering into the muddy waters. He grabbed Johnny from under his arms and pulled him out of the icy lake.

John Costello was clad only in his underwear. His blue eyes were half-open, and his face had a gray tinge. Wet leaves and bits of debris clung to his slippery, cold body. His right foot must have dragged across some rocks, because it was mangled—with a couple of toes missing.

Jack let out a strangled cry. Holding on to his young companion, he pressed his face against John’s and stroked his wet, matted-down hair.

He swallowed hard, then reached down and closed John’s eyes. “We—we pray for the repose of the soul of our friend, John Costello,” he said, tracing a sign of the cross on John’s forehead. He could hardly speak past the ache in his throat. “Come to meet him, angels of the Lord. Give him eternal rest, dear God, and may Your light shine on him forever . . .”
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