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      “Reverend Wycliff, much of what you believe in your Christian faith is true, but not for the reasons you believe.”

      The grizzled old man at my door was muttering in heavily accented English, but his message was unmistakable. It didn’t help my perception that I was severely hungover, having spent most of the night alternately guzzling cheap bourbon and praying.

      It was a spring morning, only slightly chilly, promising a day that might be perfectly fine. I was clad in my habitual sweatsuit, which might well have reeked, but I’d grown so accustomed to my own stink I wouldn’t know. I worried he did, even though his outward appearance was no more respectable than mine. He was dressed in a black business suit, but it wasn’t his size and looked rumpled and dirty, as if he’d been sleeping in doorways.

      I’d finally managed to drop off to sleep moments before a polite knock on my door, and I was having trouble keeping my eyes open.

      “You’ve made coffee?” he asked with an approving sniff. It wasn’t so much a question as an insistent hint. When I had prepared with undue optimism last night to crawl into bed, I’d set the automatic drip machine for precisely this hour.

      It seems I have no choice but to invite him in.

      I still hadn’t greeted him or said a word yet. I simply opened the door to my humble cube-sized trailer home and waved toward its shabby interior.

      On the narrow counter where I undertake food preparations often no more complex than opening a can, I could only find one crusty mug. As he jostled behind me and sat in the only chair, I rummaged in the wall-mounted crate that housed dinnerware, condiments, and pharmaceuticals. I was delighted to find a second cup, this one emblazoned with the logo of Twin Dragons Casino. I couldn't remember the last time I’d needed to use it, but it looked reasonably clean.

      I filled both cups from the steaming carafe, turned to offer him his, and before I could finally manage to speak to ask his preferences, he blurted what sounded like, “Kine krim, kine sook. Trying to quit zucker.”

      German, I realized. Or perhaps his accent was of some other Eastern European extraction, and he was telling me he’d be more comfortable if I shared his other common language.

      I sat down on my cot and blew out a puff of exhaustion, doubly fatigued after my long, dark night of the soul and the presumably unpleasant surprise of this intrusion on my unenviable privacy.

      We both sipped, reverently it seemed.

      He smacked his lips before he sighed and said, “I took long time finding you. Fortunately, your neighbors are shameless gossips.”

      I took another restorative sip, cleared my throat, and asked gruffly, “To what do I owe the pleasure, Mister …?”

      “Doctor Hans Gropius. Forgive the similarity in name to the famous historical person, but no relation. The surname not my choice, of course. People assume I must be from family of architects.” He sipped again, this time long and noisily, then added with a chuckle, “Although I stand in awe of the grand design.”

      Somehow I caught the hint. My brain was waking up. There had to be a reason this fellow had taken pains to seek me out. So I asked, “Design? Physical or spiritual?”

      He chuckled again. “Insight, you have! I knew I was in the right place. I simply toss out phrases that suggest scheme of Creation, and you jump on it. Clever fellow. We are going to be friends, I am sure of it.”

      I cautioned him by displaying the upraised palms of my hands. It occurred to me he might think I was intending to show him stigmata or perhaps pre-Parkinson’s tremor, which might seem crazy, but based on his behavior so far I had no reason to expect he was sane either. “When you talk about what I believe, I don’t know how you’d know. I will say I’m not an agnostic, although certainly I’ve been accused of such. I insist I am a man of faith, but faith in what mostly defies definition, depends on the day and my mood.”

      He smiled, explaining, “I was faithful listener to your broadcasts until you went off the air. The news of your resignation from your ministry was also upsetting.”

      “I didn’t resign. I was kicked out, but the result is the same. I suppose my tumble downhill began when my wife left me. Turns out being a minister’s wife is an even heavier cross to bear than being a pastor. And as for my show, I tried to speak truth to power one too many times.”

      “Do you believe in afterlife?” he asked quietly.

      At that moment, I wished the coffee were bourbon and I could stiffen myself with a shot. I began to worry he might be a journalist or some emissary from church leadership sent to chastise me, but I decided I might as well answer as honestly as I could. “I don’t believe in resurrection of the body — as a living, breathing, human body. But reincarnation? Transference of consciousness from one being — or state of being — to another? I won’t say it’s impossible. I worry it’s not, but because I have an obsessively curious intellect, I worry a lot.”

      “My dear Evan,” he began then stopped himself to ask, “May I address you so? I feel I know you so well, you see.”

      His manner was amusing, endearing. “Go ahead,” I allowed. “Please tell me more about myself than I know, and I’ll gift you another cup of coffee.”

      He loved this. Grinning broadly, he teased, “You are, of course, aware of virtual reality?”

      “Sure,” I said, “but can’t say I’ve indulged. Not games for kids anymore, I understand. Frankly, it’s scary.”

      “And you know work of physicist Nick Bostrum?”

      “I do,” I admitted. “Not in depth, but I believe he’s famous for speculating we don’t live in what’s termed base reality.”

      “Just so,” the visitor said approvingly. “We say now we live in post-information age. Soon we live in post-reality. Dreaming, waking — who can know the difference?”

      “What are you trying to tell me, Hans?”

      “My dear Evan, you are a man of faith. You believe what you cannot see. We scientists, we say seeing is believing. I’m here to tell you that seeing means nothing anymore.”
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      Even though it required an effort on my part to get cleaned up, I resolved to take him to breakfast. No question he needed a meal. I asked him to step outside while I doused myself beneath the weak trickle of my improvised shower. I put on a fresh shirt (yes, I had one), a clean pair of jeans, and my navy blazer. I resisted the temptation to brace myself with a shot of whiskey then realized there was nothing left in my only bottle.

      I surveyed myself in the mirror made blurry by either my eyesight or its smudged surface and decided to add a tie. The extra touch of respectability might put over the impression that here was the pastor, back on his feet, counseling a poor homeless man.

      Who am I to counsel anybody now?

      I counted a wad of bills and reasoned there was enough for coffee and pancakes as long as we didn’t spring for seconds. Miraculously, the car keys were close at hand, and I had a dim memory of stopping on the way home to put two gallons in the tank.

      More than the clothes, my oddball vehicle signaled the preacher was in town. It was a robin’s-egg-blue Cinquecento — an Easter egg on wheels. It was the cheapest car Zip Zed would let me buy off him, but any rube less desperate would know otherwise he couldn’t give the thing away, maybe even as a service loaner. Not in farm country where the F-150 of any year is standard issue.

      Dr. Gropius couldn’t stop grinning, which perhaps I should have cautioned him to since it revealed yellowed teeth with a gap where he’d lost an eye tooth and emphasized his shabbiness. I knew Coralie would serve us, but she’s not the owner of the C’mon Inn, and not even a man of the cloth can always brook the wrath of management.
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        * * *

      

      “Your eyes is bloodshot,” Coralie muttered disapprovingly as she poured coffee from the Pyrex pot that seemed perpetually welded to her hand.

      “I’ll go and sin no more,” I replied, avoiding her gaze as I bent down to empty a pack of instant Folgers into her brew. She wasn’t offended I like it syrupy and inky with generous spoonfuls of sugar, not the worst of my vices.

      Gropius was already slurping his down gratefully. “Kine krim, kine sook.”

      He beamed up at Cora, his angel, whose family name was Angelides. Shouldn’t make those Greeks angry. They throw plates, or so I’ve heard.

      “Nice place you have here,” he told her.

      “And where do you hail from, my man?” she challenged.

      “Born Romania. Most of my life, Germany. Hence, I have accent.”

      She chuckled, “Yes, hence, of course.” She looked over at me. “You’re having the flapjacks. You got enough to cover him?”

      “Sure,” I said after taking a noisy, approving sip of my custom-mixed breakfast bracer.

      “Ecks!” my guest declared, adding, “You got kosher beef? Anything?”

      “Eggs, we got,” Cora assured him. “But the nearest deli is somewhere in Springfield, I’m told.”

      “Scramble rye toast butter,” he rattled off. It sounded like scrimple.

      Cora looked back at me. “Four eggs for him, scrambled. I’ll charge for two, two on the house.” She turned, took two steps to the next booth, and immediately poured coffee for them.

      Now the doctor’s grin was aimed at me. “Friend of yours, this nice lady?”

      “Yes,” I admitted. “I married a cocktail waitress instead and made her a minister’s wife. A wiser man would’ve done different, but Coralie is in what they call a committed relationship. He’s a good guy, helped get me off oxy. Many things could have gone the other way.”

      “Not easy,” the doctor nodded.

      “I started taking it for this pain in my back. Turns out, the other ways to suffer are worse. At least pain lets you know you’re alive.”

      “Ah, yes,” he said. “I know about your work, about your struggle. As I say, I am fan, admirer. You built big church, go on TV, had a following. When you speak, people listen. Your word touches hearts. You speak truth to power.”

      “Whoa. Hold off on that true-believer stuff. I never preached a sermon I didn’t think was honest, I never asked for money, and at no time did I ever claim to heal the sick.”

      “You were and are genuine, no doubt,” he said solemnly. “Fly too close to sun, your wings come off. Old story.”

      Coralie came with our meals, a hot plate on each forearm, her Pyrex still affixed to her right hand. She set the plates in front of us with her left then untucked a bottle of syrup from her underarm. She’d been trying to get me to try the sugarless Keto monkfruit goo instead but this time, perhaps sniffing self-pity in the air, had brought the genuine maple.

      Gropius’s plate held the promised eggs and toast, accompanied by a generous, ice-cream-sized scoop of butter. She must’ve figured he needed the fat. A farmwife frets about any man who doesn’t have a tummy. I believe it has to do with keeping something in reserve for when you’re laid up and poorly.

      I didn’t get as much butter for my pancakes, and I had a sneaking suspicion mine was margarine. I wasn’t ready for the ways that woman wanted to change my life.

      Talkative as the little fellow was, he said not a word as he tucked into his food. I did note a slight bowing of his head when he closed his eyes briefly, and his lips moved silently. I was ashamed he was saying grace and I hadn’t bothered. I should have offered to pray for us both, but perhaps he was.

      His eggs were gone before they got cold, and he was slathering a slice of rye as he said offhandedly, “You know Second Coming, also a thing?”

      Halfway through my short stack (conserving on both calories and expense), I looked up and smiled. “I don’t know where you’re going with this, but I’ve thought about it. The Second Coming will be an awakening of consciousness, a dawning of awareness in humans all over the planet of the Christed essence in ourselves. And as for it being real, we have the evidence of the Internet. Worldwide digital consciousness was invented just when we need to think globally to save the planet. I’d say that glass is at least half full, despite how drunk we got on it for starters.”

      “Amusing,” he said as he chomped on his toast. “And poetic, metaphoric. You might have something there. As to the real thing, that is.”

      “What else?”

      “I’m talking about phony Second Coming. A stage show. Strategic false-flag operation. You never heard of it the first time?”

      “In the Bible?”

      “Hardly. Nineteen sixties. Crazy plot to bring down Castro. Submarine in Guantanamo Bay sets off fireworks, gigantic bullhorn announces Savior has come. I don’t know, maybe they project some picture on clouds. Observant Cubans who worship in secret pee in their pants when they realize they serve Antichrist — that bugger Fidel. They rise up because bullhorn says communism evil, they must bring him down. And then mob guys move back to Havana with hotels and casinos. Just like God wants.”

      “Is this in some novel, or are you making it up?”

      “An actual plan. Remember this was time when another way they get him was exploding cigar. It’s all in the Church Commission report — the parts they let us read.”

      Until now, his wild speculations had been tinged with reality. He was clearly a student of science as well as religion.

      But this? Right out of some Tom Clancy thriller, isn’t it?

      “Are you telling me, seriously, they’ll try it again?”

      He summoned patience. He really was a dear but aware he might seem pompous. “Remember, we talking about VR. How silly does such plan sound with twenty-first-century technology?”

      He isn’t only talking about VR. He’s hinting all of life is an illusion. Or, at least, can’t be proved otherwise. Not exactly new. Wittgenstein.

      Something occurred to me. “And if the government is doing this today, I assume the target won’t just be Cuba.”

      He shrugged. “All I’m saying is, someone will try it. It’s inevitable. Probably soon — before the real thing could steal the show.” Cora had dropped off a jar of marmalade, and he was smearing it liberally on his last piece of bread. Before he could take a bite, he patted the vest pocket of his coat. “No smokes,” he grumbled.

      I didn’t want to encourage him, but I felt I had to tell him how far I’d go. “I’m buying your meal. If you want cigarettes, that’s on you.”

      He stood up abruptly, now patting his baggy pants pockets. “I pop across street. Don’t let her take my plate. We get more coffee, I tell you what I know.” He muttered in afterthought, “The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast. I will lend you this book!”

      And he was out the door.

      Three seconds later, he was dead.

      Or perhaps he simply stepped out of the movie.

      If I meet him in some other reality, I’ll ask him how that works.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t been on my feet fast enough to restrain Gropius from running into the street. I stood with Sheriff Chester Otis at the curb. Despite the circumstances, I was otherwise glad to see him. Deputy Griggs used to be the one to show up on these calls, and back then we were not on remotely friendly terms. But since Griggs had moved on, Chet was breaking in a new officer, one Della Crandall, who stood behind him.

      I told them, “He got up from the table, telling me he was headed across the street to Taggart’s to get cigarettes. I heard brakes screech, a thud, tires squeal, and I raced out. There he was, sprawled in the middle of the street, and the truck was speeding away — west. I was calling nine-one-one as I ran to him, but there was no hope.”

      “You make the truck?” the sheriff asked.

      “White F-150, older model. I didn’t get the plate.”

      I’d just described half the vehicles in St. Clair County. The others were either black or red.

      Chet turned to Deputy Crandall to order, “Get an all-points on the truck.”

      She strode toward the squad car to call it in. He squinted to watch the paramedics loading the covered body onto a gurney and into the ambulance.

      He asked me, “Friend of yours?”

      “He knocked on my door about an hour and a half ago. Never saw him before.”

      “So he’s peddling door-to-door, and you decide to buy him breakfast?”

      “He wasn’t selling. He was a storyteller, unless you’d call that selling.”

      “Stories about his ex? Enemies? Grudges? Debts?”

      How can I tell him and make it sound sane?

      “He was a student of religion and science.”

      My friend the lawman got a kick out of that. “No wonder you treated him. Who else is gonna shoot that shit with you? He sang for his supper.” Then, serious again, he asked, “So, a drifter? No friends in town?”

      “He didn’t mention anyone. And if Cora didn’t recognize him, he was a stranger for sure.”

      “Crandall says no ID on him.”

      I offered, “Dr. Hans Gropius. Born in Romania and lived in Germany. No relation to the founder of Bauhaus.”

      “I’m supposed to know what that is?”

      “A famous school of architecture. Came up between the two world wars. Modernism, clean lines, no frills. You see it everywhere here now.”

      He huffed. “Maybe you do.” He called over to Crandall, “Have forensics get prints and DNA. You get to do the paperwork on this one.”

      He shot me that exasperated look of his. Not enough budget, not enough time. Shit happens. New recruit, diversity hiring. Bet she wouldn’t dare throw a punch. People blame us.

      And always making matters worse, being a black man and trying to hang onto a position of authority in this part of the world had never been easy.

      He squinted again as he looked at me. This time maybe it was skepticism. “Evan, you back in the game? First time I’ve seen you in a month of Sundays.”

      “I’m not going back into the ministry anytime soon, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Except for counseling the homeless over a stack of pancakes.”

      I hung my head. “I knocked back more than a few last night, and I’d had every intention of sleeping through the day. This guy shows up, and I had to get my act together if I wanted to be presentable in town. If I’d showed up in my sweats with him looking that way, I wouldn’t blame Cora for refusing to serve either of us. And I was as hungry as he was.”

      He sighed deeply. “This looks like a hit-and-run. Unless there’s a witness who got the plate or a good look at the driver, I got nothing. He was a mysterious little fella, but unless he poured out his life story to you, again I got nothing. Maybe he wanted to end it all and stepped in front of the truck. Maybe his mom didn’t tell him to look both ways.”

      “Or maybe it was vehicular homicide.”

      “Did I say that? You got some evidence?”

      It was a risk to my credibility (if I still had any) to say anything more. But I did say, “I got that he was something of a conspiracy theorist.”

      “Shut up!” Otis exclaimed. “We got none of them around these parts! We got only sensible folks here. Proud Boys? Antifa? We kicked all them clowns out long ago.” I know how it sounded. The sheriff was jerking my chain. He added, in a mocking conspiratorial tone, “Rev — if I may still call you that — unless his ID comes back with a criminal record or a warrant — I’m gonna tell young Crandall to shove her file in the drawer and send her out for donuts.

      “But I know you. Inquiring minds want to know. You go sneaking around, who am I to stop you? God knows, ever since those casino boys showed up, it isn’t only jealous husbands committing crimes in here. But if you get a sniff — if you get so much as a speck of something looks wrong — you come to me and no one else. Say you understand.”

      I mocked him back. “We’re besties, Chet. Always will be.”

      He almost smiled. “You’re trouble, Rev. Always will be.”
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      IN RURAL GEORGIA, YEARS AGO…

      Freddie Trucco was devoted to his sister, Ireenie, who was a year younger. She was the only person in his life he cared for. He had no friends, was so scrawny the other boys bullied him, and was always the last picked on any team if he was allowed to play at all. Girls shunned him because of his pinched face and geeky looks, along with his habit of delivering know-it-all answers whenever he was asked about anything.

      Freddie’s job was to shield her, as he’d done diligently since they were toddlers. When he was three and she was two, their birth parents broke up. Their father Hugo had some cash, so he took them to live with his girlfriend Tamara in an old farmhouse in rural Georgia, gaining custody not by law but by force, then abandoning all of them on frequent sales trips. Freddie hated him because, when he was home and often angry, he punished them with a belt, woman and children alike. The boy and his sister overheard their parents’ heated arguments, and when Hugo began to whip his woman, Freddie would take Ireenie by the hand and lead her away through any open door. He was not yet tall enough to open them by himself.

      Their circumstances were always poor, their meals meager, and their lives loveless. Tamara was more of an inattentive babysitter than a stepmother. By another man who was nowhere in evidence, she’d had two boys of her own, Charles and Nelson, both years older than Freddie and Ireenie. They were abusive to the little kids whenever they had the opportunity and their mother wasn’t home or wouldn’t care.

      Tamara wouldn’t discipline the young ones. When Hugo was away, she’d tell her boys to do it. They didn’t spank or slap. Pinpricks, handkerchiefs rolled up as tourniquets, and burning cigarettes were their instruments of choice. Freddie valiantly volunteered to take punishments meant for Ireenie then regretted it. Her transgressions weren’t as blatant as his, more like refusing to eat when they were served some disgusting food, which was sometimes spoiled but more often burnt because Tamara couldn’t be bothered to watch the stove.

      The boys became eager to let Freddie take Ireenie’s punishments because, when they’d pushed him to the limits of bearability, they felt justified in giving him more until he fainted. Once when Tamara was out, they had used pliers on his fingers. Freddie’s screams that time were so loud it brought a concerned neighbor, who was told the boy had mashed his own hand in the refrigerator door.

      In their grade-school years, neither of them had much of an education. Hugo was hiding out, even though without a custodial order he might not have been charged as a kidnapper. He didn’t want neighbors to know the kids existed, pretending when asked that, following their devout mother’s wishes, these two were being home-schooled. Apparently, the authorities in the backwoods community never inquired. There were no books in the house except a Gideon Bible that Hugo must have taken from some motel room — for reasons God only could know.

      The other source of information was the TV. When no one was at home to watch the younger ones, as when Tamara was off with the boys buying them school clothes, she’d lock Freddie and Ireenie in the basement. Their guardian was Buck, an old German-shepherd mix that was big but no longer muscular and wouldn’t have so much as barked on encountering an intruder. The dog alternately slept or relieved itself on the concrete floor, so the cold basement stank of mold and dog waste. Unfortunately for the children, intruders never came. Someone might have taken an interest.

      They shared a mattress on the floor and a horsehair blanket. Freddie read the Bible and watched TV. Ireenie pretended to watch the set as well, but when her brother looked over at her, her eyes were glazed or closed as if she were sleeping sitting up. Later in life, she’d tell him she was in meditation and could project her soul anywhere on the planet, to all those places on the TV where he yearned to go.

      Perhaps because of her vulnerability, Ireenie was clever in ways Freddie couldn’t grasp. He’d studied bullies, imitation, and intimidation but was careful to stay out of trouble, learning to rely on her to tell him what to do next in any situation. Outwardly, she was quiet and shy. She was pretty and knew it, was as sharp as her brother, but she hid her personality like some fearful hedgehog curling itself into a ball.

      When Tamara finally grew tired of the chores of minimal childcare, without consulting Hugo, she enrolled the children in the new county public school, to which they would be bussed so she needn’t be bothered to drive them. They were both admitted into the first grade even though they were years behind. As Ireenie matured, the older boys were always hitting on her. The ones her age teased her just to get a response, which would trigger the next joke.

      As they grew into their teens, they began to be seriously abused by their peers, but Freddie realized Hugo was a meaner bully and a greater threat than any of them, especially to Ireenie as her body began to fill out.

      Freddie would eventually learn, when he was old enough to understand, that Hugo was not a traveling salesman — he fenced stolen goods, typically by the truckload. All during the kids’ childhood, he’d had wads of money, none making it home.

      When Freddie was sixteen, Hugo was apprehended in Birmingham and was rumored to have died in a knife fight in the city jail. Tamara’s boys had left home by then, and she took the opportunity to track down Bettina, the kids’ birth mother, who was living alone in Doraville and was almost as poor as the rest of them but working a steady job as secretary to the minister of a Pentecostal church.

      Living with the kind-hearted Bettina, who hadn’t had the resources to try to have them tracked down in all these years, Freddie and Ireenie were both enrolled in a high school equivalency program, and they began to attend Sunday school regularly.

      Until that time, Freddie’s notable accomplishment was knowing the Bible, chapter and verse, testaments old and new. He picked up other academic skills quickly, and although he never learned to write well, he got work dictating sermons that his mother would transcribe for Reverend Woodall.

      Freddie came to dote on Bettina so much that Ireenie became jealous. He ran errands for her, managed her household expenses, and tended her when she was bedridden with her chronic migraines. But Ireenie never lost faith in him.

      “You will do great things, my precious son,” Bettina assured him as he laid a cold compress on her forehead. “God has put you through trials to test your spirit and your will. You know your Bible well enough to understand that’s how the Almighty tempers the metal of righteous swords.”

      Like Bettina, Reverend Woodall was kind-hearted and fair-minded. Neither the church nor he personally could afford to sponsor Freddie to attend divinity school. But after encouragement, the boy completed a correspondence course, culminating in a mail-order certification to officiate at weddings and funerals.

      One Saturday evening, Hugo showed up at their door. He was stinking drunk and reeling, had survived the fracas in jail, and was furious with Bettina for daring to take charge of his progeny. Shoving Bettina aside after bitter words, he moved to attack Ireenie. Before he managed to rape her, Freddie slit his throat with a kitchen knife.

      Bettina’s building superintendent, who was fond of her and needed no explanations, cleaned up the mess and, with Freddie’s help, put the body in a dumpster. Perhaps refuse collection disposed of Hugo’s putrid remains. No one cared.

      No way they could stay in Atlanta. Freddie and Ireenie moved to Florida, where he assured her they could make a fresh start. To facilitate their new beginnings, they took the names Frank and Ida Trusdale. Frank became a persuasive preacher, able to salt his sermons with parables. As he gained confidence, his speaking voice deepened, and his delivery became more emotional.

      He and his sister were inseparable. People probably assumed they were married. She was his helpmeet, always at his side, guiding his steps with her cleverness, loyal to him because the world without his protection had always terrified her.

      The bond between Freddie and Ireenie was unbreakable, but if he  had ever truly loved anyone, it was his mother.
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      The night of the accident that killed Gropius — if it was an accident — I sat holed up in my trailer intent on my laptop. I know some people used their phones for everything, but call me old school, I needed a keyboard. Chet was right to accuse me of compulsive data drilling. After my twin collegiate studies of divinity and astrophysics flamed out back east and I returned home to Appleton City, I did casual labor for Zed Motors as a skip tracer. I tracked down borrowers who’d missed more than a few payments on their cars, trucks, or tractors.

      I got a rep for finding deadbeats quickly and rarely had to do a repo. I often negotiated win-win settlements that mostly pissed off Mr. Zed because he hadn’t thought of them himself and nevertheless owed me commission on the recovery. My understanding search engines and knowing how to use a spreadsheet saved a lot of legwork.

      I’d promised to share anything suspicious with Otis, but likewise I’d requested he let me know if any kinfolk or colleagues of the ill-fated doctor showed up. I’d offer my condolences, but just as important I’d want to speak with anyone who might know why he’d sought me out. From his crack that my neighbors were gossips, I expected he’d asked around.

      But you’d think the first place he’d inquired would have been the C’mon Inn, and Cora insisted she’d never met him. Zed’s son ran a gas station over on Route P, so that could be a place to ask. The doctor didn’t seem to have a car (I’d heard none pull up that morning), and it was amazing in these wary times that anyone would dare to pick up a hitchhiker. A trucker might, but those guys were mostly passing through and might have no information about either passengers or locals.

      I wasn’t about to share with Chet that the eccentric doctor might have been killed to silence him about a secret government plot to fake the Second Coming of Christ. Weed was still illegal in Missouri, and he’d wonder how I’d come by whatever I was smoking.

      Doctor of what? I began with an identity search and found an answer right away. Deputy Crandall would have, as well, if she’d bothered to undertake a simple search.

      I found this brief biographical note in the Journal of Concerned Scientists:

      
        
        Gropius, Hans Lichtenwort (1945 - ), research scientist and engineer. Retired from Los Alamos National Laboratory. Author of white papers on battlefield simulations. Deacon in the Dutch Reformed Church. Also wrote the controversial treatise, “Why There Is No God and I Still Have Faith.” Since his retirement, repudiated for his extremist views advocating false-flag operations. Guest speaker at Q-Anon conferences then reviled by the movement once they’d heard his opinions. No public appearances or publications after 2019. Last reported residence: Lee’s Summit, Missouri.

      

      

      My searches couldn’t bring up much more on him. I drilled into the wiki article to find its authors and editors, but there was only one, and the link on the avatar-handle was dead. The article had only one footnote — a link to his theological paper, which debated recent scientific speculation that a godless universe could arise spontaneously. You’d think his research would have been published somewhere, but there were no links and no other search results. I tried Google Scholar, the National Science Foundation, and DARPA, among others, but got no hits, which was doubly surprising since the metaverse was one of the hottest topics in physics.

      Lee’s Summit was the location of John Knox Village, an assisted-living facility, making it a reasonable guess Gropius might have been living there. It was where several of my now-deceased friends had spent their twilight years. Among them had been attorney Angus Clapper. We’d played his last game of chess. The retirement home was about seventy miles to the north, an hour and a half on the interstate. Not an unlikely place to begin my inquiries.

      And then there was the crusty Arthur Redwine. I ministered to him on his deathbed, and he gifted me and my new family with his farmhouse. We both knew and understood abandonment by our dearest loves — his, decades earlier — mine, once before then and another since.

      Before I dropped off to sleep, I risked phoning my friend and unofficial collaborator, Special Agent Leon Weiss.
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