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      Evan Wycliff didn’t consider Stuart Shackleton his personal adversary, but the investment banker certainly was his nemesis. Every time the fellow made a request of Evan, it led the preacher into a nest of snakes. And now, as a result of Evan’s curious meddling into matters that needn’t concern him, Shackleton was behind bars pending trial on a charge of first-degree murder. If this unscrupulous man were convicted, perhaps the unhappy consequences of his schemes would soon be at an end.

      It was the height of the pandemic. The balmy spring weather in southern Missouri at least offered more opportunities for holed-up families to venture outside and greet their neighbors. Here in the courtroom, fewer than half the participants were wearing masks. State government hadn’t mandated wearing them, and Evan well knew that whether on or off was pretty much a badge of political affiliation. Predictably, the defendant wasn’t masked. He had friends and connections in Jeffersonville. Evan had one on, and his reputation as science apologist to his church congregation required him to set an example. Now that he was pastor, those pressures were wearing him down.

      Despite what I think and advise, if all of the folks were wearing masks, it would look like a convocation of the Klan in here.

      The alleged murder of Father Michael Coyle of Flat Bank Catholic Charities had occurred more than a year ago. As the pretrial of the case had dragged on, Shackleton was in jail because he was a flight risk. A guy with all that money and access to private jets would have to be.

      So it was ironic in the extreme when last evening Shackleton’s attorney Bertram Harrison phoned Evan and urged him to pay a compassionate visit to Ann Shackleton because her husband was in lockup.

      “She’s in a bad way,” Harrison had told him, perhaps saying all he knew about it.

      Evan had never visited the assisted-living wing of the Myerson Clinic. He’d certainly had enough to do with the adolescent treatment and rehab programs when he’d counseled Shackleton’s teenage son Luke. He was struck by the signage on the building: Myerson Memory Center. True, many if not all of its patients were challenged with dementia, but he doubted whether the focus of treatment was improving or even recapturing their memories. Now he was here to see Ann because presumably her husband was worried about her, but the reasons were still unclear. Before erstwhile pastor Rev. Marcus Thurston had retired, regular compassionate visits had been part of his routine. Now Evan realized making those rounds would fall to him.

      Thurston had served as the first black minister of a predominantly white congregation in this farmland community. Evan could only imagine how difficult it had been for him, especially in the early days of his service. And as long as Evan had known him, the old pastor had been wise about knowing when to keep his mouth shut. And perhaps fortunately for his sanity, he’d retired before the onset of Covid. On public health policies since that time, he’d expressed no opinions, while agreeing privately with the deacons when they decided worship services should be suspended.

      Amid governmental confusion over pandemic policies, local medical facilities and assisted-living centers in this state were still permitting compassionate visits, counseling family members to come less often and to distance themselves when they did. As a member of the clergy, Evan was permitted everywhere except inside an ICU, but he had to wear both a mask and a plastic face shield as well as answer a checklist of health questions to gain admission to each facility.

      Before she’d slipped into dementia in recent years, Ann Shackleton had been a devout Catholic. She might not know or care about Evan’s denomination, but it baffled him why Stuart Shackleton should be so eager to enlist a Baptist minister — especially Evan — for this personal mission.

      What about her home church? Do they even know I’m involved?

      When he asked after Ann Shackleton at the desk, Lucille, the receptionist, looked puzzled. The petite girl was so young she might be an intern. Her head was a mass of carrot-colored hair and blue-paper mask, with her eyes just peeking out, so her confusion was a perceptible squint. Rather than waving Evan through, she advised him to go back to Urgent Care and take a seat in the waiting room. After what seemed a long delay there, a registered nurse came out to greet him. Her badge identified her as Ornette Wheeler. She was middle-aged and slender, with a gaunt face the color of cocoa and more than a lifetime’s share of worry lines. She’d been sweating so much the perspiration was fogging her face shield.

      When he introduced himself, she also looked puzzled, asking, “Reverend, may I ask the purpose of your visit? The priest has only just left, and I must tell you it’s been a difficult few hours.”

      “The priest?”

      “Father Vasquez from All Saints,” she sighed, adding in a subdued tone, “he’d come to give her the last rites at two this morning, but she went too quick.”

      “Oh, my,” Evan said, regretting right away he hadn’t asked more questions of Harrison. “I assume someone has informed her husband.”

      “The contact information we have at the nursing station is for his lawyer. Last night I let Mr. Harrison know she was having arrhythmia, but she’s had those episodes before. Then early in the morning, as I say, she got very much worse, very fast. There’s always a priest on-call, but by then all we got for the lawyer at that hour was voicemail.”

      I doubt you know I’m her son’s guardian, but did his mother even know the boy exists?

      The situation with Luke would be too complicated to explain just now. All Evan could think to say was, “I wasn’t aware of the urgency. I should have come earlier. I’ve come too late.”

      “No,” Nurse Wheeler assured him, “I wouldn’t say that. I wouldn’t say that at all.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “You see, we thought we’d lost her. Actually, we did lose her. She’d been in a-fib through the evening. We medicated — but suddenly, arrest. She coded, the team tried to resuscitate her, but she stayed flatline. The doctor called it, and the team left the room. I sent a pickup order to the morgue. But evidently miracles do happen. I don’t know how, but when they came to get her, she was back! Sitting up and chattering like a jaybird!” The nurse shook her head as if wondering whether she’d imagined it all.

      “How is she now?”

      “That’s the thing. Before this, she was withdrawn. She has hardly said a word to anyone for months. Listless, low appetite. After a serious episode like this, we’d expect to keep her in ICU for a while. But today she’s sitting up and running on like a motor mouth! She’s not making much sense, which is her way, but she’s acting like she’s got a new lease on life!” This usually stoic nurse seemed close to grateful tears.

      Evan asked cautiously, “May I see her? This may not be the time…”

      “She’s negative for Covid, so this cardiac episode is unrelated. The night-shift attending has gone home. The resident is here, but he wasn’t on the floor when she coded. Me, my shift was over an hour ago, but I really want to be sure she’s stabilized. You shouldn’t stay long, especially if it makes her more agitated. We’d give her a sedative, but all that adrenalin right now might actually be what’s sustaining her. So I’m thinking, if seeing you might help her calm down, it could be just the thing. If it’s all right, I can stay in the room — I’ll give you a nod if it’s not working.”

      “Actually, she doesn’t know me at all, so I don’t expect she’ll be telling me anything you shouldn’t hear. I’m a friend of the family. Her husband is indisposed, which is why you had to go through Mr. Harrison. I want to give Stuart a report, but if this is not the time, I won’t stay.”
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        * * *

      

      It was just past eight in the morning. Ann Shackleton was indeed sitting up in bed in a private room. There were oxygen tubes in her nostrils, and she was hooked up to a heart monitor, which was displaying a steady sinus rhythm.

      “Doctor!” she declared as Evan entered the room with Ornette. The patient’s cheeks were rosy, her eyes were sparkling blue, and her hair was a mass of white curls. Evan calculated she should be in her mid-fifties, but because of the effects of her long-term illness, he’d always thought she looked much older. Today she seemed vital and didn’t look at all like an invalid who had been anywhere near death’s door.

      “Doctor of Divinity, actually,” Evan muttered as he sat. “I’m Reverend Wycliff from Evangel Baptist. Stuart asked me to call on you.” Nurse Wheeler stood next to the bed and gently took Ann’s arm by the wrist with her gloved hand as if taking her pulse. The monitor’s electronics were already doing that, but Evan guessed the nurse thought her touch might be comforting to the patient, and it was her excuse to linger by the bed.

      “Stuart. Stuart. Stuart. Stuart,” Ann tsked, with a pronounced lisp. “That man will be the death of me. But not yet!”

      And of how many others? Wait — innocent until proven guilty!

      “He’s had some life challenges of his own recently,” Evan offered. “I’m sure he’ll want to see you as soon as he can put things in order.”

      “You know, doctor,” the woman insisted, “my left arm was hurting s-s-something awful. And pressure on my ches-s-st! But now I’m breathing easier. What did you give me? Must be good s-s-s-tuff!”

      Evan realized her hissing lisp was because several of her upper teeth were missing.

      Ornette interjected, “We gave you medicine to keep your heart beating steadily. You’re doing fine now. But you need your rest. The Reverend can’t stay long.”

      Evan thought to ask Ornette, “Does Mrs. Shackleton perhaps have a denture? She might be more comfortable talking if she can have it.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Ornette exclaimed. “In all the excitement last night I forgot where I put it.”

      She started to open the drawer to the bedside table when Mrs. Shackleton shouted, “Not in there. You put it in my slippers, dear.”

      Evan looked where Ann was pointing to see a pair of fuzzy pink slippers near his elbow, perched on the radiator. The slippers were monogrammed with the patient’s initials, AKS, except the S was larger and in the middle, spelling ASK.

      Now, there’s an omen.

      Evan was startled to hear Nurse Wheeler gasp as she rushed over to grab the slippers. She shoved her hand inside to retrieve Ann’s dental bridge, removed it from its clear plastic bag, and quickly handed it over. Ann shoved the denture in, and her face lit up in a broad smile. Having all her teeth certainly made her prettier. Also tucked inside one of the slippers was gold jewelry, which Ann clutched at eagerly, perhaps not realizing her watch and wedding rings had also been missing.

      “And put those slippers back on me,” Ann commanded, this time with no lisp. “My feet are cold.”

      The nurse turned the covers down, replaced the slippers, and tucked the patient in. Then she turned to Evan and whispered, “Could we have a word outside?”

      Ornette looked solemn, and she was shaking. Evan couldn’t imagine what had transpired in the last few moments to upset her so.

      As Evan got up to follow the nurse out, he said to Ann, “We’ll have a longer visit when you’re feeling better. Is there anything you’d like me to bring you?”

      She flashed him a girlish grin and replied, “You always tell me I already have all that I need, Father.”

      First I’m the doctor, now I’m the priest. Yet she seems to know her husband’s name.

      “Wise words,” Evan agreed.

      She must think I’m her parish priest. I wonder whether he was the one who came to give her the rites.

      In the hallway just outside Mrs. Shackleton’s room, Nurse Wheeler grabbed Evan’s arm as if clutching him for support.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked her. “Are you feeling okay? I suppose it’s been an ordeal.”

      She responded breathlessly, “I removed her slippers, then I removed her denture. And her watch and her rings. I was gathering her personal effects. Procedure is to bag them before they come to take her to the morgue. But I didn’t have a bag handy, so I just set them aside.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “She couldn’t have seen me do it! She’d been clinically dead for fourteen minutes!”
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      Evan had wanted to march right back into Ann Shackleton’s room and ask her to tell him about her near-death experience, but Nurse Wheeler advised him to make it another time, explaining that asking the patient to relive the event now might stir emotions and jeopardize her recovery. He’d read about out-of-body consciousness, but he’d never known anyone who’d experienced it. Encountering it this morning didn’t shake Evan’s faith. If anything, it could confirm it. Life after death? Sure. Granted Ann in her demented state would almost certainly be an unreliable narrator, but the nurse — however stressed she might have been from these events — seemed to have a firm grip on reality.

      Was it a lucky guess? But Ann insisted she saw where Ornette put it.

      Evan had no current phone number for Shackleton, who wasn’t allowed to have one while he was in jail. So he called Harrison to give him the surprising news but had to leave voicemail. Evan was aware that Shackleton’s arraignment hearing was scheduled for this morning at 11 a.m. He fully intended to be there.
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        * * *

      

      Evan’s workday was just beginning, and he’d had no breakfast. He’d just managed a quick cup of coffee, but there was no one to help him eat a stack of his favorite banana sweetcakes, even if he was willing to take the time to whip them up. Stores were open for patrons who took precautions, and Loretta had set out in their big black Lincoln Navigator at first light, saying she had shopping errands to run for the Loving Embrace committee. Luke had already made himself his obligatory bowl of oatmeal, walnuts, banana, and soy milk, hunching over his laptop as he readied himself for a session with his math tutor, the geek-for-hire Walter Engstrom. For now, Luke had to be home-schooled not only because of the pandemic but also because the high school offered no advance-placement courses in either calculus or physics. Even so, the administration wasn’t yet sure they were ready to admit a student who depended regularly on a cocktail of psychoactive drugs to “maintain,” as his caregivers put it.

      Evan drifted back to his habitual hangout, the C’mon Inn on Main Street, where he expected regulars would always be welcomed unless they had the sniffles. Even though he’d promised Zip Zed he’d trade in the thing, Evan persisted in driving the robin’s-egg-blue Cinquecento that the car dealer had loaned him “because no one else in these parts will ever want it.” As Evan took his usual place at the counter, his wise confidante and counselor Coralie Angelides was ready, immediately pouring from her Pyrex pot of Farmer Brothers, which seemed permanently attached to her hand.

      “Where you been?” she quipped as she poured.

      “Why, laboring in the fields of the Lord,” Evan shot back.

      She giggled. “Gimme a break! What’s the matter? That cocktail waitress of yours don’t know how to make them pancakes you like so much?”

      “Those are healthy, aren’t they?”

      Cora scoffed. “Just Satan’s way of getting you to eat white flour, sugar, and butter. They say the good die young, but you’re lookin’ mighty fit, Rev!”

      Coralie, you never believed in Satan. I even wonder whether angels have to believe in God. Maybe they just take orders, as you do, no questions asked.

      Evan had the build of a football player, although one who in his retirement had never met a meal he didn’t like. He’d promised Loretta he’d be more careful about his diet, but he regarded the C’mon as a retreat and a throwback to his old ways. As for Cora’s teasing, Loretta’s rapid transition from a career in hospitality at a casino to being a pastor’s wife was a topic of amused conversation around town. It wasn’t that anyone judged his lovely bride unsuitable for the role. If anything, in Evan’s opinion, she was far too conscientious about both looking and acting the part. Loretta now preferred simple jersey dresses in either plain black or navy, with prim, white-lace collars. Hem length past the knees with black hose and “sensible” pumps. Evan feared that look had gone out of style even before there was a Walmart to sell it. And then wearing her long hair drawn back in a bun with a pair of rimless granny glasses (which she only needed for reading) completed the ultraconservative outfit.

      If I see her carrying one of those Bibles with a zippered leather cover, I’ll tell her she’s gone too far.

      Cora liked to tease because, if it hadn’t been for Loretta, she might have broken it off with Clint Everly and made an all-out play for the preacher. Which at the time he might not have resisted.

      “In truth, Loretta’s off doing I-don’t-know-what-all, and I’ve just come from Myerson, where I checked in on Ann Shackleton. She had a heart attack last night, but they brought her around.”

      Cora leaned forward and said in a hushed, conspiratorial tone, “You mean you raised that woman from the dead.”

      Oh, this is already getting way out of hand!

      “I did nothing of the kind. They must’ve used the paddles on her, and she was alive and kicking before I even got there, before I even knew she was in danger.” Then Evan grew suspicious, “And, by the way, how would you know all this?”

      “Clint phoned me. Not much goes on over there he don’t know — and don’t tell me.”

      Cora’s boyfriend Clint gave the appearance of a bald-headed wrestler. He was an orderly in the adolescent-treatment wing at Myerson. He brought both muscle and a cool head to the job. When Luke Shackleton was in treatment there for what the physicians theorized was schizophrenia, Clint was just about the only member of staff who cut the boy a break now and then.

      “Yes, I’ll have those pancakes,” Evan said, hoping he could change the subject.

      “With sausage?”

      “No. You’ve told me to cut out the grease.”

      She grinned in triumph, asking playfully, “Well, then, how about margarine and sugar-free syrup to go with?”

      “Don’t push it, Cora,” Evan teased back. Then he insisted, “And don’t advertise that rumor. This isn’t the first time you’ve repeated the rumor I’m a faith healer.”

      As she scribbled on her order pad, she tossed back, “And it’s not the first time trouble has been followin’ you around.”
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        * * *

      

      A rap of the gavel changes a life, changes in an instant a whole network of life paths. Creates, as the quantum math suggests, a branching of myriad alternative realities. Rev. Evan Wycliff understood the math as theory but didn’t grant the possibility of alternatives. To him and this little farm community, there was only one — the here and now. And at times it seemed more than a modest cleric could bear.

      This morning in the St. Clair County courthouse, the murder charge against Stuart Shackleton was summarily dismissed. Insufficient evidence. The arguments of his high-priced defenders had ensured that the case would never go to trial.

      Shackleton’s attorneys had delayed and delayed, and pretrial discovery had failed to turn up conclusive evidence. During that time, daytime skip tracer and part-time preacher Evan Wycliff had succeeded Rev. Marcus Thurston as pastor of Appleton City’s Baptist church. Never mind that he hadn’t yet been ordained. Thurston informed him that, under the rules of the Southern Baptist Convention, the sitting pastor had the authority to confer an ordination as long as the board of deacons concurred.

      However, a sizable faction of the church’s membership did not welcome Evan as their new pastor. Many disapproved of his occasionally agnostic-sounding sermons, his insistence that science and theology could coexist, his urging them during the pandemic to get vaccinated as soon as the shots were available, to wear masks indoors, and — not least — his choice of a presumably fallen woman in matrimony. Some persisted in circulating the rumor that he could work miracles, which connoted faith healer and therefore charlatan. And the fact that Loretta’s unlucky sister Melissa suffered from epilepsy could be, according to some spiteful gossips, evidence of demonic possession.

      Perhaps another reason for the defection was that Evan had begun holding Sunday worship services online. As a rule, members of the congregation who had school-age children had access to their kids’ computers. Many more at least had a smartphone. The defectors tended to lack digital devices and also to be highly suspicious of the internet.

      Soon after Thurston ordained Evan, the objecting faction broke away from the church and formed a new congregation, Calvary Baptist, in a former one-room schoolhouse in Rockville. Followers of Marcus and Evan renamed their church Evangel Baptist — over Evan’s objection. He wasn’t confident enough in his own faith to see his mission as evangelical, and he disliked the implication that the new community had somehow been named after him. But it was certainly a sneering message to the Calvary folks whose side Evan’s loyalists were on.

      And since Evan had, also over his own objections, won a reputation as the preacher who could work miracles, his loyalists were steadfast in their support. (This was even before rumors began circulating about Ann Shackleton’s resurrection.) Evan wasn’t at all sure he wanted or was ready to take the job, but his new responsibilities as husband and child guardian required him to have a more reliable income.

      Seated among the attendees at what should have been the first day of the investment banker’s trial, Evan lamented to himself that so many of the recent major challenges in his life and ministry had begun and ended with Stuart Shackleton.

      Except, after this judge’s abrupt ruling, Evan feared the most recent chain of pain wouldn’t be over.

      I should’ve known I wasn’t done with him.

      As various interested parties cleared out of the courtroom amid hushed buzzings of amazement, Evan saw Shackleton’s attorney Bertram Harrison striding toward him. The tall, silver-haired gentleman in the obligatory three-piece suit looked less like a country lawyer, more like a distinguished advocate who was ready to argue a case before the Supreme Court — which indeed he had done with success on other occasions. He was the senior partner of an old-line firm in St. Louis, and Evan had every reason to worry this wasn’t the last he’d be seeing of this dapper fellow and his Ivy-League charm.

      Shackleton, who had been seated at the defendant’s table, had already disappeared through the door by the jury box. As Harrison drew near Evan, the lawyer gently laid a hand on his forearm and said quietly, “Reverend, Stuart would like a private word with you.”

      It might not be only about Ann. Maybe he wants custody of Luke — while he’s up to his old tricks trying to steal the Emmett farm. And what about little Buzz? Surely he can’t manage care of his  grandson on his own.

      Wondering whether he was about to be rebuked or challenged, Evan followed Harrison out the same door Shackleton had taken and into a paneled conference room that adjoined the judge’s chambers.

      Perhaps because he was accustomed to chairing board meetings at Bates Bank and convocations of his brethren at the Masonic lodge in Osceola, Shackleton sat calmly at the head of the long table.

      He’d already managed to change from prison jumpsuit into his habitual aristo business attire. He was fondling his new phone, another privilege of his new freedom.

      Evan took a seat at acceptable social distance on Shackleton’s left side. Harrison was about to seat himself on the right, but the banker waved him away, saying to the lawyer, “Don’t worry, Bert. I won’t say anything to incriminate myself.” And the fellow left the room.

      How can he be so sure? Should I be recording this?

      In the awkward pause that followed, Shackleton stared frankly into Evan’s eyes as if trying to read whether the preacher were friend or foe. Evan was at a loss, the emotions of the morning having encompassed revivals of the just and the unjust. Evan removed his mask, hoping exposing his face wouldn’t telegraph his contempt for the man.

      I won’t be the one to speak first, no matter how embarrassing the silence.

      Finally, Shackleton announced, “I need you to know I didn’t kill Father Coyle.”

      Amazing and stunning and hardly believable.

      Evan was shocked that the banker wasn’t more concerned about his ailing wife. “What about Ann? I assume by now you’ve heard she’s out of the woods. But what more do you want me to do? And so far I haven’t told Luke. Should I take him to see her? I know all of this has come on you so suddenly, but…”

      Shackleton drew a long breath, then explained, “Ann has not been herself for a very long time. It’s crass to say she’s already dead to me, but I must be honest. Especially with you. As for Luke, as his condition got worse, I wouldn’t allow him to see her. She didn’t recognize him — she can’t really identify anyone anymore — and it would infuriate him. The last time — this was before he was admitted to the clinic — he raged at her. He was red-faced, in tears. And of course his anger upset her terribly. She didn’t understand why this strange kid was screaming at her. So, you see, there was nothing to be done.”

      Evan said, “But when I saw her this morning, she seemed calm, even knew your name. She said you’d be the death of her, which I believe she meant as something of a joke. Sorry to be the messenger, but you should know.”

      “Dementia can have its own sense of humor,” Shackleton said dryly. “But thank you for looking in on her.”

      No mention of Luke? Or his grandson? I’m not going to push it.

      “I believe Ann had what’s called a near-death experience,” Evan told him. “Medically, she’d been pronounced dead, and then she revived unexplainably. They say her heart had stopped for fourteen minutes, which is twice the estimated safe revival time without brain damage. And yet she seems to be alert, maybe even more than before. If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak more with her about it, also ask her caregivers what else they can tell me.”

      “Would you say your visit upset her? Who did she think you were?”

      “First she must have thought I was one of her doctors, then she addressed me as a priest. Nurse Wheeler told me Father Vasquez had been summoned to give Ann the last rites, but I don’t think he was able to go through with it.”

      “We don’t know him. If you’re not upsetting her, she might enjoy your visits. I can assure you I won’t be going over there,” Shackleton said tersely, frowning before he went on. “You ministered to my son when I asked you. And you’ve helped him heal, whether you say it was a miracle or not. You’ve befriended him, and now you’ve taken him and my grandson into your own home, into your family. If things had gone the other way in there this morning, they might’ve been living with you indefinitely.”

      Will he want them to live with him now? Luke won’t want that.

      Toddler Robert was Luke’s son — Stuart Shackleton’s grandson. To everyone he was Baby Buzz and perhaps would be into his teens. Melissa was the mother, but she couldn’t care for him while she was in treatment for outrages that had been visited upon her — not by Shackleton but almost certainly by his partners in crime.

      “Luke and Buzz are both doing very well,” Evan had to admit. “But what happens now? Are you saying you want custody?”

      “I’m not saying that at all,” Shackleton said soberly. “I can’t think that far ahead. All I know is, you’re a much better influence on Luke than I could ever be. And I believe he trusts you. Frankly, I haven’t earned the right. Can we give it some time? I know it’s asking a lot.”

      “I’m not disparaging you as a father, but Luke and Buzz are family now, and Loretta and I will continue to do whatever we can for them. There are decisions to be made when Melissa can come home, of course. I can imagine you need to put your own house in order. Please, as far as we’re concerned, things are fine as they are.”

      I’m making it sound like an offer, but it’s more of a request. A demand, actually.

      “You’re right,” Shackleton said, seeming relieved. “I’ll be retiring from the bank, perhaps from my leadership of the Lodge as well. I plan to manage my personal investments. Nothing more to do with those Russians, of course.” He signed and added, “I don’t know where I stand with Edie. She seemed willing to take the risk I could go to jail for some slick real-estate deal, but when she suspected I had dealings with Churpov, the possibility we might both be shot in our beds was a bit much. Last I heard, she was back with her sister in Scottsdale.”

      Edith Taggart had been wife to Evan’s best friend Bob, who had killed himself two years ago. Evan doubted Bob had known about the affair. Evan’s informal investigation of the tragedy had uncovered that Bob had other reasons for ending his life.

      Evan hesitated before offering, “We could pray you’ll be wise about what to do next.”

      Shackleton chuckled, “I’m not sure I’m ready for that. Especially if it involves repentance.” He paused carefully before he added, “But there is one more thing.”

      The banker reached into his coat pocket, pulled out a long envelope, and shoved it across the table to Evan.

      What’s this? It had better not be something for me to sign.

      The envelope was unsealed. Opening it, Evan found Shackleton’s signed power of attorney for matters involving the health and welfare of both his wife and his son and his grandson, along with a cashier’s check for $50,000 made out to the church for “benefit of the building fund.”

      Evan had to look at the check twice to believe the number. He protested, “But we don’t have plans to build. We’re already at the limit on that lot, and the sanctuary is in good repair.”

      Shackleton smirked playfully and said, “I understand the parsonage is in need of substantial renovation.”
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      Indirectly, Reverend Wycliff had been Stuart Shackleton’s principal accuser. Fr. Michael Coyle had been found dead in his office at the Sisters of Mercy children’s home. He was known to have had a chronic heart condition, and a bottle of angina pills was found spilled in front of him where he had expired at his desk.

      But on inspecting photos from the coroner’s autopsy report as directed by Sheriff Chester Otis, Evan had pointed out an anomalous detail, offering its interpretation along with the inference that the priest had died — not of natural causes but “at the hands of another.” Someone, presumably an attacker, had smudged an ashen cross on the forehead between and just above the eyebrows. And at the center of those marks was a wound that farm-boy Wycliff identified as burn marks from an electric cattle prod.

      An inconvenient complication in the case was that the device, if it was indeed the murder weapon, had never been found. And the evidence that Shackleton had been the intruder — much less, the attacker — was circumstantial. The only witness was the elderly Sister Margaret, who was hard of hearing and had been stationed at the convent’s reception desk that morning. The nun thought she’d heard a motorcycle pull up outside, then a rider dressed in black and wearing a helmet that covered his face had entered the administrator’s office, emerging just minutes later and carrying the same briefcase he’d brought.

      Sister Margaret hadn’t been concerned about seeing this stranger because Father had previously informed her that he was expecting a courier.

      It was Evan who later informed Sheriff Otis that he’d encountered Shackleton on that same day dressed in similar all-black riding attire as he showed off his new Ducati Superleggera motorcycle.
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        * * *

      

      As Evan sat with Shackleton wondering what he should do with that check, the banker said with a shrug, “I admit I paid Coyle a visit. I was supposed to pick up the papers authorizing Churpov’s guardianship of Melissa Benton. And Coyle was expecting a check for his placement fee. But the guy must have had a change of heart, so to speak, because he refused to give me the document. He pitched a fit, we argued, he gulped down some pills, and I walked out of there without giving him the check, which I’m sure pissed him off even more.”

      If that’s not incriminating, it’s at least suggestive, maybe not of murder, but of his role in Churpov’s trafficking schemes.

      “Are you saying he was alive when you left him?” Evan asked.

      “Alive with his Irish full up,” Shackleton replied with no sign of remorse.

      “And what about the marks on his forehead?”

      “Harrison had the medical examiner’s photos in the case file, and I had a good look at them. There was nothing like that on him when I left.”

      Evan suggested, “I wondered whether wounding him in his third eye might be somehow symbolic. An occult message?”

      Shackleton smirked. “Appropriate enough, I suppose. You might say he deserved what he got. But, as I say, I didn’t do it, and I don’t know who did.”

      “But can you guess?” Evan asked.

      Shackleton shook his head. “Churpov needed those papers. How else do you leave the country legally with an underage girl? He didn’t think the other charges against him would stick. Especially not after he was home and dry back in Armenia.”

      The sheriff told me the Feds let Churpov go. It must have been some kind of a plea deal. So, yes, he could be back across the water and feeling like he’s outwitted us all. But at least he doesn’t have Melissa.
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