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Introduction


[image: ]


The book previous to this, A Truthful Man, was intended as a standalone novel. But when readers kept asking, ‘What happens next?’ I set out to discover the answer.

Bishop Marsden

The bishop of Ruddminster represents the attitude of a lot of the clergy in the Catholic Church at the moment. 

His reaction to Father James’ sermons on sin is an example of the modernists’ aggression toward the traditions of the Church founded by Christ, and their attempts to water down His words.

As I was writing this book, I listened to Podcast #853 by Dr. Taylor Marshall, in which he plays an interview with an older Irish priest. The clergyman states his concern over the lack of vocations to the priesthood at the same time as saying “I despair of young priests who talk about sin and want the traditional Latin Mass.” He also voices a problem with their wishing to wear black cassocks just like in the 40s and 50s. Why doesn’t he want them to look like priests?

He even goes so far as to state that he’d “rather have nothing” than these devout men.  

Nothing is what we’re headed for if we’re not careful!

––––––––
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Cancelled Priests Need a Home, Too

In the first book, I mentioned the Coalition for Cancelled Priests in America, and how those good people are raising funds to help persecuted pastors. The coalition is actively working to procure a property they can turn into ‘a place of refuge for clergy.’ 

This formed the model for a similar project in my imaginary diocese of Ruddminster, England, where Bishop Robert Marsden continues to remove God-fearing priests from their parishes, forces them to leave their rectories and stops paying them.

The Coalition for Cancelled Priests is being asked to secure properties outside the USA, too.  Who knows, maybe someone who reads this book will start the same project in the United Kingdom? Wouldn’t that be wonderful!

The Pope

As a practising Catholic, I want to make it clear that I am not against the papacy. But our current pontiff does seem to be taking the Church in an unfortunate direction and undoing millennia of tradition in the process.

It appears that he is being led astray by people who have no interest in the saving of souls but rather in the destruction of the Catholic Church. Those individuals are the manifestation of ‘the smoke of Satan’ within the Church, as Pope Paul VI warned.

I pray for our pope daily, especially in light of the words of Father Michel Rodrigue, priest, exorcist, mystic, and founder of a fraternity in Canada, who prophesied that Pope Francis will come to regret his actions and attempt to unite the Church again, but it will be too late and he is destined to die a martyr’s death. (Page 453 of Revelations by Xavier Reyes-Ayral, Published 2022 by Austin Macauley Publishers LLC.)

Therefore, he is in dire need of our prayers. 

A Church in Peril

A Truthful Man and A Divine Truth were written to expose the dangers facing the Catholic Church from within. 

Many members of the clergy are abandoning God’s Truth for the sake of ‘going along to get along’ with the secular world. They have forgotten what it means to be good shepherds of the flock entrusted to them by Jesus. Worse still, when they reach positions of power, they do all they can to prevent good and holy priests from preaching the truths of the Gospel.

Mother Church needs us to imitate Christ by staying strong in our faith and accepting the consequences. 

May this book encourage all Christians to stand by God’s eternal truths, regardless of how unpopular it makes you. May it rally Catholics among you to stand firm with the Church in her hour of need, when it is the most tempting to abandon her. 

And now, I hope you enjoy following the goings-on in King’s Brambling!

God bless,

Hilary

Rubesca4@gmail.com

Visit my website to check out my other books and download a free copy of the first book in the Riding Out series: https://HilaryWalkerBooks.com

See you there!

If you enjoy this novel, would you please consider leaving a review on your favourite online book seller?

Reviews are the lifeblood of authors and help spread the word about our books.

For the good and holy priests who have been unjustly removed from their priestly duties.

May they never lose their ardour for preaching the Truth.

And for the faithful who have lost their good shepherds.
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Chapter One: The Bishop’s Plans

[image: ]


Sunday, April 7th 

Bishop Robert Marsden sat at his heavy oak desk, in the office on the upper floor of the Victorian mansion which had served as the Bishop’s Palace for the past hundred and fifty years.

It was still Lent and a fortnight before Easter. Which meant two long weeks to endure before he could give up his Lenten fast.  

He didn’t wish anyone but the Lord to know that he’d forsaken chocolate desserts for these forty days, because, to the average man, that might not seem much. But the Lord could see into his heart and knew what a true sacrifice it was. 

And it came on top of his other problem.

He rotated his soft leather chair to face the window, and gazed upon the sweeping back gardens to soothe his nerves.

But today the historic topiaries – those flourishing descendants of boxwoods, planted by Sir Thomas More during his visit to the cathedral next door in 1530 – failed to calm his growing impatience. With an angry snort, he swivelled round to face the desk. 

He’d resumed drumming his fingers on the green leather inlay, when a shaft of light burst through the window pane, over his shoulder, piercing the four-carat amethyst on his bishop’s ring. The massive gem sparkled with sudden vibrant energy – then a cloud extinguished the sunray and left behind a dull purple stone.

Bishop Marsden gave another derisive snort. His power over the faithful entrusted to him, as prelate of Ruddminster City and diocese, was as illusory as the brilliance of that amethyst.

Of the eight men and women he’d recruited, each in a different parish, as yet only two had called with the information he’d requested about their pastor. That was last Sunday, and he’d better hear from the other six parishioners today. It made him livid they were taking so long to obey their bishop.

He was still smarting from his brother-in-law’s abrupt departure from the lunch table a few weeks ago. The upstart had had the affrontery to preach to him – him, the bishop! – about the meaning of Scripture, then left him to eat his steak au poivre with scalloped potatoes and asparagus tips by himself while staring across the table at a plate with an identical meal sitting on it. Even he couldn’t manage to eat both.

He’d fed the servers with some lame excuse about an urgent phone summons to explain his guest’s sudden disappearance. But it was obvious that the man had left in high dudgeon with the bishop.

Mark’s defection to Father James Stryker had only hardened his resolve to purge the diocese, and preferably the whole country, of rebel priests who perniciously held onto the old-fashioned teachings of the Catholic Church, and refused to move with the times.

To this end, he’d called into service a member of each parish in the diocese. He told them to report back on the sermons of their pastors, so he could reward those priests for their fidelity to Church teaching. They had swallowed it; after all, he was the bishop. Who were they to doubt his motives?

There was, however, one parish whose congregation stubbornly refused to assist his efforts to update the Church. 

King’s Brambling had yielded not one single person willing to let their bishop know how Father Gregory was doing. Father James, his predecessor whom the bishop had ousted, was almost certainly exerting a bad influence on the young pastor.

The bishop ground his teeth. Father James was a sore reminder of his own zealous self, when he’d first been ordained. The priest’s piety was odious, a rebuke to the bishop and his modern enlightened views.

I have to turn someone in King’s Brambling against him and Father Gregory!
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Chapter Two: The Canon Lawyer
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The Same Sunday

Father James wished he had a more fitting venue for his meeting with Monsignor Murray. 

The canon lawyer was here to discuss the priest’s appeal to Rome against the bishop’s removal of him as pastor of tiny St. Jude Church by the cliffs above King’s Brambling.

But there was no hiding from the monsignor where he lived. He now resided in the bed and breakfast run by his university friend, Rebecca Luckton, who gave him a break on her daily rate and didn’t charge him for keeping Judith, his Border Collie, there too.

Worse, given the confidential nature of their discussion, it had to take place in the priest’s cramped bedroom.

“At least it has a great view of the beach,” Father James told his dog.

She wagged her tail, for she’d heard, ‘This is a great time for a walk.’ Apologising for the confusion, he patted her on the head. “Not just yet. But I’ll definitely need a walk after this session.”

Judith went to her bed and turned around three times before settling down to await the longed-for moment.

Father James checked his old Timex; ten minutes to eleven. With a quick prayer and a deep sigh, he walked out of his room and down to the lobby area.

As he reached the foot of the creaky staircase, Rebecca appeared from the kitchen, drying her hands on a dish cloth covered with starfish and octopi. “Your guest is already here, Father. I put him in the breakfast room.”

“Thank you. I’ll take him up to my room. No need for other ears to overhear our conversation.”

She looked disappointed. “I suppose not, Father. But I do hope that man can help you.”

“So do I!”

“Why don’t I bring you up some tea and scones?”

Father James had the uncharitable suspicion that this was a ploy to do some eavesdropping. But her offer of comfort food was impossible to refuse. “Thank you, Rebecca, as I’ve said many times, you’re an angel.”

“Get away with you, Father! Go see to your visitor.” Slightly flushed, she retreated into her kitchen.

Monsignor Murray was sitting in a chair by the alcove where Father James ate his meals. From there one could see the village green, and beyond it the waves breaking on the sandy beach.

He rose and extended his hand with an amiable smile. His eyes exuded genuine friendliness through thick glasses and his short, squat figure was an interesting complement to the priest’s tall wiriness. 

“Welcome to my current accommodation, Monsignor,” said Father James, shaking the man’s hand. “I appreciate your coming to help me.”

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Father, although I wish it were under more pleasant circumstances.” He looked out of the window. “I must say, I like your ‘current accommodation’ very much.”

“My landlady will be happy to hear that.” Father James stretched out his hand towards the door. “I think we’d be better served by going up to my room.” He lowered his voice to avoid upsetting Rebecca. “It’s rather confined, I’m afraid, but will afford more privacy.”

The monsignor replied, sotto voce, “Privacy is of the utmost importance, Father, I agree.” He picked up a large black briefcase and raised his voice. “Lead on!”

As they walked up the complaining steps, Father James said, “My landlady is going to bring us up a Devon cream tea. I hope that’s alright.”

“My Goodness, I haven’t had one of those in a month of Sundays!”

Father James opened the door to room 33 and Judith leapt up from her bed to greet the priest as if he’d been gone for a week.

She then sat on her haunches in front of him and raised her forepaws. He laughed and gently took them in his hands. “I’m happy to see you, too, Judith. Now say ‘hello’ to Monsignor Murray.” He let the Border Collie down and turned to his guest. “I hope you don’t mind dogs?”

“Love ‘em,” said the man, going down on his haunches. “C’mere, girl!” 

Judith was there in a single bound and rolled over to have her stomach scratched. Laughing, Monsignor Murray duly obliged. “You’re as shameless as my Bess!”

“You have a dog, too?” This man was growing on Father James by the second.

“Of course! All good clerics have dogs, surely?”

“What breed is Bess?”

“Golden retriever. Wish I’d brought her with me, now.”

“Judith would have enjoyed the company,” said Father James. “Shall we get down to business?” He indicated the single armchair in the room and sat down on the bed opposite.

“Absolutely!” The monsignor carried his heavy briefcase over and sank into the well-worn cushions.

As he was fishing papers out, he said, “Now, I need to ask what process the bishop followed when he dismissed you.”

“I don’t understand. What process?”

Monsignor Murray tut-tutted. “That’s what I was afraid of. Under Canon Law a due process has to be followed before a priest can be removed.”

“I’m all ears,” said Father James.

Halfway through the monsignor’s explanation a knock sounded on the door. That would be Rebecca with the tea, yet Father James almost wished she’d forgotten about it, so absorbed was he in the astounding nature of what he was hearing.

But he opened the door to her.

“All going well, I hope?” she said.

“So far, so good.”

Rebecca brought in a large tray, looking for somewhere to deposit it. “Oh, dear, I didn’t think this through, did I?”

Father James spread a towel on the bed. “Are you comfortable laying it on there?”

She nodded and gingerly put it down, then stood back to see how well balanced it was. “Seems to be holding up just fine, doesn’t it?” she finally declared.

“It most certainly is,” agreed both men.

“I’ll leave you to it, then, gentlemen.”

“Thank you enormously, Rebecca.”

Father James poured the tea and distributed the scones, clotted cream and raspberry jam. While they spread the delicious items on their steaming hot scones, Father James said, “So you’re saying that Bishop Marsden didn’t follow Canon Law when he dismissed me?”

“Correct. He did not. 

“First of all, to start proceedings, you needed to meet certain conditions outlined in Canon Law, including actions which are ‘gravely detrimental or disturbing to ecclesiastical communion,’ together with permanent mental or physical ill-health, loss of good reputation among your flock and neglect of your duties as pastor.

“Even if you had met those conditions, the bishop is supposed to have consulted formally with members of the diocesan priests’ council before contacting you. 

“He should then have allowed you to see the evidence against you, so you could produce a defence. Which the bishop was obliged to discuss with the appointed priests from the council.

“While that was all going on, he was not allowed to remove you as pastor nor put a replacement in your stead.”

Father James couldn’t conceal his amazement at the discrepancy between events as they’d unfolded and the way they should have.

Monsignor Murray looked at him. “What was the bishop’s case against you, and were you given the opportunity to provide your defence?”

Father James leaned across the bed and picked his Breviary off the side table. From its pages he pulled out the fateful letter from Bishop Marsden. He handed it to Monsignor Murray, who pored over it with a deepening frown.

“’Due to your divisive and ineffective preaching,’” he read out loud, then looked at the priest. “Did he give examples of said preaching and invite you to defend it?”

Father James shook his head. “No, and no.”

“This is appalling!” cried the monsignor. He continued reading; “’You must also vacate your present accommodation as I am sending a new priest to take over your duties.’” He shook his head and said, “He may not remove you nor appoint your replacement while the process is ongoing.”

Father James laughed drily. “What process?”

“Precisely.” Monsignor Murray. He took off his spectacles and peered intently at Father James. “As far as I can see, this case is cut and dried, Father. I shall draft your appeal as swiftly as I can and send it for your approval and signature.  Then it will go to Rome, where the Congregation for Clergy, and maybe eventually even the Apostolic Signatura, will examine the decision and the process used to reach it.”

Father James smiled. “So, you think this will be resolved quickly?”

The monsignor returned the spectacles to his nose. “I’m afraid I can’t promise that. Nothing happens quickly with the Vatican. But I can assure you that the bishop is very much in the wrong here, and we will get his decision reversed eventually.”

“Eventually?”

“Rome is being inundated with cases like yours and it’s going to take a while to sort through them all. But you will be exonerated, Father, of that you can be sure.”

Father James turned to his dog. “You hear that, Judith? All will be well in the end.”

“However,” said the monsignor, “in the meantime, I suggest you be very careful not to give the bishop any justification to defend his actions against you to the Vatican.”

Father James was crestfallen. “But I have to keep spreading the Word of God. That’s my job!”

“I would prayerfully consider what you’re doing, Father. You have a choice: take a back seat from preaching and eventually return to your parish, or continue spreading the Word through other means and increase the bishop’s ire. If I’m going to successfully plead your cause to the Vatican, perhaps you’ll opt for the former course of action?”

“Thank you for your advice, Monsignor. I will, as you suggest, prayerfully consider my options.”

The monsignor took a screen shot of the bishop’s letter with his mobile phone for reference.

Soon afterwards, Father James escorted him downstairs and bade him farewell.

His parting words were, “Remember my caution, Father, won’t you?”

When Father James re-entered his room Judith, still lying down, wagged her tail, reminding him of his promise to take her for a walk.

As soon as they reached the beach, he unhooked her leash. She tore after a group of seagulls strutting importantly on the sand, and they took off untidily, squawking in loud indignation.

Father James watched Judith bounce up and down, head high, daring the birds to come back, while he thought about the monsignor’s advice not to antagonise the bishop.

But he knew in his heart that it would be impossible for him to follow. 
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Chapter Three: Two Phone Calls 
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That Same Sunday

Bishop Marsden’s impatience was finally rewarded by phone calls from two more unwitting parish spies later that Sunday afternoon. 

An elderly man from Upper Dewsbury was bursting to give the bishop details of the wonderful sermon Father Hank had given at the noon Mass. He’d preached about the evils of abortion and how life began at the moment of conception, and that unborn babies were the most vulnerable members of our society and needed protection from the pro-choice people.

The second caller was a lively spinster from Caldwell-on-the-Water, who gushed about Father David’s homily. The priest had defined marriage as a sacramental union only between a man and a woman, and made it clear that same sex unions were evil, and were neither sacramental nor could they be blessed by the Catholic Church. He went farther to say that no Christians of any denomination should countenance such unions, and even made mention of Sodom and Gomorrah. 

Bishop Robert thanked both parties profusely for their valuable assistance. They hung up, reassured by the bishop that they had boosted their parish priests’ favour with him no end. 

If those deluded dinosaurs only knew!  

What was it with these people? What was so sacred about their precious traditions? Did they not realise that the strict teachings of the Catholic Church over the past two thousand years were hopelessly out of step with the modern world?

He suddenly had the brilliant idea of issuing a decree that all sermons should last a maximum of five minutes. That would cut short the old-fashioned ramblings of those priest relics! They would have to stop before they could get started.

The move would please the archbishop, who was rumoured to be about to retire. A concerted effort by yours truly to prove he was actively on board with the new direction of the Catholic Church, should surely encourage the archbishop to put a word in the pope’s ear on his behalf regarding the best choice of successor?

He glanced at his amethyst. Then he would have real power.

But until that day, he must further his cause – and that of the pope, of course – by leading the Catholic Church into the twenty-first century, kicking and screaming, if necessary.

Armed with his knowledge from the two parishioners, he sat back in his chair, and rested his red-slippered feet on the desk as he dictated a letter each to Father Hank and Father David.

He informed them that their faculties would be removed unless they toned down their rhetoric and stopped preaching on teachings that upset lay people and made them feel marginalised by the Church. He reminded them that sitting in the pews may well be women who’d had abortions, and men and women in same-sex relationships. The chastising words of the priests were making those parishioners feel dreadfully uncomfortable.

“You’re driving the sheep away from the fold. Catholics are leaving the Church in droves because of priests like you.”

Not yet in possession of the information needed to write to the four other priests of his diocese, he directed his energy towards Father Gregory, Father James’ successor. Despite no actual evidence of bad preaching as yet, he dictated a letter warning him to watch out with the content of his sermons, too.

Bishop Marsden may be having trouble getting anyone to report back on the priest, since that bunch of village sheep were all unhappy with him for ousting Father James. But he knew that Father Gregory was a weak man and easily influenced by Father James. He’d already given him a verbal warning about it on an unscheduled visit to the miniscule rectory of St. Jude’s church.

What a lot of trouble that tiny place was causing!

The bishop had told Father James he was now free to leave the diocese. However, the man declined to do so and continued living in King’s Brambling, right under his replacement’s nose. Ergo, he must be working on Father Gregory behind the scenes; it wouldn’t hurt to scare the newly ordained priest and remind him who was in charge.

Nevertheless, Bishop Marsden longed to know exactly what Father Gregory and Father James were up to. That disgraced priest wasn’t going to lie down and accept his fate, whatever his meek and humble exterior might suggest.
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Chapter Four: Keeping One’s Distance
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Tuesday, April 9th

Father James was sitting in his breakfast room alcove at Rebecca’s B&B, looking out at the sky darkening over the English Channel.

A storm was rolling in, whipping the water ahead of it into an angry froth and sending white horses crashing onto the sand in a tumbling mass of foam. No seagulls paraded on the beach today.  

The cold and dismal weather made him grateful for his cosy retreat and Rebecca’s kindness. He thought of less fortunate cancelled priests, some of whom were forced to sleep on the couches of their parents’ nursing homes. It was so wrong!

Yesterday he’d already received that letter of appeal in an email attachment from Monsignor Murray. It was worded very politely but laid out in plain terms where and how Bishop Marsden had erred in his handling of his subordinate’s dismissal.

She wasn’t supposed to see it, but Father James had asked a joyful Rebecca to print out the letter for him to sign and send back to the monsignor, who would add his covering letter and mail both missives to Rome.

Father James had used the time since their meeting to draft a new podcast. His broadcast day was next Sunday, so he had plenty of time to change his mind about defying the bishop, as advised by the monsignor. Although he doubted he would.

He was sipping his second cup of coffee when his phone buzzed to announce a text from Father Gregory. Must be important for him to be getting in touch so early in the day.

It read: Received a letter this morning from the bishop telling me to watch my step, if I don’t want to end up being removed the same way my successor was.

This wasn’t the first time the bishop had warned Father Gregory, but it was the first time in writing. Which was ominous; the next letter would demand his removal.

I’m so sorry! Is there anything I can do to help?

The slow reply suggested Father Gregory was choosing his words carefully.

No, but thanks anyway. I think you and I should stay away from each other for a while.

The request was understandable. The bishop’s previous verbal admonishment to the young priest had been for allowing Father James to influence his sermon writing.

Father James wrote back: No problem. Trust in God and pray for His help.

Thanks for your understanding, Father. I hope things improve for you soon.

So do I! Father James replied.

He finished his coffee and trudged upstairs to his room, where Judith would be waiting for her walk. He’d already taken her outside first thing to relieve herself, but the weather had been too inclement for a longer outing.

Now, however, he needed the exercise, storm or no storm. Walking helped him think, and Judith’s presence was comforting; she took his side in every argument.

He pulled on his long black raincoat and strapped the Border Collie into her pink one. It was a gift from Mrs. Cotteshall, the village librarian who played the organ on Sundays. She’d taken pity on the drenched dog during a recent rainstorm and brought the waterproof jacket round to the bed and breakfast that same afternoon. ‘It used to belong to darling Jessie, who was no longer with us, but would be happy to see her coat being put to good use.’

Father James wasn’t too sold on the colour and didn’t think his dog was either. But he daren’t be seen on the streets of King’s Brambling walking Judith in these conditions without the loud garment, and risk being seen and tattled on. 

He bent his hooded head against the driving wind and led the Border Collie across the village green to the beach.

He let her loose. But as there were no seagulls to chase, she sat and stared at him until he drew the lacrosse ball from his pocket and threw it into the sea.

With a delighted yip, she raced after it and was immediately engulfed in foam. 

His stomach churned as he observed her efforts to retrieve the black rubber ball, but not because of his dog. She was an adept swimmer.

Yesterday two priests in the diocese called to tell him the bishop had suddenly removed them. This morning two more, in addition to Father Gregory, rang and informed him they’d received warnings as well. 

Father James couldn’t understand the reason for this sudden rash of activity by Bishop Marsden. He’d presumed to be the only one who’d drawn the prelate’s ire.

Were the beleaguered priests contacting him because they hoped he could advise them on their situation? Or did they hold him responsible for the bishop’s vendetta? 

Could it be that he was responsible?  But if so, he had no idea why and was powerless to stop it. 

And why had the bishop gone after those particular priests?

None the wiser, he decided to pray about it when he got back to his room. The horizontal rain slicing his face, coupled with the booming of the wind and waves, was not conducive to contemplative discussions with Our Lord. He needed peace and quiet.

Judith found the ball and dropped it with enormous pride at his feet. Not wishing to disappoint, he tossed it back into the sea a few more times, then informed her that he wasn’t enjoying this dreadful weather. He flung the ball onto the village green in the direction of home. No one was out in this appalling wind and rain to care that she was still off leash.

He strode swiftly with her over to the bed and breakfast and was happy to close the front door on the worsening storm.

Rebecca helped him out of his soaked clothing, and Father James removed the bright pink coat from Judith’s back. 

As it turned out, he didn’t need to pray about the reason for the priests’ oustings. His landlady fetched two towels and, while drying off the dog, chatted about a phone call she’d just received. A friend in Poppleford told Rebecca that the bishop had asked her to report back to him on her priest’s sermon two weeks ago. And now he’d been removed from their parish.

“Margie feels just awful,” Rebecca said. “She had no idea she was being used to spy on her pastor, so’s the bishop could find grounds to remove him. I asked her what Father had said in his sermon that was so bad. Margie told me ‘All he did was tell the truth, like he’s always done! And worse, the bishop has given our priest the name of the person who reported on him. I thought I was doing something good. Bishop Marsden told me he wanted to know about the great topics our priests were preaching on, so he could show recognition for their service to the Church. But that’s not at all why!’”

Rebecca stopped rubbing Judith with the towel and looked up at Father James. “What do you make of that, Father?”

“What you’ve just told me explains a great deal. The bishop is using innocent parishioners to spy on his pastors and find out who’s preaching according to Catholic tradition. In other words, he’s finding out which priests besides me are adhering to God’s Truth in our sermons. And then he’s removing them.”

“But that’s outrageous, Father! Something’s got to be done!”

“I agree wholeheartedly, but what? That’s the question.” He checked his watch. “I must be off to work. Thank you very much for the towels and for drying Judith off.”

“You’re most welcome, Father.”

*****
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Father James changed clothes and walked hurriedly through the gusting wind and rain to the Post Office next door. Under his coat he was clutching the signed appeal to send by registered mail.

The Post Office was also where he was employed to stack shelves, sweep the floors and perform any other odd jobs that needed doing. 

As demeaning as the work was, he constantly reminded himself of the many saints who’d been similarly occupied and yet turned their stations in life into opportunities for sanctification. Somehow, he must achieve the same end.

Today he was given a broom and instructed to sweep not the grocery side, but the main Post Office. With the weather being so foul, no one was coming in for stamps today, which afforded the perfect chance to clean the floors. 

The rhythmic swish back and forth of the broom was soothing, and freed his brain to concentrate on Bishop Marsden’s lowdown tactics against the good and holy priests of his diocese.

The postal clerk was glad of his company and happy to mail his letter.

Mark Boulder, disgraced for different reasons from the priest, would be coming in at one o’clock for his afternoon shift and Father James would tell him what was going on. Since they were both staying at Rebecca’s, they could put their heads together over dinner that evening and decide what to do about the bishop.

He knew from bitter experience that the next step for the newly cancelled priests was their removal from the payroll on some spurious grounds. He’d warned them to supplement their salaries now, against that evil day.

Meanwhile, Father James must find a way to prevent the bishop from turning God’s loyal shepherds into indigent beggars.
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Chapter Five: The Plan
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Tuesday, April 9th – Dinnertime

Mark Boulder finished his afternoon shift at the King’s Brambling Post Office and General Grocery at 5:30 p.m.

The job was a thousand degrees below his former position as founder and CEO of Boulder Enterprises, but given his even lower status in the community, he was lucky to have a job at all.

Father James had insisted the Post Office give him a chance to earn his keep. Mark was offered the post of book keeper, and was on six months’ probation as long as he had nothing to do with the till. That job went to the long-serving post mistress.

She was long in the tooth and Mark had trouble watching her archaic methods of counting money. He wished he were allowed to show her a more efficient way, but knew he must keep his mouth shut if he wanted to retain this job.

‘Wanted’ was an overstatement. But it gave him a sense of purpose and atonement to toil at a menial task like the priest for whose disgrace he was heavily responsible. From his post behind the counter, he’d watch Father James in the grocery section, neatly stacking tins of carrots and jars of honey on the shelves. Then he’d stand back and check his handiwork, shake his head, adjust a tin here and a jar there, until he was satisfied with the result.

Two seconds later an old woman or male pensioner would remove items from his display, and Father James would quietly
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