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  EPILOGUE


  CHAPTER ONE


  What was not generally known at the interment of Little Shepherd Bethany-Jo and the Celebration and Thanksgiving for her life that followed, was that Carly Spencer wanted out. Not out altogether, but out from under being Confessor for Resurrection House. He had grown weary, in the way many a psychiatrist must, of dealing day in and day out with the sordid side of life, as brought to him one after another by the Little Shepherds of Contrition, sagas involving child and spouse abuse, teenage pregnancy, abortion, alcoholism, even murder in a couple of instances, and, of course, drugs.


  The Reverend Carlin Spencer was chafing to get back to being Theologianis-in-Residentia exclusively, a position that allowed him the freedom to concentrate on his primary and true calling. Indeed, it was this distinguished body of work upon which his well-earned reputation rested, not only in the immediate diocese but also throughout the greater church. Glorious specimens of his ecclesiastical inspirations literally littered the landscape, from the ring fingers of countless bishops, to the crosiers they carried and vestments they wore, to original scenarios for liturgies they chose to perform in their great cathedrals and major parishes on both sides of the Atlantic.


  And so, he had approached Reverend Mother Kathy Symes Cantrell about finding a replacement and, armed with her acquiescence, he had then confronted Bishop Hunt Reid.


  While both seemed empathetic, the Bishop expressed the fear that this might be the prelude to losing his services altogether. And so, as an alternative, he advanced the idea of taking on an understudy as the initial step, someone capable of growing into Carly Spencer’s job, at any rate to the limited extent envisioned.


  Commencing in early June, the search committee, under the steady hand of its esteemed chairman, the Reverend Taylor Mumane, interviewed close to forty-one aspirants and required nearly six months of prolonged and sometimes acrimonious deliberations before it could bring forth a candidate upon whom all could agree. And it was to the Reverend Taylor Mumane that the Reverend Beaufort Dillard now reported for a final Godspeed.


  Everyone called him Beau, everyone, that is, except for his no-nonsense mother who feared it might go to his head. “Vanity has no place in the hearts and minds of those tending the vineyards of the Lord,” she would proclaim, her back as rigidly straight as though strapped into an old-fashioned laced corset, which it may well have been.


  Beaufort Dillard came from a distinguished line of propagators of the faith, going back three generations, in Louisiana’s Bayou d’Arcade region. The group’s members had always simply taken for granted that in due course he would become the fourth. And such had certainly been his intent, that is, until celestial intervention had modified this destiny, turning that day into “the one,” as the faithful referred to it with much understandable trepidation.


  What happened was this. His Uncle Pinckney was in charge as usual, skillfully orchestrating the proceedings to the required level of ecstasy. Once reached, he had then led one enraptured penitent after the other to a large, round, galvanized metal tub of “holy water,” reassuring each softly en route there was nothing to fear so much as fear itself, that is, provided their faith remained intact. So transported were they by this time they walked as though in a trance. Gradually he eased them into the tub, all but the head, which he held to prevent it from slipping beneath the surface. No sooner were they settled than he threw the switch, activating the high voltage generator attached to the tub. The consequent surge of electricity caused the body to twitch violently with each jolt, and more often than not triggered a loud groan, to the immense satisfaction of the witnessing congregants who chanted lustily in unison, “Praise the Lord! Oh, God Almighty, praise be to Thee!”


  It was up to Uncle Pinckney to decide how much current to send, depending upon either the magnitude of the sin to be forgiven or the degree of faith in need of refurbishing. Many old timers, having naturally built up a sizable tolerance, required more and more juice to achieve the same result, and this was how Uncle Pinckney came to be “called” that day, which was how believers spoke of buying the farm.


  Implicit in being spiritual leader was being held to a higher standard, never more so than in having to exceed the highest level of current administered. Beau Dillard’s reaction to the loss was instinctive: there had to be a better way.


  To his vast relief, just about every divinity school and theological seminary looked favorably upon his unusual application, unusual in the sense that he had in fact never sought an undergraduate degree, considered the sine qua non of acceptance by any such institution. On the other hand, nor had anyone applied with so unusual a background, at any rate, no one in recent memory. And so, for Beaufort Dillard the decision would turn on how much course credit he would be granted in lieu of the practical experience he had had preaching in the trenches.


  Benedictus’s bet on him and his on the school had paid off handsomely for both, as he graduated near the top of his class. He became the Reverend Beaufort Dillard, possessor of a degree with Highest Distinction in his dual major of Ethical Studies and Rhetoric.


  With such a record, it was axiomatic that the search committee spearheaded by the Reverend Taylor Mumane should vote unanimously to “explore the possibilities with this exceptional candidate,” whose response had been culled from literally hundreds elicited by advertisements placed in the major theological journals throughout the land.


  Now, the newly minted Reverend Beaufort Dillard bounded up the steps of St. Desiderius-the-Humane, two at a time. It was a bit dicey, inasmuch as here and there treacherous patches of ice held fast, having somehow proven impervious to the liberal salting administered earlier that morning.


  Arrived safely at the top landing, he pushed open the door-within-a-door that served to reduce the brutal effect of the bitterly cold gusts of wind, which were also spawning myriad whirlpools of light snow swirling up, down and across the front steps. The almost blinding sunlight he had left behind made the dimly lit foyer seem even darker than it was. Gradually, however, his eyes adjusted and he spotted what, or more precisely whom he was hoping could direct him.


  “Excuse me, but can you tell me where I can find the Rector?” he called down to the handyman in dark-blue work clothes who was methodically stepping backward toward him. He was wielding a long-handled mop from side to side in broad, sweeping arcs across the red ceramic floor tiles.


  “S’pose I could…if’n I had a mind to. D’pends who’d be askin’.”


  “I’m Father Dillard,” he replied, reaching with his right hand to part the fluffy wool scarf wrapped tightly around his neck, and thereby expose his glistening white clerical collar.


  “Nope, can’t say as that name means much to me. No, it surely don’t.”


  “No, I guess it wouldn’t at that,” Beau acknowledged with a quick smile and appreciative chuckle, “but…oh, golly, I am sorry about that…” He interrupted himself, understanding now why the workman had suddenly taken to glowering reprovingly at Beau’s feet.


  Little pools of melted snow were already starting to turn white from the drying salt, etching the soles of each of his galoshes on the otherwise pristine floor. The man edged his mop toward him menacingly and Beau was quick to accommodate him.


  “Don’t go worryin’ yourself none,” the man reassured him, as the mop did its duty. “Can’t be helped, ’specially this time ’a year. Happens all the time.”


  “Thanks, well, anyway, the Rector is expecting me right about now,” Beau said, feigning checking his wristwatch.


  “In that case you’d best be gettin’ a move on, I’d say. The Rector’s not much for coolin’ his heels, waitin’ on a body, that’s for sure. Down that aisle on the left over yonder, then to the end, turn left and you’ll be stumblin’ right over Miss May’s desk. She can point you the rest ’a the way.”


  St. Desiderius-the-Humane had seen better days, that is, from the point of view of location. Once an integral part of the community’s elite, not to say its focus, the city had developed in another direction, leaving it behind to boast a brilliant future in its past. Now urban decay nibbled at the fringes circling it not two blocks away, and the Sunday congregation comprised a three-to-seven ratio of haves to have-nots.


  That any of the city’s well-to-do stayed on was in itself noteworthy, given that most would not dream of drifting into the neighborhood during the week without armed escort. Much of the credit for the parish’s current health could rightly be ascribed to its rector, the Reverend Taylor Mumane, whose oratorical skills from its pulpit were legendary. Then, too, there were those who felt that prayer shared among others less fortunate had more meaning, both here on earth as well as later, when it would matter most.


  But it was the size of its endowment that at bedrock separated this parish from the rest in the diocese, and in and of itself would have qualified its spiritual leader for membership in the Synod of Principal Rectors.


  Although nothing of the sort was or could ever be acknowledged publicly, the synod’s true function was to monitor, to put a most charitable face on it, the activities of the House of Bishops. More specifically, its job was to see to it that this largely administrative arm of the church did not wander too far off the beaten path, especially as this concerned committing to anything that might displease any of its parishes. Heading the Synod of this national body, that is, being elected Primus inter Pares, therefore carried enormous prestige and power. The pursuit of this office was not recommended for the genteel or self-effacing. While it was crucial not to be too obvious about it, mounting a run required years of single-minded purpose, the objective being to emerge at the eleventh hour as the natural choice, ready to sacrifice oneself for the greater good. The Reverend Taylor Mumane was at that critical juncture.


  Just as the handyman had forecast, at the end of the aisle on the left, the Reverend Beaufort Dillard found whom he presumed to be Miss May. She was an older, spinsterish type, her gray hair pulled tightly into a bun at the back of her head. She was huddled over what must have been, before the glorious age of the word processor, a top of the line IBM Selectric typewriter. On the wall behind her hung a very large, brightly colored silk screen print. L-O-V-E, it declared in bold blue and green letters, the O canted at a forty-five degree angle to catch the eye.


  “Ah!” she exclaimed, reflexively looking up from the letter she was typing. “There you are. I was afraid you might be late.”


  “Am I…?” Beau reacted in surprise, nervously checking his wristwatch.


  “No, no,” she replied pleasantly. “It’s just that Dr. Mumane prefers that visitors arrive a little early.”


  “I’m so sorry. If I had known…I figured I was…”


  “Oh, it’s quite all right,” she reassured him with a smile hinting that when younger she might have been quite nice looking. “Here, let me take your coat and things. You won’t be needing them for a while. The Rector asked that I take you right to him as soon as you got here.”


  As they were walking, she filled in the conversational break with, “By the way, my name’s Miss May, Dr. Mumane’s secretary. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but Dr. Mumane is so very pleased you’ll be joining his old friend, Father Spencer, at Resurrection House.”


  “I’m looking forward to it myself. But thanks, Miss May, thanks for telling me.”


  “Not at all,” she acknowledged agreeably, holding open the door they had reached, allowing him to pass. Saying no more, she pulled it shut behind him. Its latch engaging echoed through the cavernous church.


  CHAPTER TWO


  “Be right with you,” a sonorous voice bounced off the bare walls of the vast empty church, sounding as if coming from nowhere yet everywhere at once. Someone approaching from the narthex caught Beau Dillard’s eye. “Weather’s changing. Looks like more snow, I’m afraid. Sorry to keep you waiting. Nice to see you again, Beau,” the Reverend Dr. Taylor Mumane greeted him in rapid-fire fashion, thrusting out his right hand.


  “Nice to see you again…uh…likewise…Sir,” Beau faltered, glad to have the Rector’s hand to seize as a cover for the awkwardness he felt.


  En route to this meeting, Beau had pondered anew the gnawing question of how best to address the distinguished rector of St. Desiderius-the-Humane; however, even as he found himself bounding up the steep steps of the church, the solution was still proving elusive.


  Clearly, “Taylor” would never do, not for so august a church personage. “Reverend Mumane” didn’t seem altogether right either, somehow. Maybe that was because both men were in the same racket, to use a secular expression, and he himself was entitled to the same honorific, even though God only knew their relative positions were light years apart. “Sir” had worked fine during the interview process, but struck him as stiff and unfriendly now. “Father?” Well, perhaps, but he preferred not. It made him feel like a kid.


  Then again, Miss May had appeared quite comfortable with “Dr. Mumane,” perhaps an indication of the Rector’s preference. Fair enough. “Dr. Murnane” it would be.


  “Braddock said he’d sent you down my way. Good man, that Braddock. Third generation in the same job,” Taylor Mumane informed Beau. “Loyalty is everything…yet there’s so little of it these days. Three generations. Can you imagine?” he trailed off, shaking his head in wonder.


  “No, I really can’t,” Beau blurted, as much in disbelief as in pity for the man.


  Dr. Mumane shot him a dismissive look, making clear his observation spoke for itself and was not intended to elicit a reply. “Come!” he said sharply, seizing him by the elbow and directing him toward the chancel.


  “Ah, that’s better,” Dr. Mumane said, as the two men settled into a choir stall. “By the way, my friends call me Taylor. Why don’t you?”


  “Thank you, Sir…uh…I’d like that…I’d like that a lot.”


  “Good! Then, now that we have that settled, let me tell you why I asked you to come today. I’d like to speak freely, if I may?”


  “That suits me fine, Sir…sorry, I can’t seem to break the habit.”


  Taylor Mumane looked far from displeased by this revelation, purposefully running his index finger between his neck and starched clerical collar, followed by sucking in his gut and straightening the bright lavender dickey, emblematic of his rank as a Principal Rector, at the waistline.


  He was a well-proportioned man whom Beau estimated as in his middle to late fifties, probably closer to the latter, although had it not been for the thinning crop of silver hair which he parted an inch or so above the right ear and blow-dried across the top, he could easily have passed as prematurely gray. When standing next to the Bishop, they seemed about even in height and weight, but so much for similarities.


  Whereas Bishop Hunt Reid sought to affect a rather unworldly, not to say self-denying mien and manner—that is, whenever left to his own devices beyond the reach of Carly Spencer’s sartorial ministrations—clearly Taylor Mumane was not one to leave such details to chance. Even his fingernails were manicured, buffed and varnished to a high gloss.


  He wore a gray-black pin-stripe suit, whose meticulous cut and hand stitching suggested the best of Italian fitters, while his highly polished black shoes carried the unmistakable imprimatur of London’s Peele & Co.


  “First and foremost, Beau, I want to welcome you personally into our diocesan family and to congratulate you most sincerely for the way you handled yourself before the search committee,” the Reverend Taylor Mumane began, fixing him earnestly in the eye. “I realize enduring the hard questions put to you could not have been easy…nor very pleasant in some instances, I daresay.”


  Beau hadn’t been physically close enough to him before to pay much attention to Mumane’s eyes, but he realized now that they were a remarkably clear azure. More striking still, their steady, unflinching gaze signaled a man fully capable of seeing into men’s souls.


  “Let me come right to the point, Beau,” Taylor Mumane closed the chit-chat phase. “Same goes for this job, I’m afraid. Chances are it’s not going to be any picnic either, not as long as Kathy Symes Cantrell’s in charge…and that’s not likely to change anytime soon, sad to say.”


  “I’m up for it,” Beau reassured him, hoping to come across more sure of himself than he felt. “I never anticipated it would be easy.”


  “No doubt,” Taylor Mumane countered without conviction. “But lest you miss my thrust here, given this reality, it may well be that having someone pulling for you from the inside, in a manner of speaking, could come in handy. I would like to be that ‘someone’ for you, if you would allow me. My door will always be open to you, both literally and figuratively. Promise me you will bear that in mind, should the need of a true friend arise.”


  While Beau appreciated the offer, the gravity of the Rector’s tone was unnerving. To this point, the euphoria of selection, coupled with having been given so few specifics about the job, had succeeded in pushing well into the background whatever rocky shoals might be lying in wait.


  Rising above his uneasiness, however, he managed the obligatory “Thank you!” that he knew was called for, adding a weak, “It’s a deal.”


  “Good! Now I want to talk to you about your selection. One problem that came up was your gender.”


  “My gender?” Beau reacted incredulously.


  “Yes, that’s right, the fact that you’re a man. It seems appalling, I know, but the idea that you and poor old Carly Spencer…that voice in the wilderness out there…and being surrounded by all those women and all that. Anyway, some members felt one of the female candidates would be better suited for the job…safer, you might say, was how they put it. Utter nonsense, I know, but I thought you should know.”


  “To tell the truth, some of their questions made me wonder what was really bugging them. I’m glad it wasn’t something I said or goofed up on. I mean, there’s not a whole lot I can do about…you know…just like Resurrection House is what it is, so am I what I am, you know?”


  “Well, precisely. I thought it pure tommyrot myself. Indeed, when the complaint first surfaced, I was certain I was up against a hidden agenda of some sort. I abhor discrimination in any of its forms, sexism included.”


  “At least they got it right in the end,” Beau observed with a wry snort.


  “Yes, we should be thankful for that. Still…” Taylor Mumane trailed off, throwing him a paternalistic smile, followed immediately by, “Please, don’t get me wrong. Far be it for me to attach anything sinister here, much less imply I hold the least animus toward the fair sex. Nothing of the sort. Heavens to Betsy, I have a lovely wife of almost thirty years and three daughters…no sons, alas, but three lovely daughters…” he said, a distant, almost wistful look suddenly clouding those azure eyes.


  “On second thought,” he resumed after a reflective second or two, “that’s not quite accurate. If the truth be known, I do have two bones of contention with the ladies.”


  Beau was tempted to chuckle, but thought better of it, not yet sure enough of his ground with Taylor Mumane. “Only two?” was as far as he dared push his luck, hoping nonetheless to come across as one of the boys.


  “That’s correct, two counts. First, behind the wheel of a car, pressing the accelerator to the floor while swerving like idiots in and out of traffic…they simply make no sense, no sense at all. And two, when a bunch of them get together and stop thinking as individuals and start that group-think they do. That’s the problem at Resurrection House, and has been ever since the Bishop gave that Cantrell woman the nod. The place veritably cries for someone out there who is capable of thinking like a man.”


  “But I thought she had done a bang-up job. That’s what everybody on the search committee seemed to intimate, anyway. Did I misread that?”


  “Oh, Kathy may have her good points here and there, but ‘bang-up job’? Not for my money, not by a long shot. Speaking of making no sense…”


  “In what way, ‘no sense,’ Sir…I mean…if you don’t mind my asking?”


  “Not at all. You need to know, of course. What I mean is all that’s been going on out there. I have to tell you, I was one of her harshest critics initially and it’s been an iffy proposition with me ever since. Then, no sooner do I start to think maybe I was mistaken about her, up pops that business with that wretched kid, and back into my quandary I go.”


  “What kid? Do you mean one of the Little Shepherds?”


  “Yes. She died; no warning, nothing, or so we’ve been led to believe,” he said with a don’t-you-believe-it-for-a-moment glint in his eye. “About a year ago. Can it already be that long? My, how time does fly…especially the older one gets.”


  “She just died, just like that? No reason given?” Beau probed, eager to get back on topic. “How is that possible with one so young? Had she been sick or anyth…?”


  “Not so far as I’ve heard. And that’s my point exactly,” Taylor Mumane exclaimed triumphantly, sounding as if Beau’s incredulity exonerated his own. “Possible, you ask? With Kathy Symes Cantrell running the show, anything is possible, anything at all. I wouldn’t put anything past that woman. And with the Bishop, every time I seek to explore this matter with him, he waves me off, accusing me of paranoia.


  “To be sure, the story was put out, something about pneumonia or some such, but to this very day nobody really knows. At any rate, nobody’s talking. Something’s wrong in that picture, I feel it right here,” Taylor Mumane said, poking a stiffened his index finger against the lavender dickey. “Yet, try as I might, I can’t come up with a scintilla of hard evidence to confirm it was anything other than what the party line claims…regrettably.”


  “Are there others, I mean, as far as you know, who also suspect something’s fishy?”


  “As I said, nobody’s talking. But, yes, certainly. With circumstances like these, how could there not be? By the by…and this has nothing to do with what we’re discussing now, you understand, but you can trust Carly Spencer all the way. He’s our kind of people. You can talk to him as you would me. Not a bad person to have as your confessor, too, I might suggest, but I guess that’s to be expected, since that’s his specialty. Also, if you need me in a hurry and can’t make contact, he’s likely to know how I can be reached.”


  “That’s good to know, I mean, not that I expect to need…you know, or take advantage or anything like that…”


  “I wouldn’t make the offer, if I suspected otherwise,” Taylor Mumane reassured him, adding a tepid smile. “My! When I think of the heartburn that infernal woman has caused me…from day one. It’s not that I didn’t warn him. But, oh, no, the Bishop wouldn’t listen, not to me, not to anyone. Always knew better. And now she’s starting to stiff him again, this time getting him to buy into her latest cockamamie scheme. It’s simply beyond me why he hasn’t harnessed her activities, and forced her to stay focused, not go running off half-cocked all over the place.”


  His curiosity sorely piqued, Beau itched to press for elaboration of that ‘cockamamie scheme,’ but he let it pass, fearful of coming across as intrusive. He settled for, “You don’t seem to like her very much, if I may say so.”


  “My liking her or no is neither here nor there,” Taylor Mumane countered sharply, holding Beau with those azure eyes as surely as if he were an insect pinned to a board.


  “What does matter,” Taylor Mumane went on, measuring his words carefully, “is what’s right or wrong for this diocese. Nothing else.


  “Kathy puts me in mind of a light bulb that suddenly begins to burn too brightly…a sure-fire signal it’s about to go, poof! And that scares me. It scares me a lot.”


  Beau looked away, relieved to be freed from the mesmerizing effect of those eyes. For the first time, he noticed the faint aroma of incense lingering in the air, no doubt from Sunday services or perhaps the funeral of an important worthy. It was a pleasant smell.


  To their left, at either end of the altar, stood two ornate candlesticks, each holding its own majestic white candle. The flickering reflections of their flames danced on the plain, cream-colored altar cloth beneath and onto the elaborate and quite beautiful reredos behind, causing some of the sacred figures depicted in its miniature stage settings to appear animated. At the north end of the nave, diagonally across from where they were seated, a triangular shaft of soft light fell through the partially opened door, indistinctly silhouetting a pair of figures huddled in prayer in a nearby pew. Beau wondered how long they had been there.


  High above in the clerestory, the bitterly cold wind gusted against the leaded stained glass windows, rendered dark now by the suddenly inclement weather, inciting a dissonant, nervous chatter.


  “Dr. Mumane…I’m sorry, I mean…uh…if we could go back for a moment. You didn’t tell me how you managed to defuse that business about my gender, if you don’t mind my asking.”


  “Not at all,” he agreed with an I-thought-you’d-never-ask expression. “All I had to do was point out the facts, that if it was a sex scandal they were concerned about, why, goodness me, the chances of that were about as likely as it’s been having Carly out there…albeit for different reasons, obviously, but they got the point all right.”


  Beau, with so much else to inquire about, would have far preferred to pursue their dialogue further, but the Rector had taken to making a display of checking his watch, and Beau caught the hint.


  The two men swung past the Rector’s office to collect Beau’s overcoat, wool scarf and the offending galoshes, as well as the Rector’s black cleric’s cape.


  As they neared the door-within-a-door at the entrance, Beau said, “From what you’ve told me, I owe you a lot.”


  “Really? How so?” Taylor Mumane reacted, knowing the sale was made and already inwardly well pleased by his performance.


  “For starters, my job, you know, my selection by the search committee.”


  “Oh, that, well, yes, I guess one might say that I did play a role toward that end. You see, I know a good man when I see one,” he said, again fixing him with those mirthless eyes. “But, yes, I guess you could at that.


  “Let’s hope, my dear Beau, that you will always feel I did you a favor. Now, before you go,” he shifted course abruptly, “one final piece of advice, if you will allow me.” He pointedly waited to allow time for Beau to acquiesce before resuming.


  “Ever since I was ordained, I have tried to live my ministry, all thirty-three years of it, in the unwavering conviction that because of who and what we are, those of us who have been called to a life of service to the Lord can and should be held to a higher standard.”


  Taylor Mumane paused to allow the magnitude of the thought to sink in.


  “I know what you mean,” Beau replied with feeling, a bad memory flashing into his head, causing him a small shudder. “This was driven home to me by my…”


  Beau would have liked to tell Taylor Mumane about his Uncle Pinkney, but the Rector cut him short disinterestedly. “Yes, to be sure, but then perhaps you will understand all the better why I urge you to be guided by the same high principle. Hold to it steadfastly throughout your own ministry at Resurrection House, come what may, and it should serve you as admirably as it has me…and don’t forget my offer.”


  With that, the two men parted.


  Walking briskly, Beau turned to see Taylor Mumane still standing where they had shaken hands on the top step, under the rose window. He was clutching his long, black cleric’s cape with both hands against the sharp gusts threatening to wrench it open, while monitoring Beau’s progress.


  “So long, Taylor!” Beau Dillard called back to him, waving; whereupon he resumed his journey up the street, bent into the numbing wind.


  CHAPTER THREE


  As the Happy Voyager Lines bus came to a full stop, the driver opened the passenger door. A prolonged sigh as if of relief after the arduous journey issued forth, sounding much as though a mammoth can of vacuum-packed tennis balls had just been unsealed.


  Beau Dillard bounded down the exit steps and waited expectantly while the driver rummaged about in the baggage compartment. In no time, and without Beau’s help with identification, he had retrieved what he was after.


  “Thanks for the door-to-door service,” Beau said to him, smiling broadly, genuinely appreciating the detour. “Hope I didn’t take you too far out of your way.”


  “No sweat, Father. My pleasure,” the driver replied, flashing him that certain smile that stems from knowing that a little something has been added to the asset side of the ledger with the Almighty.


  And with that he swiftly re-boarded his bus and drove off, leaving Beau standing forlornly at roadside between two very large suitcases.


  Beau could not let go gazing wistfully after the bus as it grew smaller and smaller, gathering momentum along Shallow Creek Lane. When its disappearance was complete, he all at once became acutely aware of the mournful howl of the winter wind through the trees, and how utterly alone he was. Not since leaving home for the first time, and setting off for Benedictus, had he encountered so intense a feeling of abandonment as the dead hand which now dropped over him like a funeral shroud. It was as if in the last few minutes the bus had come to symbolize all that he had known and held dear for a lifetime, and it was gone. But worse still, the upbeat mood of anticipation of a new and exciting adventure that had sustained him throughout the long, overnight trip had evaporated and been replaced by gloom and foreboding.


  His farewell trip home had been far from easy. While most in the congregation had tried their best to put on a brave front, more than a few viewed his departure as selling out plain and simple, an attempt to replace substance by glamour and glitter. It was a sentiment not altogether without merit, Beau reluctantly had to admit. Yet others were more charitable, predicting confidently that once having sowed his wild oats “like every young man should and has a right,” he would come to his senses and return to resume his rightful place in the family’s line of succession.


  Blinking back the tears that he could feel starting to well, due mostly to the emotional strain of it all coupled with the acute fatigue from the seemingly endless bus ride, Beau took a deep breath, picked up his suitcases and cautiously negotiated the recently plowed road.


  “I’m Father Dillard,” he informed the uniformed guard in the fieldstone gatehouse. “I believe Mother Superior Cantrell is expecting me.


  “That a fact?” the guard replied noncommittally, continuing to eye him suspiciously. “Dillard, you say?” He ran his finger down what appeared to be a guest register while protectively shielding the page from Beau’s view with his outstretched left hand.


  “Nope. No such name here,” he announced menacingly. Nonetheless, he did pick up the telephone and dial a number, cupping his hand over the mouthpiece into which he spoke, never once losing sight of his quarry.


  Beau had not expected so cavalier a reception and was both put out and hurt by it. This was all the more perplexing, since he had made a special point of informing Mother Superior Cantrell’s office of his precise travel plans, including phoning from the bus’s last rest stop as to his estimated time of arrival. His greeting so far made him feel both unwelcome and unwanted.


  There was nothing for it, however, but to grin and bear it. And so Beau took advantage of the wait to have a look around. Directly opposite, on a solid brick wall every inch of ten feet high, a tastefully executed bronze plaque had been affixed by four bronze, sun-flower shaped studs. It read:


  +RESURRECTION HOUSE+


  + + + +


  + Diocesan Hospice +


  for


  Troubled Young Ladies


  No sooner had he turned to examine the adjacent wrought iron gates than the guard in the gatehouse called to him through the booth’s speaker, “I don’t know why these people never tell me what’s going on around here. Anyway, it’s OK. You can go in.”


  Slowly the imposing gates parted with a soft whir.


  “Thanks,” Beau said, hoisting his bags and trudging through, the tightly compacted snow on the driveway squeaking underfoot. When fifty or so feet into the property, he glanced back over his left shoulder. Just then the gates thumped shut, seeming to lock with irreversible finality. That awful hollowness he had first felt upon debarking from the bus wrenched his gut as before. Again he didn’t know why.


  Each time Beau reached a bend in the meandering driveway, he anticipated it would be the last, only to find more road stretching before him, seemingly forever. Then, too, the arm-wrenching weight of his suitcases lengthened the time of his journey considerably, requiring that he stop often to rest, breathing heavily, the sub-zero temperature causing the hairs in his nostrils to freeze. On the other hand, these delays afforded him a welcome opportunity to savor nature’s untrammeled beauty: the unblemished white of a fresh layer of glistening snow contrasting against the deep green foliage of closely packed eastern hemlocks, which soared skyward on either side of the serpentine driveway.


  All at once, following what was to prove the last bend, the manor house exploded into view, immense, a fortuitous confluence of towers, strikingly tall chimneys, turrets, gables and Tudor arches. Kathy Symes Cantrell would tell him later that it had been two years in the building, and was patterned after Compton Wynyates in Warwickshire. Considered to be among England’s finest, it was commissioned in 1520 by no less a personage than Sir William Compton, a London merchant and carousing crony of King Henry VIII.


  Beau let go his bags and slumped onto the stronger one, lost in wonder at the manor’s grandeur and admiration for the architect’s genius. He had not seen the like since going on a field trip, required by an architecture survey course at Benedictus, to visit the Vanderbilt mansion in Asheville, North Carolina; yet, despite its impressiveness, there was also something spooky about the place, something distinctly menacing.


  Gradually, the cause came to him.


  Aside from the guard at the gate, he had yet to encounter another living soul. Not one. It was as if the estate were uninhabited, even by caretakers, despite the carefully tended grounds.


  Additionally, with the early morning sun just beginning to burn off the cold of the night, the entire structure shimmered, much as will a macadam road under a scorching summer sun. It gave the mansion an ethereal quality, almost spiritual, as though seen through a veil or in a dream.


  Arriving at last at his destination, Beau put down his suitcases with an audible sigh of relief and reached for the black, wrought iron crucifix that served as door knocker. Just as he did so, however, a sudden movement caught his attention, causing him to yank his hand back. Upon closer scrutiny, he discovered a peephole behind the crucifix. But before he could examine it further, the door swung open, so suddenly as to suggest someone had been poised expectantly on the other side, and there stood a diminutive, pleasant looking woman he estimated as in her late thirties warmly smiling at him.


  Cornucopia, as the estate was initially and quite aptly named, came into the diocese’s real estate portfolio through the fortuitous confluence of the right person being at the right place at the right time.


  Briefly, the story was this:


  For almost seven years, Cornucopia had languished securely in the land of Nod, which is to say, the books of the county property tax collector, due to its owner having died intestate. Prentice Thorndike, 2nd, senior managing partner of one of the city’s most prestigious law firms, Thorndike & Thorndike, had known of the situation since the day his law clerk brought the obituary to his attention.


  Being of a persevering bent, as well as a man equipped with a prodigious memory for this sort of detail, Prentice Thorndike, 2nd, had bided his time. In the interim, life had been good to him. Not only had his treasured father, the Thorndike of Thorndike & Thorndike, died, leaving his only son extremely well-to-do, but also he had evolved into a very pillar of the community. The principal beneficiary of his current Puritan do-goodism was the diocese, for which he served as chancellor, that is, its legal eagle.


  And so, when the right time arrived in due course, Prentice Thorndike, 2nd, was poised to pounce, and pounce he did, picking up the estate for accumulated probate court costs. Naturally, and rightfully, accumulated back taxes and interest thereon were deemed inapplicable by the court, given the diocese’s tax-exempt status.


  To be sure, there was some post-purchase grumbling among the greedy malcontents claiming that Prentice Thorndike, 2nd, had been the only bidder. But his rapier-thrust rebuttal to these sour grapes and reckless charges proved decisive. “Throughout the history of our planet,” he pointed out with searing superiority, “it had always been the early bird that got the worm.”


  He might have added that at the root of his swift coup lurked advance knowledge, what might be termed in today’s less sanitized terminology as “insider information.” But he saw no useful purpose being served by such embellishment and had therefore passed up the opportunity.


  The second face-lift administered the place was an immediate name change, not that there was anything inaccurate about the one it had. Rather, what gave the diocese’s Board of Advisors pause was the danger of its conveying a most disquieting perception. Since fast-approaching penury lay at the very core of its unrelenting money-raising sorties, they argued not without effect, surely a more opportune name could be arrived at than Cornucopia.


  Cornucopia was the in-your-face brainchild of Georges Adronis, one of those shooting stars the stock market spawns every now and again. Speculation ran rampant as to his true origins, but the odds-on favorite conjectured by those given palpitations by such issues was some “parasite infested place in the Arabian Peninsula.” Be that as it may, one thing was sure and this, after all, was the point. Wherever located, it was outside the continental United States, meaning he had no business doing what he was doing, where he was doing it.


  Georges Adronis had had the great good sense, or plain good fortune, to have sold “short” every share of stock he could lay his hands on, this at the precise moment when just about everybody else in the stock market was following the “smart money” and holding on for dear life, confident that plunging stock prices were a temporary aberration, a mere correction long overdue. This was in the late fall of 1929.


  The stupendous fortune he reaped as a result did not endear him to his better-born, but by then considerably poorer, peers. They could not have been more put out with “that upstart” had he purloined his “ill-gotten gains” from their very own pockets, which to them was, of course, the only rational explanation for his success.


  But for Adronis, the unconscionable, money-grubbing scoundrel that he was, so at variance with his competitors locked in Wall Street’s deadly embrace, animosity from them was the surest proof of a successful pudding. Moreover, connoisseur of money that he also was, as in the impotence of not having any, he was the first to appreciate some of its finer virtues. Not only was significant wealth a great equalizer, but, dexterously manipulated, it could also offer savory compensations indeed. Her name was Fleur Seagraves.


  Fleur was a Seagrave of the Seagrave Cove Seagraves, no less, and as such made-to-order for Georges Adronis, understandably on the prowl for some quick-fix social status with which to garnish his immense new-found wealth. And so, he figured, what did intelligence have to do with anything, anyway?


  Fleur and her circle of intimates naturally looked upon Georges Adronis’s proposal of marriage as murderously funny, that is, until her father urged a mid-course correction in her thinking “for the sake of the family” and its sorely tried treasury. Cornucopia was the bargain struck.


  Nestled within twenty-eight acres of dense woodland, no architectural whim had been left unattended nor discarded on the basis of cost. In addition to the monstrous mansion itself, the estate comprised a number of nearby out-buildings, built in the same red brick and timber style and clearly positioned in such a manner as to complement the main house. These included an eight-stall stable and loft, a ten-car garage, an indoor tennis court, and a greenhouse from which four formal gardens had been serviced and the mansion filled daily with freshly cut flowers. The single exception was a small icehouse, built of fieldstone. It was safely off the beaten path and well hidden from view.


  Fleur lived at Cornucopia year-round, while Georges Adronis came out whenever and as often as he could. And when he did, the two entertained lavishly, hosting enormous dinner parties and dances and bacchanalian week-end house parties. The good times, alas, were to last a scant three years.


  Georges Adronis, once willing to gamble everything to make it big, having done so, turned ultra-conservative, presumably, in such perilous times, more intent on preserving than in accumulating. Fleur, however, was of an entirely different mindset. Her extraordinary ability with money, that is, in knowing how to run through it, forced his hand.


  And so, Georges Adronis went back to the well, back to what he thought he could do best and indeed what had turned the trick so fabulously for him before. Casting prudence aside, he tried to buck another stock market trend, only this time his skill or luck failed him.


  The moment it appeared to him he would be wiped out for certain, Georges Adronis motored to Cornucopia and pumped a single bullet into the unsuspecting Fleur’s empty head. Hardly breaking stride, he thereupon marched resolutely to the icehouse, and put one into his own.


  When they found him, he was frozen as solidly as the massive square block of ice on which his body lay.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  “Allo!” the young woman standing at the threshold of Resurrection House greeted Beau, speaking with a decidedly French Canadian accent. “I am Evangeline Carreau,” she introduced herself cordially.


  “And I’m Father Beau Dillard,” he replied, returning her smile.


  “Oh, I know. We have been expecting you, Father. The Mother Superieure, she has been unavoidably detained and regrets she is not here to extend you…how shall I say eet?…never mind, I shall say eet in French…her bienvenue herself. She asked me to do eet for her.”


  Beau found her speech beguiling, having long been, like most thinking Americans, a real sucker for a foreign accent. On the other hand, he was once again disappointed at this further evidence that Kathy Symes Cantrell and he were not in sync, at least insofar as the degree of importance to attach to his initial reporting for duty was concerned.


  “How nice of you both,” Beau fibbed diplomatically, not wanting his annoyance with Kathy Symes Cantrell to add to Evangeline Carreau’s evident embarrassment at being placed in the middle.


  Come to think on it, Beau had also judged it a bit bizarre, not to assign too dark a tone to it, that at no point had Kathy Symes Cantrell put in an appearance while he was before the search committee, nor had he been invited to visit Resurrection House, nor for that matter had he so much as been introduced to Carly Spencer, the one at whose knee he was now expected to learn the tricks of the trade.


  In fact, so concerned by these omissions had Beau become that somewhere along the line, either after the second or maybe it was after the third interview, he had worked up the nerve to approach Taylor Mumane.


  “No need to go making too much of it,” the chairman of the search committee had been quick to reassure him. “It’s no big deal. Kathy’s…well, Kathy’s just Kathy…she’s…uh…different. Nothing to fret about.” He came within a whisker of adding, “For now.”


  And so, Beau had given it no more thought. But what with her remaining a phantom, the malaise he had felt then returned, only this time he was without Taylor Mumane to hold his hand.


  “It’s OK. Really,” Beau tried to mollify Evangeline Carreau anew, noticing that his previous effort hadn’t erased her skittish expression. “I’m a little on the early side, anyway. I’ll just grab a seat over here, if that’s OK with you,” he suggested, trying to sound breezy, pointing to a chromium Art Nouveau chair with black leather seat and back cushions and starting to move toward it.


  “Please! If you wouldn’t mind,” she stopped him, “but the Mother Superieure prefers you to wait in her office.”


  With that, she turned on her heel and sprinted into a long hallway adjacent to the vestibule. Beau marveled at her grace, her stride like a gazelle’s, so easy as to make it appear that her feet had no need to touch the floor. He followed her briskly up a magnificent curving dark green marble staircase.


  “You have a French name,” she observed, looking back at him over her shoulder. “Are you?”


  “I guess way back,” he replied amiably. “Lots of people have French names down where I come from.”


  “That’s nice,” she observed with feeling. “Ah! Nous voici!” Evangeline Carreau said, leading Beau into Kathy Symes Cantrell’s well-appointed office. “By the way, please call me Evana. Everyone does.”


  “Evana. That’s a pretty name. Evana it is,” he agreed with an appreciative, pastoral smile.


  “The Mother Superieure wishes you to do as you would in your own home,” she said, and then, translating directly back into the French, “Faites comme chez vous.”


  “Thank you, Evana. That was thoughtful of her.”


  “And, oh, Father Dillard, there is one other thing. Please, do not think me sans gene, but I hope you will be very happy here with us. All of us do. And that you’ll want to stay for ever and ever.”


  “Thank you, Evana. I plan to stay, as long as Mother Superior Cantrell will have me. Coming to Resurrection House is a dream come true for me. You see, I plan to devote my ministry to young people. And I can’t think of a more blessed place to do that than right here.”


  “What I mean is,” she said as if oblivious to what he had said, “ever since Father Nichols, well, left, we have had no one to…uh…”


  “Father Nichols?” Beau reacted, taken aback. “No one has said anything about…who was Father Nichols, anyway?”


  “Oh, mon dieu!” she exclaimed, as if feeling she had let some cat out of the bag. “I am so sorry. Of course, I thought you knew. I shouldn’t have said…please do not tell the Mother Superieure I said…”


  Before he could pursue the matter, she had darted from the room. Only then did it hit him. Her otherwise nicely shaped dark brown eyes were utterly bereft of joy.


  The room was located at the eastern end of the building and covered its full depth, from the commanding view over the mansion’s main entrance, as if from the bridge of a ship, to the wide vista giving onto the woods behind. The windows, which were contiguous all around, were iron casement, their small diamond-shaped panes set in lead generously garnished with brightly colored stained glass heraldic inserts. With so much window space, the room was awash in a sunny glow which, in turn, intensified the warmth already generated by the rich African Kente cloth colors of red, gold, green and black featured throughout the room’s decor, including a spectacular specimen hanging behind her desk.


  Even so, as Beau approached the far end of the room, where the casement windows overlooked the entrance, and where Kathy Symes Cantrell had her desk, he felt a sudden icy chill, as though from a draft. Instinctively he moved away, back to where the sun was strongest. Crucifixes were clearly the room’s central motif, and rightly so, Beau figured, for the workplace of someone so directly engaged in so holy an endeavor as the resurrection of lost souls. They proliferated as ornament, statuary, wall hanging, centerpiece, one even dangled from a beaded chain wound around her swing-arm desk lamp.


  Floor-to-ceiling bookcases of walnut stained almost black had been built along most walls, filled to bursting with volumes of every size and description and interspersed here and there with a wide array of knickknacks.


  Indeed, the office was knee-deep in books, stacked on the sills, window benches, floors, conference table, within easy reach beside, behind and on the desk, in every respect wherever there might once have been a spare foot or two.


  Glancing across one shelf, Beau was astounded by the titles, as revealing of the room’s occupant as they were eclectic. Religious Freedom vs Freedom of Religion was one. Another was Capitalism: Scourge of Mankind, subtitled, An Unbiased Look, by the aged Chinese philosopher, Ling Ching Pao Ping.


  Many, many works by the great Indian savant, Rajiv Singh Rajnaswami, were also prominent, including his cogent five-volume political treatise, in which he so movingly argues India’s qualifications for assuming world leadership in religious tolerance, based on that country’s rousing success in achieving it among its own peoples. Many at the time
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