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A righteous man with a locked door is still a man with a locked door.

— Eleanor Voss, The Burden of Small Mercies

For the ones who stayed quiet. You know why.
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The Last Entry

The notebook was the color of old blood.

Not red. Not brown. Something in between—the shade leather turns when it’s been handled by the same hands for decades, absorbing oil and heat and whatever trace of intention a person leaves on the things they touch most. The spine had cracked years ago and been repaired with packing tape that had itself yellowed and curled. The pages inside were ruled, college-width, and filled with handwriting so controlled it might have been printed by a machine that understood penmanship but not mercy.

The last entry was dated eleven days ago.

Subject has made contact. Prior measures insufficient. Recommend full council review. Addendum: Subject claims documentary evidence. If true, exposure is total. If false, motive is revenge. Either way—

The sentence stopped there, mid-thought, the way a heart stops mid-beat. No period. No resolution. Just the faint drag of a pen lifted too slowly, leaving a tail of ink that trailed off the ruled line like a man walking away from a conversation he wasn’t finished with.

Oren Yates sat in the study of the stone farmhouse on twelve acres adjacent to Grace Reformed Church and pressed his palm flat against the open page, as if he could hold the words in place, as if the pressure of his hand could keep what was written from becoming what was real. The desk lamp threw a circle of amber light across the notebook, the desk, and the letter that had arrived forty-four minutes ago in a plain white envelope with no return address and a Wheeling, West Virginia, postmark.

He had read the letter three times. He would not read it again.

The handwriting on the letter was different from the handwriting in the notebook—looser, less disciplined, the penmanship of a man who had taught himself to write all over again because his old handwriting belonged to his old name. But the words were precise. Controlled. The kind of sentences a person composes in their head for fourteen years before committing them to paper.

Dear Pastor Yates,

The salutation alone had buckled something in Oren’s chest. Not “Oren.” Not “You son of a bitch.” Pastor Yates. The formality of a man who still respected the office, if not the man who held it. Or maybe the formality of a man who wanted Oren to understand that this was not personal. That what was coming was not revenge but something worse: a reckoning conducted with the same procedural calm that Oren himself had perfected over four decades of rendering judgment in the basement of a church that smelled like old hymnals and lemon floor polish.

I know what Jolene Teague told you about me. I know it wasn’t true. I believe you know this as well, and have known it for some time. I have documentation that may interest you—or, if not you, then others in positions of authority less conflicted than your own.

I am not writing to threaten you. I am writing to inform you that I intend to return to Harrow. I have been gone for fourteen years. That is long enough to pay for something I didn’t do.

I forgive you. But I want my name back.

Oren folded the letter along its original creases—the writer had folded it in thirds, the way you fold a business letter, the way Oren himself had taught the church secretary to fold correspondence decades ago—and carried it to the fireplace in the front room. October in eastern Kentucky was cold enough to justify a fire. He struck a match. He held the corner of the letter to the flame and watched the paper curl and blacken, watched the handwriting dissolve into ash, watched the words I forgive you glow briefly orange before they disappeared.

He dropped the burning remnant into the grate and watched it finish. A corner survived—a triangle of white paper with a fragment of a sentence. He could make out: ...know what Jolene...

He should have reached in and burned that too. He should have ground it under his heel. He should have done a lot of things differently over the past forty years, and the fact that he was only now tallying the list told him something about the kind of man he had become when he wasn’t paying attention to anything but his own certainty.

Oren returned to the study. He sat down. He placed both hands flat on the desk—palms down, fingers spread, the posture he assumed when he was about to render a verdict in the basement room where the filing cabinets stood and the overhead fluorescent hummed its tuneless hymn—and he tried to think clearly about what to do next.

The notebook was still open to the last entry. Subject has made contact. The subject had a name. Oren would not write it. He had not written it in fourteen years, as if the omission could undo the sentence, the verdict, the night Garrett Birch’s truck pulled out of the church parking lot with a man in the passenger seat who would not be seen in Harrow again.

Oren reached for the phone. His left hand did not respond.

He looked down at it—his left hand, the hand he’d held over the heads of a thousand congregants as he spoke the benediction, the hand that had signed the bottom of every entry in every notebook for forty years—and it lay on the desk like something that belonged to someone else. He tried to make a fist. The fingers did not close. He tried to lift it and his arm stayed where it was, heavy, foreign, a limb he had apparently been borrowing and whose owner had just reclaimed it.

The study tilted. The amber light from the desk lamp seemed to thicken, to take on weight, and Oren understood with the terrible clarity of a man who had spent his life adjudicating consequences that what was happening to him now was a consequence. Not divine punishment—he was too much of a Calvinist for that simple arithmetic—but the body’s own verdict on a man who had carried too much for too long and this morning had been handed the one thing he could not carry at all.

Accountability.

He slid from the chair. The floor was cold. The notebook fell with him, pages fanning open as it struck the hardwood, and the entries—forty years of initials and dates and findings and sentences—fluttered in the displaced air like the leaves of a tree that had just been struck by lightning and did not yet know it was dead.

His daughter would find him here in six hours, when she came with the Tuesday casserole and the church bulletin for his review. She would call 911. She would ride in the ambulance. She would hold his usable hand and say, Daddy, Daddy, stay with me, and he would try to say something—try to say a name, try to say I’m sorry, try to say check the basement—but the words would not come, and by the time the paramedics got the oxygen mask over his face, the only sound Oren Yates was making was a low, continuous hum that his daughter mistook for pain but was, in fact, the melody of the doxology he had sung every Sunday for forty-two years.

Praise God from whom all blessings flow.

The notebook lay open on the floor beside him. The last entry faced the ceiling, illegible from this angle, the pen’s trailing ink line pointing toward the study door like a finger indicating the direction of something that was coming and could not be stopped.

In the fireplace, the charred corner of the letter cooled and curled inward, protecting its fragment of a sentence the way a hand closes around a secret it isn’t ready to release.

...know what Jolene...

Forty-two years of unbroken Sunday services. Not one missed. Not for storms, not for floods, not for the pandemic that shuttered every other church in the county. Grace Reformed had never closed its doors, and if you asked anyone in Harrow why, they would tell you it was because Pastor Oren believed that a house of God should always be open to those who needed it.

They would be telling the truth. They just wouldn’t be telling all of it.

Act I

The Welcome
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Chapter 1
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The Parsonage

The house smells like someone else’s decades.

I notice it the moment I push open the door of the parsonage cottage—a layered scent, geological almost, as if every interim pastor and visiting deacon and Bible study potluck has left a sediment of cooking oil and carpet cleaner and the particular staleness of rooms that are inhabited but never quite lived in. The key Ruth Yates-Hensley handed me fits the lock with reluctance, the way a word fits a sentence it doesn’t belong in.

“Everything you need should be in there,” Ruth says from the gravel path behind me. She has not crossed the threshold. She stands with her cardigan buttoned to the throat and her hands folded in front of her—fingers interlaced, thumbs pressed together—and watches me enter the way you’d watch a stranger move into your childhood bedroom. Which, in a sense, is exactly what’s happening.

“Thank you,” I say. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“The service schedule is on the kitchen counter. Wednesday evening Bible study, Sunday morning worship at ten, Sunday evening prayer circle at six. My father never missed a service in forty-two years.” She pauses. The pause has weight, the kind that’s been rehearsed. “I trust you’ll uphold that standard.”

I set my suitcase down in the narrow hallway and look at her. Ruth is forty-four, compact, precisely assembled. Gray at the temples she doesn’t bother coloring. The face of a woman who has been organizing things—schedules, people, the narrative of her father’s life—for so long that efficiency has become personality. She reminds me of the intake officers at Marysville: competent, territorial, and deeply suspicious of anyone who arrives with good intentions.

“I’ll do my best,” I tell her.

She studies me for a moment. Whatever she’s looking for, she doesn’t find it. “The regional office said you’ve done this before. Interim work.”

“Three years now. Before that, I was a chaplain.”

“Prison chaplain.” She says it the way people say it—with a downward inflection, as if the word prison exerts its own gravity on the sentence.

“Six years at the Women’s Reformatory in Marysville. Ohio.”

“And you left because—”

“Because it was time.”

Another pause. Ruth’s thumbs press tighter. She decides not to pursue it, and I am grateful, because the real answer to that question lives in a room in my mind that I keep locked, and the lock is not as sturdy as it used to be.

“Well,” she says. “You have the key. The church is unlocked during daylight hours. My father’s office is on the second floor—I’d prefer you use the assistant’s desk on the first floor. The office has... personal items.”

“Of course.”

“And the basement is storage. Supplies, old files, seasonal decorations. There’s nothing down there you’d need.”

She delivers this last sentence with the particular emphasis people use when they are telling you where not to look. I have heard that emphasis before—from inmates, from wardens, from my own mother when I asked about my father’s ministry. It is the sound of a door being closed from the other side.

“Understood,” I say.

Ruth nods. She turns. She walks to her car—a silver Buick, immaculate, parked with geometric precision in the gravel lot—and she drives away without looking back. I stand in the doorway of the parsonage and watch her taillights disappear down the two-lane road that connects Grace Reformed Church to the town of Harrow proper, and I think: She is afraid of me.

Not of me specifically. Of what I represent—the outsider, the replacement, the stranger who will sit in her father’s chair and open her father’s Bible and stand in her father’s pulpit and, by the act of filling his space, confirm that his space is empty. I have been the interim pastor at four churches in three years, and the script is always the same. Grief disguised as hostility. Loss wearing the mask of administrative concern. Ruth Yates-Hensley doesn’t dislike me. She’s furious that I’m necessary.

I close the door. I explore.

The parsonage is a one-story clapboard cottage—kitchen, living room, bedroom, bath. Furniture from the early 2000s, chosen for durability rather than comfort. A plaid couch with cushions that have been sat on by a procession of temporary bodies. A kitchen table for two. A coffee maker that requires a specific wiggle of the carafe to seat properly, which I learn through four attempts and a small flood. Curtains the color of weak tea. A bedroom with a full-size bed, a nightstand, and a lamp with a pull chain that works on the third pull.

Outside the kitchen window: the church.

Grace Reformed sits sixty yards from the parsonage, and it is—I’ll admit this—beautiful. White clapboard, straight-backed, with a steeple that points at the sky like a finger indicating the location of something it’s very sure about. The building is meticulously maintained. The lawn is mowed to a uniformity that suggests either a riding mower or a compulsive. The front steps are swept. The window glass gleams. In the fading October light, the church looks less like a building and more like an argument for order in a disorderly world.

I grew up in a church. I grew up believing that a church could save you, and then I grew up learning that the people inside a church are the same people outside it—just better dressed and worse at admitting what they’ve done. My father’s church was a converted auto-parts warehouse in Zanesville, Ohio, with folding chairs and a PA system that shrieked during the high notes of every hymn, and he preached there for eleven years before the congregation discovered he’d been sleeping with the worship leader and skimming the building fund and none of his tears on Sunday mornings had been for God.

I was fifteen. I am thirty-nine. The math says that’s twenty-four years, but some distances can’t be measured in time.

I unpack. I put my clothes in the dresser—three weeks’ worth, maybe four. The regional office said the interim assignment would last eight to twelve weeks while they found a permanent replacement for Pastor Yates. I have learned to pack light. I have learned to not hang pictures on the walls of rooms I’m leaving.

At seven, I walk to the church. The front doors are unlocked, as Ruth said they would be. I step inside.

The sanctuary is modest and precise. Twelve rows of pews, six on each side of a center aisle. Dark wood, polished to a liquid shine. A pulpit at the front—not a lectern, a proper pulpit, solid oak, the kind you stand behind and feel the accumulated authority of everyone who stood there before you. Behind the pulpit, a simple cross mounted on the wall. No stained glass. No ornamentation. The aesthetic is Presbyterian austerity pushed to its logical conclusion: beauty through the absence of everything unnecessary.

I run my hand along the back of a pew. The wood is warm. The building holds heat the way old buildings do—not efficiently, but stubbornly, as if the walls have opinions about temperature and have decided it will be sixty-eight degrees regardless of the thermostat.

I walk the perimeter. The first floor has the sanctuary, a fellowship hall with a kitchen, two offices—one large (Oren’s, upstairs, off-limits per Ruth), one small (the assistant’s desk, mine now)—and a corridor that leads to the back of the building. At the end of the corridor: a door.

The basement door.

I noticed it when I came in and I notice it again now, the way you notice a tooth that’s slightly loose—once you’ve felt it, you can’t stop running your tongue over it. The door is solid wood, heavier than the other doors in the building, and it has a lock that doesn’t belong. Every other door in Grace Reformed has the standard residential hardware you’d find at any hardware store—brass knobs, simple key locks, the kind a determined twelve-year-old could pick with a bobby pin. This lock is commercial-grade. A Medeco deadbolt, brushed steel, the kind of lock you install when you want to keep something in or keep everyone out.

There is no key on the ring Ruth gave me.

I press my palm against the door. The wood is cool. Behind it, I can hear the building breathe—the low hum of a furnace, the tick of cooling pipes, the sound a structure makes when it’s settling into itself for the night. Normal sounds. Basement sounds. The kind of thing I’d never think twice about in any other church in any other town.

But Ruth said the basement was storage. And storage doesn’t require a Medeco deadbolt.

I step back. I remind myself that I am here to deliver sermons, conduct Bible studies, visit the sick, and comfort the grieving. I am here to keep the lights on while the denomination finds a permanent pastor. I am not here to investigate locked doors. I am not here to satisfy the particular itch that has lived at the base of my skull since I was fifteen years old and learned that the people running a church can be running something else entirely.

I am just passing through.

I walk back to the parsonage. I heat a can of soup. I sit at the kitchen table and eat and look at the church through the window and think about locked doors and the people who install them and the people who pretend not to notice.

At eleven, I brush my teeth. At eleven-fifteen, I turn off the light. At eleven-thirty, I am still awake, staring at the ceiling, listening to the particular silence of a small town at night—no traffic, no sirens, just the insistent quiet of a place where everyone has agreed to keep their voices down.

At two in the morning, headlights sweep across my bedroom ceiling.

I sit up. Through the gap in the curtains, I can see the church parking lot. A car has pulled in—dark-colored, no distinguishing features in the ambient light. The engine idles for thirty seconds. The headlights go off. A minute passes. Two. Then the headlights come back on, the car reverses out of the lot, and the taillights disappear down the road toward town.

No one got out. No one went in. Someone drove to the church at two in the morning, sat in the parking lot in the dark, and left.

I lie back down. I stare at the ceiling. The silence reassembles itself around me, thicker than before, and I think about Ruth’s emphasis when she said the basement was storage, and about the Medeco deadbolt on a door in a church that otherwise trusts the whole town with a simple brass knob, and about a car in a parking lot at two a.m. with its engine running and its headlights off.

I am just passing through. I’ve said it before. I’ve said it in every town.

I have never once meant it less.
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Chapter 2
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Sunday

Everyone in Harrow has the same handshake.

Firm, two-pump, eye contact held one beat longer than comfortable. I shake forty-seven hands before the service—I count, because counting is something I do when I’m anxious and don’t want to look anxious—and every single one follows the same choreography. Grip, squeeze, pump-pump, eye contact, release. As if someone taught a class.

The sanctuary fills from the back forward, the way church sanctuaries always do. People choose their distance from God the way they choose their distance from everything: by habit, fear, and the location of their friends. The back two rows go first. By nine-fifty, the middle rows are occupied. The front pew stays empty until the very last moment, when an elderly woman in a lilac dress and matching hat claims the aisle seat with the territorial precision of someone who has been sitting in that exact spot since before I was born.

Garrett Birch introduces himself at nine-forty. He’s lean, weathered, with a neat gray beard trimmed close and pale blue eyes that inventory me the way a shopkeeper inventories a new delivery—checking for damage, estimating value. He’s the head deacon. He tells me this with the same matter-of-fact certainty that Ruth used to tell me the service schedule, as if the title is less an office than a geological feature of the landscape.

“Anything you need, Pastor Crane, you come to me.” He rolls a carpenter’s pencil between his fingers as he says it—a smooth, unconscious motion, the pencil traveling across his knuckles like a coin in a magician’s hand. “I’ve been keeping this place running alongside Oren for twenty-two years. I know where the bodies are buried.”

He smiles when he says it. I smile back. It’s the kind of joke people make in small towns—a joke about dark things, delivered lightly, because the lightness is the point. The lightness says: We’re normal here. We joke about buried bodies because there are no buried bodies.

I file the joke. I file everything. It’s another habit from Marysville—the prison chaplain’s reflex of treating every statement as potential evidence. Most of what people tell you is nothing. But nothing has a texture, and when the texture changes, you pay attention.

Margot Linden appears at my elbow at nine-forty-five, as if she materialized from the air-conditioning. She’s small, bird-boned, with reading glasses on a chain and white-blond hair in a French twist that looks like it was set in place sometime during the Clinton administration and has not been disturbed since. She’s the church secretary. She tells me this while tilting her head in a listening posture that is so practiced, so precisely calibrated to convey attentiveness, that I recognize it immediately: it’s the same head-tilt therapists use. The one that says I’m giving you my complete attention. The one that means they’re cataloging every word.

“I’ve prepared the bulletin and the hymn selections,” she says, handing me a folder. “Pastor Oren had a standing order for the liturgy. I assumed you’d want to review it before making any changes.”

The word changes carries the faintest edge. A hairline crack in the porcelain of her pleasantness.

“I’ll follow the existing order for now,” I say. “No need to disrupt anything.”

“Wonderful.” She smiles. Her smile is warm and efficient and tells me absolutely nothing. “Pastor Oren kept very thorough records. If you need anything at all from the files, come to me first. I know where everything is.”

Two people in five minutes have told me to come to them first. I note this the way I note the handshakes: as a pattern, not yet a conclusion.

I deliver the sermon at ten. I’ve chosen Matthew 7:24—the wise man who built his house on the rock. It’s a safe choice. A transitional sermon. I talk about foundations, about endurance, about the kind of faith that weathers storms. I do not talk about what happens when the rock turns out to be sand. That sermon is for later, if there is a later.

The congregation listens with the focused politeness of people who are grading a performance. I can feel them measuring me against the space I’m standing in, against the ghost of the man who stood here last. Oren Yates was six-four and broad-shouldered. I am five-nine and built like a fence post. The pulpit was designed for his proportions; behind it, I feel like a child playing dress-up in her father’s suit.

My father’s suits. I haven’t thought about that in years. The wide lapels, the too-sweet cologne, the way he’d grip the edges of the pulpit and lean forward as if the Holy Spirit were a headwind he was walking into. People cried during his sermons. People spoke in tongues. People wrote checks. My father could make you feel like God was in the room, and the cruelest thing about what he did—crueler than the theft, crueler than the affairs—was that he wasn’t entirely faking. He believed. He just believed in himself more.

I finish the sermon. The congregation sings. I pronounce the benediction. And then the real event begins: the potluck.

If the sermon is the public face of a small-town church, the potluck is the actual government. It’s where decisions are made, alliances formed, information exchanged. Casserole dishes are currency. Desserts are diplomacy. The woman who brings the best pie is not showing off—she’s campaigning.

The fellowship hall fills. Folding tables groan under the weight of fried chicken, potato salad, green bean casserole, biscuits, three kinds of cobbler, and a Jell-O mold that appears to contain suspended fruit and an architectural ambition beyond its structural capacity. I am guided through the buffet line by Garrett, who narrates each dish with the authority of a man providing expert testimony.

“That’s Lorene Odom’s chicken. Best in the county. Don’t skip the biscuits—Deb Weaver makes them, and she’ll notice if you don’t take one.” He lowers his voice. “The potato salad with the green lid is safe. The one with the red lid is Helen Marsh’s, and Helen is a good woman with a generous heart and a heavy hand with the relish.”

I smile. I take the green-lid potato salad. I sit at a table near the center of the hall and I eat and I watch, because this is where the real work of an interim pastor happens—not in the pulpit but in the plastic chair, not in the sermon but in the observation of who sits with whom, who avoids whom, who laughs too loudly and who doesn’t laugh at all.

Jolene Teague-Farris sits with me. She doesn’t ask; she arrives, plate in hand, and settles into the adjacent chair as if she’d reserved it. She’s handsome—strong jaw, auburn hair stiff with spray, a wide smile that she deploys like a searchlight, illuminating whatever she’s pointed at and leaving everything else in shadow. She runs the Harrow Floral shop. She directs the choir. She is—I gather within ninety seconds—a person who introduces herself by listing the things she does for the community, which is another way of listing the things the community owes her.

“We are so grateful you’re here, Pastor Crane.” She puts her hand on my forearm. The touch is warm and firm and just a fraction too long. “Pastor Oren is a pillar. An absolute pillar. I told Ruth—I said, Ruth, your daddy built something here that’s going to outlast all of us.”

“How is he doing?” I ask. “I haven’t had a chance to visit yet.”

Jolene’s smile contracts by a millimeter. “Bless his heart. It’s in the Lord’s hands now.” She pauses. “Ruth’s handling the medical decisions. Best to go through her if you want to visit.”

A gate. Another gate. Everyone in Harrow directs me through the same set of gates, and all the gates lead to Ruth.

Garrett joins us. Over cobbler, the conversation turns to the church’s history—the flood of ’94, the ice storm of 2003, the pandemic when every church in the county shut down except Grace Reformed. Oren held services in the parking lot. Oren visited every home. Oren made sure nobody went without.

“Forty-two years,” Garrett says. “Never missed a Sunday. Not once.” He rolls the carpenter’s pencil between his fingers. “Used to have a good mechanic in town, guy named Caleb Pruitt—he’d fix the church van for free whenever it broke down. Good man. Moved away, though. Been a while.”

The pencil stops rolling. Just for a second. Then it resumes.

Jolene reaches for her water glass. The reach is too deliberate, too timed—a person shifting position to avoid being still at the wrong moment.

“People come and go,” she says. “That’s small towns for you.”

I eat my cobbler. I watch them. I file the name: Caleb Pruitt. I file the stopped pencil and the deliberate reach for the water glass. I file the way Garrett said good man and the way Jolene said people come and go, as if both phrases were scripted, rehearsed, assigned to their respective speakers by someone who’d decided long ago what the official version of Caleb Pruitt’s departure was going to be.

After the potluck, I help clean up. I wash dishes next to Lorene Odom, who is eighty-one and has been a member of Grace Reformed for sixty years and whose fried chicken is, indeed, the best I’ve ever tasted. She scrubs a casserole dish with the focused intensity of a woman performing a sacrament.

“Pastor Oren always made things right,” she says, unprompted, as if she’s continuing a conversation we were already having. “Whatever the trouble, you could go to him. He’d listen. And then he’d make it right.”

She emphasizes made the way you emphasize a load-bearing word. Not fixed. Not helped with. Made. As if making things right were a specific action, a defined process, something with steps and outcomes rather than the vague pastoral comfort the phrase usually implies.

“That’s a wonderful legacy,” I say.

Lorene looks at me with eyes that are rheumy and sharp and old enough to have seen everything this town has to offer and decided to stay anyway. “It is,” she says. “You just be sure to keep things the way they are, Pastor Crane. Harrow doesn’t need new ideas. Harrow needs what it’s always had.”

She hands me the clean dish. Her hands are red and cracked from the hot water. I dry the dish and I set it on the counter and I think about a town that doesn’t need new ideas and a church that never closed and a mechanic named Caleb Pruitt who moved away, been a while, and a woman’s hand on my forearm that was warm and firm and exactly one second too long.

I walk back to the parsonage at one in the afternoon. The sun is high and the church casts a shadow across the gravel lot that reaches almost to my front door.

On the kitchen counter, next to the service schedule Ruth left, I find a note I didn’t notice before. The handwriting is small and meticulous: If you need anything at all from the files, come to me first. —M.L.

Margot Linden. The church secretary. The woman who knows where everything is.

Two people told me to come to them first. Now one of them has put it in writing.
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Chapter 3
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The Books

A church this small should not have books this clean.

I spend Monday morning at the assistant’s desk on the first floor, reviewing the financial records Margot has organized in a series of labeled binders: TITHES & OFFERINGS, OPERATING EXPENSES, BUILDING FUND, MISSIONS, BENEVOLENCE. Each binder is immaculate. Entries are typed—not printed from a computer, typed on a typewriter, the letters slightly uneven in the way that only manual keys produce, each character struck individually into the page. The columns balance to the penny. The categories are consistent across decades. There are no irregularities, no corrections, no white-out smudges, no margin notes asking where did this $200 go?

This is wrong. Not wrong as in fraudulent—wrong as in impossible. I’ve served at four churches in three years. Before that, six years at Marysville, where I reviewed the prison chapel’s accounts quarterly. Small-organization bookkeeping is always messy. Someone miscounts the offering plate. Someone forgets to log a reimbursement. The building fund gets raided for an emergency roof repair and nobody records the transfer for three months. Human hands leave human fingerprints, and human fingerprints are smudged.
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