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  I know that a community of God-seekers is a great shelter for man. But directly this grows into an institution it is apt to give ready access to the Devil by its back-door.




  RABINDRANATH TAGORE,


  Letters to a Friend




  It is becoming more and more obvious that it is not starvation, not microbes, not cancer, but man himself who is mankind’s greatest danger, because he has no adequate

  protection against psychic epidemics, infinitely more devastating in their effect than the greatest natural catastrophes.




  CARL JUNG




  I believe more and more that God must not be judged on this earth. It is one of his sketches that has turned out badly.




  VINCENT VAN GOGH
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  Chapter One




  THE REVEREND DOCTOR JOHN TINKER MEADOWS stood

  silent and motionless at the pulpit of the great Tabernacle of the Eternal Church of the Believer, staring at the stained-glass window at the far end of the building, listening to the murmur and

  rustle of the enormous congregation as the sounds slowly diminished.




  Once again the vast space was filled for an early-morning service, even in the heat of the sun belt in August. The three broad aisles which sloped down toward the altar rail at a slight angle

  cut the congregation into four equal portions, fifteen worshippers wide, sixty rows deep. Another thousand were over in the University theater, watching him on the big screen in closed-circuit

  color, and he knew that up in the control booth to the left of the stained glass, high above the entrance doors, the production manager and the director were watching the monitor sets, cueing the

  camera stations. The sound was being mixed with due regard for whichever camera was being used.




  He felt a trickle of sweat on his ribs, under the cassock and surplice, and reacted with familiar exasperation toward the so-called experts who had designed the subterranean air conditioning. It

  had proven ample for the giant space even in midsummer, but had a built-in low-frequency rumble which made it impossible to use at full throttle when taping. Finn Efflander had someone working on a

  filter that might keep the rumble off the recording. But even were it working properly, he knew that by the end of the sermon his clothing would be sodden. He perspired heavily whenever and

  wherever he preached. His face would be wet and shiny in the closeups, partially defeating the efforts of makeup to give him the look of a younger Charlton Heston.




  He was aware of a slight change of the light off to his left and realized that someone in the control booth had pressed one of the buttons which controlled the movement of the huge translucent,

  fire-resistant draperies, to move one of them slightly to cut off an edge of morning sun, making the interior light whiter and more luminous.




  He heard a smothered giggle forty feet behind him, and he could imagine the stare his sister would direct at the offender. The choir of fifty young women, the Meadows Angels, was a constant

  discipline problem. Had they been selected more for voice quality and less for beauty, he guessed the problem would be lessened. But the Reverend Mary Margaret Meadows exerted an iron control which

  kept disorder at a minimum.




  John Tinker Meadows knew that many in the congregation were seeing the service in person for the first time, after years of faithful membership and television viewing. To them the thrill of

  being in the same space, breathing the same air, as the famous elderly Reverend Matthew Meadows and his two talented children was only slightly dimmed by their being such tiny figures, so far away.

  And as the service proceeded, they would begin to realize that it was a lot longer than the fifty-minute version edited for broadcast.




  It was time. When a child coughed, the church was so silent the small sound could be heard by everyone. He looked then at the congregation, feeling the tension and the expectation. He was a tall

  slender man with gray-blond hair worn long at the sides, brushed back.




  “O MIGHTY GOD, WHY HAVE YOU TURNED YOUR BACK ON THIS GOOD EARTH AND ON YOUR PEOPLE?”




  The rich and resonant voice inherited from the old man filled the Tabernacle with a ripe and startling sound, perfectly amplified.




  “What do we see around us?




  “We see a sickness, a cancer, a corruption on every side.




  “Through the same wondrous technology which allows us to send this service up to the satellite and back to the cable stations and into your homes, filth is being broadcast across the land.

  Squalid garbage, rated with Xs, showing exposed genitalia, scenes of rape and incest and torture. Any child who can reach the dials on the television set can be immersed in this

  soul-stunting dirt.




  “And we see this same seeping corruption in the books on the shelves of our libraries, paid for with public monies, with the tax money they demand from you as your ticket of admission to

  this wonderful culture around us! Cynical men in universities, in national magazines and newspapers, and on talk shows, praise novels which contain scenes that would gag a hyena.




  “Perhaps we should be grateful that our public education system has been so gutted by the bureaucrats and unions, national and local, that the teachers no longer have time to teach

  reading. They are too busy turning out reports no one ever needs or reads. They are so busy our children can graduate without ever being able to write a sentence in acceptable English, or being

  able to read anything more difficult than comic books. Rejoice that much of the filth in our libraries is well beyond their abilities to comprehend.




  “Perhaps teachers are being paid not to teach in the same way farmers are paid not to farm, able-bodied men paid not to work and politicians paid to pass legislation favoring themselves

  and the special-interest groups which bribe them.




  “Once upon a time our nation was great. Now we sag into despair. The climate changes, the acid rains fall, the great floods and droughts impoverish millions, taking the savings of those

  who thought they could be provident in these times. We see all our silent factories, all the stacks without smoke, like monuments to a civilization past. Selfish owners refused to spend for

  modernization. Selfish unions struck for the highest wages in the world.




  “We see rapists and murderers and armed robbers turned loose after a short exposure to that prison environment which gratifies all their hungers and teaches them new criminal arts.




  “We see an endless tide of blacks and Hispanics entering our green land illegally, taking the bread out of the mouths of those few of us still willing to do hard manual labor.




  “We see the abortionists slaying the people of the future.




  “We see what little remaining wealth we have, squandered by the huge costs of maintaining lazy and overfed armies in distant lands where they are hated by the populace, and squandered by

  the Pentagon thieves who waste four dollars out of every five appropriated.




  “Our air, rivers, lakes, land, bays and oceans become ever more toxic as the wastes of a plastic culture are dumped into them without authorization or control.




  “We are afraid to walk our own streets at night, knowing that our police officers do not dare leave their cars to patrol on foot the shadows where hide the hoodlums, muggers, whores,

  addicts, drug vendors and maniacs.




  “Rich men get richer in businesses which produce nothing tangible or useful—only bits of paper. Documents. Bonds and warrants and options and money management accounts. Mergers and

  spinoffs and liquidations.”




  He stopped and let the silence grow. He leaned forward and clasped his hands around the front edge of the lectern on the pulpit. His hands and wrists were outsized, larger than one would expect

  on a man of such leanness. He glanced down at the script and saw the margin notation indicating an extreme closeup, meaning that at that moment one of the cameramen was slowly zooming in on him

  using the longest lens on the TK–47 RCA computerized color camera.




  “Do you think this is all something new in the world?” John Tinker Meadows asked in a half-whisper that carried to the remote corners of the Tabernacle. “Do you really think we

  live in exceptional times?” The sarcasm was clear.




  “In Habakkuk’s vision, the oracle proclaimed, Outrage and violence, this is all I see, all is contention and discord flourishes. And so the law loses its hold, and justice never

  shows itself. Yes, the wicked man gets the better of the upright, and so justice seems to be distorted.




  “And the oracle said, Trouble is coming to the man who amasses goods that are not his and loads himself with pledges. And the oracle said, Trouble is coming to the man who

  grossly exploits others for the sake of his house, to fix his nest on high and so evade the hand of misfortune.”




  Beginning with the hoarse whisper, he had been slowly increasing the volume and resonance of his voice as he straightened, knowing the long lens was slowly, slowly backing away from the extreme

  closeup.




  “Trouble is coming to the man who builds a town with blood and founds a city on crime.”




  He looked at them from on high, gazing from side to side at the thousands before him. In a striking change he switched to a conversational tone of voice. With a troubled look he said, “So

  what do we do, my friends? Here we are, decent God-fearing people in a culture, in a world, going right down the tube. Do we pray and hope to inherit the earth? Do we grab guns and head for the

  hills? Do we tell ourselves things have to get better?”




  After a pause he shouted, “NONE OF THE ABOVE!” He saw some of them jump. You could tell if you had them by the way some of them jumped. This was one of the good Sundays. Sometimes it

  worked better than other times. He had never achieved the consistency of the old man, who always made it work.




  “We do not really live out there amid all that garbage. We live in the great peaceful country of the spirit. We live in the love of God and His only begotten son, and we live in the

  confidence that beyond that transition we call death there is eternal life for us who BELIEVE!




  “You can turn your backs on the feckless, stinking, stubborn garbage of the world, its crimes and passions, its stench of victims and predators. I am not saying you cannot be touched in

  physical ways. You can. And those dear to you can be victims. I am telling you that you cannot ever be touched in that place where life means the most. This brute world can never touch your spirit,

  your soul. It can never defeat those who love God. You are weighed down by the burden of fear and apprehension as this physical world goes downhill in a hand basket. You can shrug off that hideous

  burden. You can live in a state of joy. Come down to the rail. You there, way in the back, you start it. Get up and walk down here. My father and my sister and I will receive you here, into the

  arms of Jesus Christ. And evil will never touch you. Never!”




  He stared back and saw a few beginning to get up, to edge their way out of the long pews.




  “That’s right! Come down now! Acknowledge your God. Give Him a chance to heal you. To be saved means to be safe. When a drowning man is saved, he is brought to the shore, safe from

  the wild waters. Don’t hang back. Don’t tell yourself you’ll think about it, and maybe try it next time. Will there be a next time? Will you have another chance? This is your

  chance. Now! Come on along. Move down the aisles to me, to us.”




  The Meadows Angels had begun to hum a cappella a medley of old familiar hymns. On cue they increased the volume as he stepped around the pulpit and followed his father and his sister down the

  few broad stairs to the level of the rail. All three aisles were reasonably full now, and all the familiar expressions were there. On some the beatific smile, on others the sidelong look of

  self-consciousness. On some a protective smirk. Others were without any expression, as though walking in a dream.




  To John Tinker’s dismay and annoyance, the old man was not taking part. He stood on the second broad stair from the bottom, looking up at the big curtains of woven glass fiber on the side

  windows, his lips moving as, with his right hand, he scratched the side of his neck. Mary Margaret gave John Tinker a glance and shrug of exasperation. She tugged at her father’s arm and he

  pulled away and went back up. John Tinker thought at first that he was going back to his high-backed ornate chair, but instead the old man opened the narrow door under the choir loft and left. As

  this was not the first time it had happened, Nurse Minter had been posted at the other end of the underground corridor that led from the Tabernacle under the Garden of Mercy to the basement of the

  Manse.




  There were a couple of hundred saved. The staff would take care of getting the names and addresses and other identifying information to feed into the master data base. John Tinker and Mary

  Margaret worked their way back and forth along the inside of the rail. Mary Margaret, from the pulpit, thanked God for those saved with a prayer which John Tinker felt ran five minutes longer than

  required. The collection was taken, swiftly and deftly. John Tinker gave a short and appropriate Bible reading, and Mary Margaret gave the benediction. They then stood side by side, high above the

  congregation, out of the reach of those who might want to approach and chat, until the Tabernacle was almost empty.




  Then they went back through the narrow door and down six steps to the concrete tunnel which led for one hundred and fifty yards back to the Manse. The Manse, behind the Tabernacle and the Garden

  of Mercy, was on the rise of a limestone knoll. The corridor was lighted by fluorescent tubing which, in its effort to simulate daylight, gave off an odd pink glow.




  “We should beef up that choir volume after the benediction,” John Tinker said. “That many people always make too much noise leaving. All that shuffling and

  yammering.”




  “They can do that in the booth, can’t they?”




  “Of course they can. Provided somebody tells them to.”




  “Look, please don’t get nasty with me just because he got out of control.”




  “What was he trying to do?”




  “How could I possibly know? I don’t think we can keep including him much longer, John. Maybe we should call a halt right now.”




  “All the old-timers expect to see him. And you have to admit, he really does look good, Mag.”




  “The doctor said Thursday that right now he’s in better physical condition—blood pressure and pulse and respiration—than he was before his mind started to go. He said

  that’s a fairly common phenomenon.”




  He pushed the door open and they went into the basement of the Manse. Willa Minter was waiting for them over by the elevator. She was a small square person, and John Tinker thought that in her

  uniform she looked like some sort of historical marker or monument. She had round pink cheeks, hair of a chemical yellow, and when she was upset she wore a servile grin that looked like some

  variant of guilt.




  “He’s settled down now,” she said quickly. “He’s taking a bath.”




  “With his celluloid duck?” John Tinker asked.




  “John, please!” Mary Margaret said.




  “Minter, does he realize he behaved badly?”




  “Yes, of course. He was very upset about it. You see, he had a tummy upset and cramps and he had to go so bad he was afraid it would happen right there. It happened right after we got off

  the elevator, and the poor darling cried like a child he was so ashamed.”




  “Well, you better get back to him before he drowns,” Mary Margaret said.




  “Oh, he’s awfully good in the tub. He really is. He loves to be clean. Squeaky clean.”




  She hesitated, still grinning, and headed for the stairs.




  Once they were in the elevator, Mary Margaret said, “I thought you were very good today, John. As good as I ever heard.”




  “I had the feeling it was going well. This time Fred Stubbs did the first draft and then Spencer McKay and I worked it over. We’ll use the original long version in PathWays,

  I think.”




  “John, could you get off at the third floor with me? I have a problem.”




  “Can’t I get out of these clothes first?”




  “Just a minute or two, please.”




  They got off at three, Mary Margaret moving with her characteristic lightness, agility and grace. She was a big woman, six feet tall, and he knew she outweighed him. Her fatness was a ripe,

  billowy, almost intrusive presence. In cassock and surplice she was as imposing as an oversized statue in a public park. She wore her dark gold hair in a glossy braid, curved and pinned into a

  regal tiara. Even with her strong features and with no makeup at all, at thirty-eight she gave off a flavor of total femininity, both fragrant and lusty.




  He leaned wearily against the wall beside the elevator door and said, “Okay. What now?”




  “It’s Joe Deets again. Or should I say the Reverend Joseph Deets? I know you won’t fire him. I really don’t know how he does it, he’s such an ugly little man. But

  now he’s nailed another one of my Angels. Doreen Purves. She’s been with us six months. She just turned eighteen. She’s from a farm family near Waycross.”




  “You’ve talked to her?”




  “Of course I’ve talked to her!”




  “Don’t get edgy, Mag. How’d she react?”




  “First denials, and then she got very sloppy. Tears and hysteria. She claims she’s in love with him. If we send her home she’ll kill herself. She knows that she and the

  Reverend Deets are committing a sin, but she says they can’t help it.”




  “Background?”




  “She quit high school and went to work in a McDonald’s. She got mixed up with a motorcycle gang and got pregnant and miscarried at five months. Her mother brought her to me.

  They’ve been church members for twenty years. She miscarried after her boyfriend got killed sliding under a truck on his cycle. She was in deep depression when she got here. She’s been

  coming out of it nicely. Pretty little thing. Lovely untrained voice. And now this.”




  John Tinker Meadows sighed. “I’ll tell Joe to cool it, for whatever good that might do. I’ll threaten him.”




  “Thanks. I guess it’s too much to hope to ask him to stay away from her. Just please make sure he keeps it very, very quiet. And there are a couple of other things, as long as

  we’re talking.”




  “Mag! Later. Okay? God is love.”




  “Bless His holy name,” she said obediently, and he got back into the elevator and went up to his suite on the fourth floor. It was refuge, a place of blues and grays and clean

  surfaces. A place of silence. There was a study, but he seldom used it, preferring either his office over in the Administration Building or, less frequently, the old man’s office, over beyond

  the conference room, which he could enter directly from the living room of his suite.




  He went straight to the bathroom, peeling off the sweaty white surplice with the broad gold trim and the sky-blue cassock. He kicked the garments toward the hamper, and before he turned on the

  shower he lowered himself to the floor and did his twenty fast push-ups, a routine so deeply embedded he seldom gave it any conscious thought. He was breathing deeply as he stepped into the

  steaming needles, and as he lathered himself with the pine soap he thought ahead to the private Sunday conference with Finn Efflander, going over the items Finn would bring up.




  After he had dressed in sandals, tan slacks and a white knit shirt, he went into the study and accessed his schedule for the week on his personal terminal. The most important item was the

  weekday breakfast with the Senators.




  Though he knew that Finn was next door in the conference room, waiting for him, he went over and stood at the big windows for a little while, looking out at a slice of the Meadows Center. He

  could see, beyond an angle of the Tabernacle, a portion of the giant, landscaped parking lot, and beyond it the divided boulevard that led toward the Lakemore interchange five miles away on the

  north-south Interstate. On the far side of the highway he could see, in the distance, a segment of the Meadows Mall and the large parking areas. Directly ahead of him were several of the University

  buildings—Administration, the Library and the Student Center.




  Remembering that someone had mentioned the possibility of adding a wing to Administration, he turned idly to look at the colorful rendering of the whole Meadows Center, done in pastels from an

  aerial photograph taken for a magazine article. He experienced a moment of disorientation when he saw the blank wall near the fireplace where it had hung. He remembered that several weeks ago

  he’d had it taken down and rehung over in the lounge in Administration.




  Over the past two years he had disposed of so many decorations and memorabilia, the suite had begun to look almost completely impersonal, like a suite in an elegant residential hotel. He did not

  care to wonder why he was doing this. He suspected it might be a reaction against the old man’s practice of clinging to every possible artifact of success, framing everything frameable,

  mounting the mountable. But he did not care to speculate about it at any length or with any intensity. It made him feel uneasy to do so. He told himself he merely did not like clutter.




  Without warning a dream edged back into his memory, and he did not know if he had dreamed it only once, or many times. It was a brief dream wherein he was standing on some high place in the same

  position as the Christus overlooking Rio, arms outstretched. It was very cold, but it was necessary he keep on standing there, without movement. It was imperative. Snow was blowing and clinging to

  his clothing and hair and eyebrows. Suddenly he was back at a distance looking at the statue of himself, watching the snow and the wind turn it white as marble. As the wind grew stronger, the white

  figure began to topple. It toppled so very slowly he realized it had to be of an immense size. It fell over onto the left hand and arm. They shattered with the bright clean sound of crystal

  smashing, and big transparent disks and segments of the arm went bouncing and rolling over a stony slope down toward the sea.




  His eyes stung, and a single tear rolled down his left cheek. It startled him. Everything, he thought, is getting to be too damned much. The old man is going so fast. Every week he is worse. The

  days are too short. Privacy is almost impossible. Mag is becoming ever more difficult and contentious. And now Molly has begun making the little boring demands. Too much, too much, too much.




  





  Chapter Two




  ROY OWEN SAT IN A SMALL DOWNTOWN HOTEL ROOM in a city sixty miles southeast of Lakemore and the Meadows Center. He was drinking coffee and trying

  to read the newspaper, and found himself reading the same paragraph over and over without comprehension. He was waiting for Hanrahan, the private investigator, to arrive, and the anticipated

  interview was so alien to the patterns of his life that he kept thinking of it as a kind of charade, a game he had agreed, too hastily, to play.




  Roy Owen was a small, trim, quiet man, conservative in dress and manner, hesitant in speech. He was in charge of the investment programs of three large no-load mutual funds headquartered in

  Hartford, Connecticut, and marketed nationally by General Services, Inc., which was associated in some obscure corporate manner with a large cable television enterprise.




  There were twelve mutual funds in the General Services family of funds, five fund managers, with telephone switches permitted and even encouraged. The managers were in competition with each

  other insofar as annual fund performance was concerned. But there was not, as one of his colleagues termed it, any chickenshittery about staff meetings, advisers, committees and reviews. Top

  management did not care if you used chicken bones, the I Ching, witchcraft or IBM to decide when and what to sell, and when and what to buy. All they wanted was to have one individual on

  whom they could pin blame for bad performance, or pin medals for success. You could write your own expenses, visit the corporations, devise your own guidelines. Just avoid any conflict of interest,

  or any use of insider information. They would let you have a bad year, if it came after a bunch of good ones.




  He had worked for a time with a mutual fund outfit where everybody looked over everybody else’s shoulder, and you could expect to be given more advice than you needed or could use. It had

  made him very nervous and had given him a small temporary ulcer. He was content with this outfit.




  He had a good assistant, Dave Wager, now watching the store, supervising the daily computation of per-share value, keeping a close and wary eye on the holdings in the three funds, well aware of

  how much of an emergency would require his phoning Roy.




  Roy Owen had few illusions about himself. He knew that he did a very good job with the funds. And he did that good job because he relished winning and hated losing. Each year his base salary was

  sweetened on the basis of a complicated formula wherein his growth and income records were compared with the records of the Dow, Value Line, Standard and Poor 500, the Wilshire 5000 and several

  public funds comparable in size with his. He knew he was the sort of person people had to meet a dozen times before they began to remember his name. He enjoyed playing games and he enjoyed winning

  at whatever he played, be it handball, tennis or backgammon. In victory he was gentle and humble and self-deprecatory, carefully concealing the rush of pleasure he felt.




  He was a graduate of the Wharton School and the loving father of Janie, aged six. His only concession to a certain independence of thought was a drooping pistolero mustache, shades darker than

  his hair, glinting brown-red in direct sunlight.




  The investigator phoned and came up from the lobby and knocked on the door. When Owen opened it the fellow said, unnecessarily, “J. B. Hanrahan, Mr. Owen.” He extended a large soft

  white hand. He was tall, sallow and thin, with bad posture and a watermelon belly. His thin dark hair was worn long at the left side and combed back across his bare skull and glued in place. He

  smelled of cigar. He wore green polyester trousers and a ranch shirt in faded yellow, with pearl buttons. A scar ran from the center of his forehead down through the outer edge of his right eyebrow

  and ended near his ear. At first glance the man looked both flamboyant and silly. Then Owen realized that Hanrahan was a chameleon hiding in the flower patch. He fitted into the sun-belt scene, a

  sickly old boy retired from almost any kind of office or factory work. The correct message was in the eyes of J. B. Hanrahan. They were a clear, unblinking green, like the eyes of a predatory

  waterbird standing in the frog pond.




  He carried a plastic briefcase of imitation lizard, and said that, yes, he would like a cup of coffee if there was enough in the pot. Owen said he had ordered up coffee for two.




  They sat at the small table by the window. Hanrahan said, “Glad you could come down. This is better than trying to do it by phone or in writing. I did just as good as the police did. I got

  nothing too. My inclination is to drop it right now and recommend you do the same. But she’s your wife. Is or was.




  “And you’ve put out a lot of money on me and got nothing back except what I told you already. And the police there in Lakemore could have told you that much. What I’m saying,

  Mr. Owen, I’ve run out of places to turn. If I knew more about the woman, maybe I could make a better guess about what could have happened.”




  “What kind of thing would you want to know?”




  “Pretty personal, if you don’t mind. More personal than what you told me at first.”




  “Such as what?”




  “You and she get along good?”




  He shrugged, trying to find the right words. “I don’t imagine there are very many perfect marriages.”




  “Planning on splitting up?”




  “Oh no! Nothing like that. It’s just that Lindy has a lot more than her share of energy. After Janie was born, she got into a lot of volunteer work in Hartford. Library drive, blood

  bank, hospital foundation. Over a year ago she said she was getting tired of playing games where nobody kept score. She said that money is the device people use to keep score. An old friend told

  her about a job opening up on that magazine in New York called Out Front. The idea is that it’s about people who are out in front, in the public eye. It wasn’t difficult to

  make arrangements about Janie. Lindy’s mother lives in a town house not two blocks from our place.”




  “You objected?”




  “Look, I didn’t like it then, when it started, and I didn’t get to like it any better. She was going to come back home every weekend, but they have been sending her on special

  assignments, like this one. When I met her she was a young reporter on the Philadelphia Bulletin. My work is very interesting—to me. When I try to explain it to anybody except

  another market analyst, people begin to yawn. We have been living the same life a couple might live who had a friendly separation. And I don’t like that magazine. It seems to try to make

  things sound dirty, no matter how innocent they might be.”




  “So she came down to make the Reverend Doctor John Tinker Meadows seem dirty?”




  “She said there was some smoke and she was looking for fire. I don’t like talking about personal things. I’m sorry. I’m not very good at it. Lindy and I were once upon a

  time good friends very much in love. Okay, lately I’d thought we were turning into pretty good friends, but I was wrong. I know I still love her. And I know Janie needs her badly, so badly

  she can’t even let it show how much.”




  “Do you still feel, like you told me in the beginning, that the Church might have had something to do with her disappearance?”




  “I don’t know. That’s what I wanted you to find out.”




  “The Meadows family has regular contacts with the press. This whole setup has become very important over the years. Why do you think she came down here and used a cover name?”




  “I have no idea. She didn’t say. Maybe she thought the name of the magazine would dry up any official or unofficial source. And if they found out she was using a false name, they

  could have assumed she was . . . more of a threat than she actually was. Big money is clout, Mr. Hanrahan. From what I’ve been able to read about this Eternal Church of the Believer, they

  seem to take in a lot of money.”




  Hanrahan smiled. The smile spread his pouched cheeks. It was a humorless smile, the grin of the basking shark. “Indeed they do. Yessiree bob, indeed they do. I better tell you a little

  more about those people.”




  He took a map from his dispatch case, moved the cups aside and spread it out on the table. Roy Owen hitched his chair closer to Hanrahan.




  “Now this isn’t to scale. It’s just to give you the feel of the place. The Interstate is way over here to the west, and the city limits of Lakemore start two miles west of

  that. All of this, this whole shebang here, is the Meadows Center, located just about six miles east of the Interstate. I could have researched just how many hundreds or thousands of acres

  they’ve got, if there was any point to it.




  “You can divide the whole thing into four parts. Right here is the Eternal Church of the Believer, the Tabernacle, the Manse and these buildings here, Administration, Security Office,

  Communications and so on. That’s the primary security area. You just don’t get in there at all, and the fence line with the sensors and guard system, it butts up to the back side of the

  Tabernacle, so the public can get in the church, but the clergy and so on, they go out the back and they are in a secure area. They got a generator system in there, and their own water and sewage

  setup. In this here Communications Building they’ve got a couple of big mainframe computers in the basement, dug out of the limestone rock, that handle all the Church records and the

  University records and I suppose the records from the commercial area.”




  “‘Commercial area’?”




  “I’ll get to that in a minute. Now over here is the University complex. There are only about six hundred students and maybe fifty faculty, and anywhere else it would be called a

  college. It’s still in the process of construction. Just about everything around there is being built up and added on to. And here to the north of the University grounds you’ve got the

  Meadows Settlements. Like a small city of retirement homes and homes where the employees live. That’s all the secondary security area. Guards and gates to go through and so on, but not as

  tight as where the Manse and Communications are.




  “You asked about the commercial area. This is it, all along the divided boulevard here for about three miles. This divided part of it is called Henrietta Boulevard after old Matthew

  Meadows’ mother. It changes to two-lane when it gets to about two miles from the interchange, and changes back to State Road 433.




  “This controlled commercial development is owned and managed by ECB Enterprises. ECB for Eternal Church and so on. What you have is the big Meadows Mall here, biggest mall in that end of

  the state. Along here are the big motels where the tourists and the pilgrims stay. And fast-food places, all leased from ECB. Lakemore Construction is the building arm of ECB. It builds commercial

  to the tenant’s wishes, and it builds all the little houses in the Meadows Settlements according to several standard floor plans. Then there is Meadows Development, Inc. I’m not exactly

  sure what it does. Planning, maybe. The executive offices for the commercial side are on the second floor in the Mall. The Mall is the third grade of security area, just enough guards and patrols

  to keep order there and around the motel parking lots at night and so on.




  “ECB Enterprises seems to own the Central Citizens Bank of Lakemore. Anyway, they bought a controlling interest back from the bank holding company that picked it up years ago, and they

  have a majority on the board of directors.




  “What have I left out? Oh, maybe the most important part. In Communications they’ve got professional television and radio broadcast facilities, with first-class people. The early

  church service they had there this morning gets cut to fifty minutes and goes up to the transponders they’ve got on a couple of satellites, sent up there through the big GTE narrow-beam

  dishes on the roof of Communications, over at the end away from the heliport. It’s a full hour when they get through with it, with five minutes of solicitations in front and in back of the

  service. From the satellite, either Tex-Tel or Westar, it goes to the cable and to the television stations that use it direct, so you might have a couple hundred stations putting that morning

  service on the air right now.




  “They try to stay on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, television, radio, Bible lessons, talk shows, repeats, pageants, God only knows what. They have a lot of local talk shows

  scattered around, and for that they draw on their affiliated churches, about eighty of them. What happens, they get people to tithe, to send in ten percent of their income and sometimes even twenty

  and thirty percent.




  “The money rolls in and the visitors roll in. Magazine and newspaper people, politicians, IRS, investigators from state and national committees, people writing books and lots and lots of

  hustlers. The big shots come in by private airplane and land on the strip back here beyond the hill where the Manse is. Some of them even get to stay in the Manse, which I understand is considered

  to be one of the finest small hotels in the world. At least it is staffed by people who used to work in fine hotels. ECB Enterprises has a couple of Gulfstream jets, a couple of small Beechcraft

  and a chopper—along with a little tower and a staff of ten to fly and maintain them.”




  “What do you mean about hustlers?”




  “Big money attracts all kinds. Healers keep coming around to hitch a ride on the big bandwagon, but the Meadows family doesn’t seem to want to get mixed up with any charismatics.

  They stay on the fundamentalist side of almost everything. And, of course, a lot of people come around who want to be licensed to sell souvenirs and trinkets. Those are handled by some kind of

  corporate subsidiary. Photographs, paintings, lapel pins, brooches, bumper stickers and insignia of their Society of Merit.”




  “Insignia?”




  “There’s lots of levels and degrees. Like if you give a hundred thousand dollars to the Church, you become a Founder of the Society of Merit, and you get a gold pin with diamonds,

  and you get to be flown in and stay at the Manse. The Manse looks a hundred years old, but it’s only six. The people who want to sell stuff, they screen them very carefully. Just like they

  screen the people who apply for space in the Mall. I kept my eyes and my ears open, Mr. Owen, and the mail has to be trucked out there every single working day. Lots of bags of mail. There is a big

  mail room in Communications. Deposits go to the bank in an armored car. I can’t make a guess because I don’t have the figures on how many people contribute and tithe and so on. But from

  what they spend and how they live, they’ve got to be taking in more than two million a week. Maybe an awful lot more. And the Church is tax-exempt. It got the exemption back in 1946 when old

  Matthew broke away from the Baptists and started his own church. He had sixty parishioners to start with, and one old lady died and left everything to him. He used the money to go on

  radio.”




  “I’ve been watching the broadcasts. I see Matthew Meadows once in a while,” Roy Owen said.




  “Those are old repeats. He’s got Alzheimer’s disease. That’s what they call senility these days. If they let him loose he wanders away and gets lost. What do you think of

  the television church services?”




  “They seem very . . . well organized. Very attractive young people in the choir.”




  “The Angels. Some are students at Meadows University, and some of them work in the area, and some of them are kids in trouble that their folks bring and leave here. A lot of them live in a

  dormitory inside the primary security area beyond the Garden of Mercy. The ones who aren’t in school and don’t have regular jobs have to do odd jobs around the area to pay for their

  keep.”




  “You certainly learned a lot about it.”




  Hanrahan slowly folded the map and handed it to Roy Owen. “You can have it. It wasn’t hard finding out how they are organized up there and what goes on. It isn’t any kind of

  illegal setup. I kept asking how I could get a security guard job and if it was hard work once I got it. Security guards talk because it is very dull standing around.”




  “Why all the security? Why so much?”




  “I wondered too, at first. But pretty soon I realized why it has to be. John Tinker Meadows and his old man and his sister, they rope in their supporters by playing on their fears and on

  their hatreds and their loneliness. When you play that game with a big net, you are going to scoop up some people here and there who are pretty well unwrapped. Like they say, their elevators

  don’t go to their top floors. There are metal detectors set into the frames of those big Tabernacle doors, and the guards are very good at quietly intercepting people going in. Six or eight

  times a year some loony tries to take a gun into church. Maybe God told them to blow John Tinker away, or take a shot at that big Sister Mary Margaret. Maybe in some sermon or other John Tinker

  told any Church member married to a sinner to pack up and get out. So the sinner brings a gun to get even. Or some nutcake decides he’s so steeped in sin that the only way he can acknowledge

  it is blow his brains out during the service. By now do you know what I’ve been trying to tell you?”




  “I . . . I guess I do, Mr. Hanrahan. It’s a great big powerful organization and they are geared to repel boarders of any kind. With that sort of money coming in, they could make

  themselves immune to almost any kind of nuisance approach. My wife was just one person in a big crowd of . . . hustlers.”




  “And her chance of worming her way inside was zero, or the next thing to it. If they have to hire somebody to run the two-ton dishwashing machine in the Manse, they background them as

  carefully as the FBI and the CIA. Everybody working inside the primary security area has been cleared back to the cradle, and even so there is a lot of quiet surveillance going on.”




  Roy Owen took a card out of his wallet and slid it across to Hanrahan, saying, “Did I get it right when you phoned me?”




  He pushed the card back. “Exactly right. Lenore Olan instead of Linda Owen. Amateurs tend to stick with the same initials. Room sixteen at the County Line Motel, which is way on the other

  side of Lakemore. That’s where she stayed. And that’s where whatever happened began, or began and ended.”




  Roy Owen was silent, remembering how Lindy had sounded when she’d phoned him on May sixth, that last Friday night he had heard her voice. Despondent was too strong a word. Listless and

  tired. “It isn’t like I thought it would be,” she had said. “There’s a lot of stories here, but nothing Out Front would want to use. And maybe there’s a

  nice juicy Out Front story behind the scenes, but I don’t think I’m going to get it. If one lead works, I might stay a couple of days, maybe not. I don’t know. Maybe

  I’ll give up this line of work. Makes me feel just a little bit tacky. Now don’t tell me how happy that makes you, or I just might not quit.” He remembered hearing the soft husky

  sound of her yawning just before she said good night, told him she loved him and hung up.




  “As I said in the written report, she phoned you on Friday night, Mr. Owen, and then she left the motel before dawn sometime during Saturday night. The motel owner didn’t pay any

  attention particularly, because she was paid through Sunday. The room was empty and she and her rental car were gone. It was a cold trail by the time the police came into the picture. After you

  talked to her editor and said you couldn’t reach her, they tried and then reported that she was a missing person.”




  “The report wasn’t very clear about the car.”




  “Nothing is clear about the car. It was a Budget Ford on a corporate credit card. The license number was on the motel registration. When they traced it through Budget, they found out it

  had been brought here, to the airport lot. The keys and the rental agreement were in the glove compartment. The charge went through. By the time they found the car, it had been rented several times

  and it was down in Tampa. Car rental offices at airports have problems with people who cut it too close making their flight. They found the car in the airport lot on Monday, according to the charge

  they made on it, but nobody knows when it entered the lot. Apparently there was no parking ticket issued, or it was lost.”




  “So if something happened to her in Lakemore, somebody else drove the car down to this city, Mr. Hanrahan. And if she was the one who drove it down here, then something happened to her at

  this airport or at La Guardia, or in the city before she got to her apartment. Which was it?”




  “She was Eastern Airlines coach, round trip, and her name did not show up on any of the manifests of any of the flights Saturday, Sunday or Monday, the seventh, eighth or ninth. The trail

  was ten days cold when the police got on it. And right now it’s three months cold.”




  “I know. I realize that. But it is hell not to know. You keep thinking about it and wondering.”




  Hanrahan shrugged. “We’ve got fifty thousand kids disappearing every year and every year they come up with maybe two thousand unidentified bodies of kids. That means there are lots

  of people doing a lot of wondering. A lot of pain. I’m not trying to make yours sound like less. . . .”




  “I realize that. I’ve got a month, a little less, of vacation. I’m in touch with my assistant. The market doesn’t seem to be doing anything interesting. I don’t

  want to be a damned fool, but I keep thinking that if I could find somebody she got friendly with the time she was here . . . and if that person might have noticed anything . . . I don’t know

  why, but I keep thinking of going to that motel and staying in that same room.”




  “I can tell you it’s not much of a place.” He stood up. “There’s nothing more I can do. I don’t know what happened, if anything, and I don’t know how to

  find out. I don’t think that hanging around that area is going to do you any good. On the other hand it isn’t going to do you any harm. And it will keep you from wondering if you could

  maybe have done something.”




  “I appreciate all your time and trouble, Mr. Hanrahan. What do I owe you?”




  “Let’s say you paid me up to date. This little conference was on the house.”




  Hanrahan shut the door quietly behind him, leaving a faint stale smell of cigar in the hotel room. Roy Owen looked at the crude map Hanrahan had given him. Manse. Mall. Tabernacle. Careful

  printing.




  He folded the map and took his round-trip air ticket out of the zipper pocket in his carry-on case. The return reservation was open. He found the airline number in the yellow pages. The recorded

  message told him to please stay on the line, one of the agents would be with him shortly. They played zither music to him, a Hungarian tempo vaguely familiar. He thought about Lindy again and the

  soft sound she had made when she yawned into the phone in her motel room in Lakemore.




  And he thought about Janie, about how strange she had been lately. The place to be was with the child. But what do you tell the child? Daddy couldn’t find out anything about Mommy. Nobody

  knows anything about Mommy. Nobody knows where she is. Hell of a thing to try to explain to a child harboring some kind of fright, tucked far away inside her.




  The zither music stopped and a voice said, “This is Caroline. May I help you?”




  “Would that you could,” he said.




  “I beg your pardon?”




  “I’m sorry. I guess I’ve changed my plans,” he said, and put the phone back on the cradle.




  





  Chapter Three




  FINN EFFLANDER SAT ALONE IN ONE OF THE leather chairs at the side of the long executive conference table. He had kicked a moccasin off and had one

  heel braced on the seat of his chair, his long fingers laced around his ankle, knee sharply bent. Idly and patiently he watched the interconnecting door to John Tinker Meadows’ suite and

  waited for the man to come out. Behind Efflander, the door to the old man’s office was open wide. Efflander had learned through observation and experiment that John Tinker Meadows was

  slightly more tolerant and flexible in his judgments when he could see into his father’s office.




  Efflander believed it was a daddy hangup, some suppressed guilt over taking over the store. All those plaques and citations on the wall, and all those pictures of a younger and more vital

  Matthew Meadows standing with the past and present celebrities of the world, all smiling out at John Tinker. Dr. Meadows and Sadat. Dr. Meadows and Churchill, Gary Cooper, Pat O’Brien,

  Herbert Armstrong, Harry Emerson Fosdick, Paul Harvey, Walter Cronkite, Tammy Baker, Howard Cosell.




  Finn Efflander exhaled slowly and deeply, reaffirming his posture and expression and appearance of languid ease, of mild amusement, of sleepy self-contempt. He could maintain this outward image

  when his bowels were turned to slime by anxieties, when his ears rang with tension, his mouth was dry, his hands wet, his heart banging. The look of total ease was his working armor, his costume.

  Basically impatient, he had taught himself a patience so endless it flattened those who tried to bargain with him and outwait him. Even when all his nerves were pulled so tight they sang, he could

  yawn and drawl and shuck around all afternoon. He was a long-limbed man in his early forties with pallid skin pocked with old acne scars. His cobweb-fine brown hair was receding rapidly. His eyes

  were hooded, his smile habitual, and he could make a brand-new custom suit look, within hours, as if he had bought it for three dollars from the Salvation Army.




  The door swung open and John Tinker came striding in. Finn lowered his cramped leg and smiled and said, “People say you done good this morning.”




  John Tinker sat in the armchair at the head of the table and said, “It seemed as if I was getting a good feedback. It ran a little short. I left out a section of it. Didn’t mean to.

  Just one of those things. I just checked the phone banks across the way. All the operators are busy. That’s about the best way to keep score.”




  “I’ve got a sort of agenda, here, John, but not in any special order of importance.”




  “You always say that.”




  “Just one of my nervous mannerisms. Nicpac is after a donation.”




  “Because they did so great last time? Ha! And this isn’t even an election year. What do you think?”




  “Down the road I can see little continuing areas of vulnerability. Tax quibbles. Direct satellite broadcasting regulations, new rules on cable access. What we all want, Nicpac keeps

  saying, is less government regulation. So, through Nicpac, we help support our friends in the government. They are going after funds from everybody. PTL, Moral Majority, 700 Club, Worldwide Church

  of God, Trinity, CBN. But they are all a little edgy about giving because of the People for the American Way campaign, which keeps saying that organizations qualifying for tax-deductible gifts

  cannot participate directly or indirectly in any political campaign. And Nicpac is a political entity.”




  “What are they asking for?”




  “Quarter mil.”




  “But they’ll take a hundred thousand?”




  “Gladly. Happily.”




  “So work it out with Joe Deets. It should come out of the Henrietta Fund, I think. Then we won’t have trouble with those American Way fellows.”




  Finn nodded. He scribbled a note to himself. “Okay. We’re turned down again on accreditation.”




  “But I thought you’d worked out something.”




  “I thought I had too, but we can’t fit into that Non-Traditional designation either. It’s full of art schools, diploma mills and such. So I’ve been on the phone with

  eight college presidents who share our problem. Between us we’ve come up with a list of thirty-four unaccredited institutions, and we’ve tentatively agreed that a new accrediting body

  is needed. NAROCU. Nah-ROW-koo.”




  “Nah what?”




  “National Association of Religiously Oriented Colleges and Universities. If the nine of us come up with thirty thousand each and we tap the others for whatever they can stand still for, we

  can set up a headquarters, hire a couple of retired academics with respectable degrees and establish an accrediting procedure. We’ll have some fair standards, of course. It will take a few

  years to establish some real plausibility, but in time we should be able to get a handle on our fair share of federal funds, and the degrees we grant will be more meaningful. Okay to run with

  it?”




  “Good work. Good creative thinking!”




  “But I want to ease out of it as soon as it starts to lift off the ground. I have enough to look after. Anyway, here’s where we stand as of the Friday close.” He took the

  familiar summary printout from his dispatch case and put it in front of John Tinker Meadows.




  The printout covered all of the Church accounts, all of its assets in all of its various pockets, along with the bank and security accounts of the ECB Foundation, the Eternal Trust and all the

  smaller investment accounts. It revealed the gain since the previous accounting, showing the amounts added by both donations and market value increases. The grand total was quite unreal. It used to

  give John Tinker a fluttering feeling just under the heart, making it difficult for him to take a deep breath. But instead of triumph he now saw merely numbers. Lots of them, adding up to

  meaningless totals.




  The second sheet of the printout was an interim profit-and-loss statement which covered all of the commercial operations and commercial entities.




  “All in good health?” he asked.




  “All thriving,” said Efflander. “Just one small problem. One of the flying squadrons of the IRS is making Rolf Wintergarten nervous.”




  “He’s being well paid to stay nervous,” John said. “What is it this time?”




  “A sly little variation. Here’s the reasoning. They pulled the last year’s personal tax returns of all our executive and administrative personnel. As you well know, every one

  of them tithes. They took the returns of the nine highest-paid people in the commercial end—construction, leasing, housing and so on—and the salaries came out close to one million

  total, so there is the question of the total tithe of a hundred thousand dollars.”




  “What question?”




  “They say it can be called a kickback. We pay high salaries to reduce the profit on which we have to pay taxes, and then make those people kick back to the Church. They want to use that as

  a lever to pry open the whole contribution record, to make us prove to them that everybody tithes to the same extent—everybody who works for any direct or indirect entity of Meadows Center.

  In addition, they have the usual complaints about our overhead charges to the commercial entities. Share of the airstrip expenses, motor pool, overall maintenance, legal staff and so on.”




  “When are they going to give up?”




  “They aren’t being paid to give up.”




  “On all tax-paying portions of this complex, our books are clean and our practices are all within the law. As far as contributions to the Church are concerned, that is none of their

  business. Have you run this past the brothers Winchester?”




  “Yes. Charley says that if we paid Wintergarten ten million a year and he tithed one million, we might be forced to discuss it with them on the basis we were translating potential profits

  into tax-free gifts. But there is no blatant example, and their reasoning, he says, is faulty. We can stonewall it all the way to the tax court, meanwhile being careful about any warrant to grab

  the books and records, so we can stonewall that too. But he says we just might mention it to the Senators this coming week.”




  “We’ll arrange it so Charley can bring it up. I see you have brought your little tape player, and I assume it had something to do with what my sainted sister calls the Japanese

  nodules.”




  Finn smiled and pressed the play button, saying, “Now hear this.”




  John Tinker leaned back, eyes closed, making a fingertip tent as he composed himself to listen to this latest effort after so many failures. He heard the buzzing sound of a phone ringing

  somewhere, and then the heavy voice of a man saying, “Hello?” He sounded irritable and impatient.




  “Is this Mr. Albert? Mr. Francis M. Albert?” a woman asked.




  “Yes, yes. If you’re selling, I’m not buying.”




  “Please hold the line. The Reverend Doctor Matthew Meadows would like to speak to you?”




  “To me? What? What kind of a dumb joke are you . . .”




  “Francis? This is your pastor speaking.” John Tinker opened his eyes and leaned forward. It was the rich instrument of old—intimate, resonant, unmistakable.




  “Reverend! It is you! I thought it was a joke that . . .”




  “I called you, my son, because we here at the Church are worried about you. We haven’t heard from you in ten months.”




  “Is it that long? Honest to God. I mean excuse me, I didn’t mean to say that. Look, I didn’t know it was so long.”




  “I have been worried about you, personally. I have been wondering if you might be in some kind of serious trouble, Francis. You and your wife have been members for six years. Is there

  trouble? Is there any way we can help you?”




  “I don’t know. I mean maybe. What happened, our daughter came down with some trouble of the spine. It’s a long word and it means like it is disintegrating. And the treatments

  are killing us.”




  “Would that be Sharon or Karen?”




  “Honest to God, you remember the names! Excuse me again. It’s the little one. It’s Sharon. She just turned eight. It’s pitiful, she’s being so brave about it. You

  wouldn’t believe the expense.”




  “I can well imagine. And it would of course limit your tithe, Francis. But it should not eliminate it. You are not the sort of person looking for an excuse to stop supporting your Church.

  You and I have been together in the Church a long time, and we have both learned that no matter what you give, no matter how great your sacrifice, God will give you good fortune in far greater

  measure than your gift to Him.”




  “I know, I know. It’s just that . . .”




  “I would not want you to be opening up your life to greater misfortune by forsaking Him. Please let us know what we can do to help. We will be praying for little Sharon and for your whole

  family, Francis.”




  “I can’t believe this has really happened! I never thought that a man as busy and important as you would have time for . . .”




  “God is love.”




  “Uh . . . bless His holy name.”




  Finn turned the machine to rewind. John Tinker shook his head. He looked pale. “I never really thought that Japanese fellow could make it work.”




  “It’s very eerie. This was a real conversation. Delinquents picked at random. Fifty calls. We counted only those where we could get through to the actual person. The calls were made

  over a three-day period. The resulting gifts averaged out two hundred and sixteen dollars per call. The lowest response was ten dollars, the highest fourteen hundred. Personal letters of thanks

  went out to each one, over your father’s facsimile signature.”




  “I keep forgetting that technician’s name.”




  “Mickey Oshiro. Here’s a transcript of what you just heard. The portions that were canned have been highlighted in yellow. You can see that there are more of them than you would

  expect. Every voice pattern has been matched on a screen to the patterns lifted from your father’s recorded sermons and Bible classes. The operator fills in the personal remarks on a phonetic

  keyboard and then at the right moment pushes T for transmit. She has to have a good memory for all the canned phrases. We put them on the key pad in a two-number code. And there is another

  code to imitate the way the voice drops at the end of a sentence, or goes up when a question is asked. It is all a product of voice synthesis, John. And very, very difficult for the operator. On

  lots of these calls she got rattled at the unexpected and had to break the connection and call back.”




  “You have just one operator?”




  “Yes. Glinda Lopez. The other two I tried couldn’t handle it. Glinda can just barely handle it. Understand, she is using a machine to talk in someone else’s voice, without

  being detected or sounding false. The sweat runs right off her face. On the early ones she had the worst time. She bit her lip once and bled. But she’s quick and smart and getting better with

  each call. She can’t do an eight-hour shift of that. Nobody could. It’s too intense.”




  “Maybe you could motivate her by giving her a percentage of what she brings in.”




  “That wouldn’t work with her. She’s not that sort of a person. She believes what she is saying. What Matthew Meadows is saying through her, through the machine. If I push her

  too hard she’ll burn out, and then she might get cynical about jacking money out of people who can’t afford to give it.”




  As he saw the change in John Tinker’s expression, he knew at once that he had gone too far. The minister of God leaned toward him and said gently, “Perhaps you do not believe in the

  efficacy of prayer, old friend.”




  “I only meant . . .”




  “An offering is a prayer to the Lord. You are sick at heart and you give up a piece of your life to be made whole again. Money is the way we measure the effort in our lives. The work we do

  is transmuted into gold, and in our gratitude we tithe the Church. We tithe God. We pray in gold. If you do not understand that at this late date, Finn . . .”




  “Just clumsy wording. I’m sorry. I’ve burned out some of my people in the past. Their motivations change. They get cynical. I think it probably happens in every endeavor, John.

  It’s part of the process of living and working. And believing.”




  “And you do believe?”




  “Of course.”




  John Tinker Meadows looked directly into his eyes and Finn Efflander managed to endure that penetrating directness without looking away. And once again he wondered if John Tinker Meadows might

  be going mad. He seemed to be slowly, day by day, increasing the distance between himself and the people who ran his organization, the people he had to trust. At times like this, when John Tinker

  began talking about the necessity for faith, Finn felt alarm, as though he were alone in a room with an animal that had no idea of what its next move might be, and cared nothing about the

  consequences. He thought that it was time to talk to Mary Margaret again, to compare notes. There might come a day when this bleakness, this look of fury and outrage held in precarious control,

  might show itself from the pulpit.




  It irritated Finn that this preacher his own age was able to cow him, to alarm him. In a highly successful business career he had dealt on even terms with men of far more power than John Tinker

  Meadows could wield. It was the suggestion of a destructive madness that made him so quick to try to mend any rift, he had decided. It was as though this whole Meadows empire which he had so

  carefully rebuilt out of the chaos was a castle of playing cards on a living-room rug, and John Tinker was a two-year-old playing in the same room, willful, destructive and unpredictable.




  John Tinker sighed and relaxed and said, as though nothing at all had happened, “Something has come up. I don’t think it’s of any particular importance. Yesterday afternoon I

  had a long talk on the phone with Jeremy Rosen.”




  “The name seems to ring a bell.”




  “It should. He’s a good friend of the Church. He’s an Associate in the Society of Merit. And he’s the chief executive officer of Burlington Communications, headquartered

  in New York. Last year when they picked up Farber Publishing, the magazine called Out Front was part of the package. Does that ring any bells?”




  “Something about the police. Right! One of their people came down to write something about us and disappeared. Nothing to do with us, though it’s a good guess she was going to write

  something unpleasant. We gave our full cooperation. Sheriff Dockerty was very apologetic about the whole thing. What’s up?”




  “Jeremy has been reviewing the acquisitions. Out Front is beginning to make money sooner than anybody thought it would. He called in the managing editor to discuss budget and

  upcoming features. The editors are sending another investigative reporter down to try to open it all up again and see if there was any connection between the Church and her

  disappearance.”




  “But there wasn’t!”




  “You know that. I know that. But vicious gossip and hints of scandal sell magazines. And we are especially vulnerable. Those who have never found God, or who have turned their backs on

  Him, would like to destroy His true Church. Jeremy said that he could put a stop to it, but he would rather not because he was afraid that it would look as if we had brought pressure to bear on

  him. And he said there is a good relationship there between the editors and the reporters, and he feels that if he starts censoring their projects, the best ones might leave. I told him I

  understood his reluctance and I appreciated his warning us in advance. They’re sending a woman again, sending her down sometime this week.” He tugged his wallet out of his hip pocket

  and removed a scrap of paper that had been in with the currency.




  “Her name is Carolyn Pennymark. Jeremy thinks she’s about thirty years old. She was with the Washington Post before she went with Out Front about two years

  ago.”




  “If she checks into one of our motels, or makes a reservation, I’ll be informed right away. Then what?”




  “How would you suggest we handle it?”




  With only momentary hesitation, Finn Efflander said, “I’ll sic Jenny Albritton on her. Instant photo and thumbprint for her gold ID badge. Total charm. All the literature. Everything

  open to her except the mail room, the money room and the computer room. Access to you, too, of course. And maybe a little chopper ride around the reservation?”




  “Good thinking. And by the way, Finn, are you reasonably sure that person, that Mrs. Owen who disappeared, had no kind of meaningful contact with any of our people?”




  “She got into Administration and saw the Reverend Walter Macy for about three minutes. She had made an appointment to talk to him about a gift of property to the Church. One of our best

  security people, Eliot Erskine—he used to be on the Atlanta police force—thought she acted strange in some way, so he followed her into Walter’s office after she had been in there

  not more than two minutes. She was rambling on and on to Walter about some icons her grandfather had brought from Russia before the Revolution, and when it became evident to Erskine that she was

  lying or confused, Walter told her to bring them in and they would have them appraised by professionals and she would be given the appraisal report so she could write them off as a gift. He thanked

  her for her generosity, and Erskine led her back out to where a terribly battered old pickup truck with a bearded driver was waiting for her. She told Erskine her car was being fixed.”




  “What day was that?”




  “A Friday. She was on the gate report as a Miss Olan. Friday morning. May sixth. We’ve got no other record of her seeing anyone. And we would have if she had.”




  “I guess I have no reason to feel uneasy about this, but I do.”




  “I’ll take care of things. Not to worry.”




  “You’re invaluable to me, Finn. I don’t know how I could manage without you at my side. Give the very highest priority to this voice synthesis, please. As soon as you think she

  is able, have this Lopez woman start training one or two more.”




  “Will do.”




  “God is love,” John Tinker said, rising to his feet.




  “Bless His holy name,” murmured Finn.




  





  Chapter Four




  JOE DEETS LOOKED FORWARD TO SUNDAY AFTERNOONS. He spent them in his windowless office on the second floor of the

  Communications Building. A long desk had been built against one wall. He sat in a secretarial chair of pale oak and fake leather, with fat rubber tires. With one practiced shove of a foot, he could

  scoot along the desk from the terminals to the printers, and over to his own personal computer with its modems, two printers and eight-inch Winchester disks.




  Sunday afternoons were fun time, investment time, the day for juggling money. There were eleven tax-exempt trust funds, all discretionary. They were divided among the trust departments of four

  New York City banks, three banks with three apiece, and one with two. A fifth bank served as a temporary receptacle, a way station between the Central Citizens Bank in Lakemore and the eleven trust

  funds.




  It was his policy, proven by results, to keep all the funds invested at all times, moving from stocks to bonds to money market funds and back, long and short, depending on his sense of the

  marketplace. The securities analysis program on the big mainframe computer downstairs was wonderfully complex. It was tied into a market updating service so that after any business day he could

  print out each fund, showing current values and the percentage of change from the previous printout, the history of that particular investment and its rating in comparison to the performance of all

  other holdings in that fund and in all the funds under his control. Each week, after the infusion of new money, he apportioned it among the funds and set up the buy and sell orders. By tapping a

  very few keys on one of his terminals, he could print out the month-to-month history of each fund back to the day five years before when he had written the lengthy and intricate program that

  controlled the input and output and continual updating of these funds and all their transactions.




  After proper safeguards had been built into the bank computer system for interbank transfers, he had been given a private access code which enabled him to make the transfers, and which also

  provided for a printout of his activities, if any, at the end of each working day for each bank involved.




  Whenever he sent buy or sell instructions on any one of the eleven accounts, he sent simultaneous advice to the discount brokerage house which, by agreement with the banks, handled all ECB

  orders.




  Through his personal computer, without the knowledge of anyone else in the world, he leased space in a mainframe computer in Virginia, space which he accessed with a variable code he knew was

  almost impossible to break. On each Sunday afternoon, after he had decided on his buys and sells for the following Monday morning, he put those recommendations into his privately leased space. Then

  he arranged for the ECB mainframe to access that same space with a simpler code, one which would not permit changes to be made in the stored information. It was printed out and always contained the

  ending phrase “Courtesy of Conover Resources” and the date.




  Once all the transactions had been completed, Joe Deets would compute the total dollar volume of all buy and sell orders and transfer a tiny percentage of that total as an advisory fee to the

  bank account in Philadelphia of Conover Resources. That fee was moved in and out of the Conover account very quickly, ending up in a blind trust in a branch of the Bank of Nova Scotia in Freeport

  in the Bahamas. There, under the careful husbandry of Number 712–311, it had gown from the four hundred and fifty-one thousand dollars he had pilfered to over seven hundred and sixty-five

  thousand in the three and a half years since he had set it up.




  There were times when he wished he had named the advisory company with a little less bravado. His mother’s maiden name had been Clara Conover. And the dear old thing would have considered

  it a mortal sin to steal from any church, regardless of its beliefs.




  Not really stealing, he thought. It’s a computer game. When an auditor had become very curious, Deets had pointed out to the fellow that he had personally negotiated a fee with the

  discount broker which more than compensated for the tiny bite Conover took in return for its splendid advice. And Deets could point with a justified pride to the growth of the funds. As another way

  of sidetracking suspicion, he was always careful to have Conover make a couple of recommendations which he did not follow.




  Also, of course, he was able to state, quite correctly, that he gave no orders for any portfolio changes without approval from his investment committee, composed of Efflander, Wintergarten and

  Charley Winchester.




  Not theft at all, he thought. Just a bit of spice to keep the job from becoming too dull. Nick them for a tiny drop of blood every time the big beast walks by. A little adventure to keep the

  glands working. And if ever they did decide to get rid of him, by that time there should be so much money squirreled away, a man could live in one of the world’s better places, with all the

  food, shelter, whiskey, music and women anyone could ever want. In the interim, a fellow could do quite well right here, bless you, Doreen darlin’. They would be more hesitant to get rid of

  him now that he was the Reverend Joseph Deets. It amused him every time he remembered the way it had been done. “Read these two books cover to cover, Mr. Deets. Write three thirty-minute

  sermons, Mr. Deets. One on Peter and John before the Sanhedrin, one on the Seventy-fourth Psalm and one on Deuteronomy, Chapter 14, Verses 22 to 29. Write a five-minute prayer relating to each

  sermon, Mr. Deets. Memorize your sermons and your prayers. Practice the delivery. Tell us when you are ready and we will listen to you, the three of us, the Meadows family.”




  And so he had been ordained. They had declared him a minister of the Eternal Church of the Believer, and he had driven a hundred miles to a small church and there delivered his best sermon and

  best prayer. It had been duly noted in the next issue of PathWays. They had thought to bind a very valuable employee more closely to the Church, and perhaps to keep him on a shorter rein.

  They could not know it, but if they made any kind of successful attempt at keeping him out of mischief, he would end up slamming his head and fists against the walls, and hollering in tongues.

  Certain needs in certain people are beyond logical restraint. He knew that if he changed faiths and worked his way up to the huge red hat of a Cardinal, the hinges of his knees would still go weak

  at the sight of the gentle bobbing and swaying of the sweet parts of the young girls. Here he was in his forty-second year, and when he had been but thirty he had believed that in another dozen

  years the great surges and clenchings and breathlessness of need would diminish, slacken off to something manageable. But it had never left him and now he doubted it ever would. There was a beast

  in a cage in the back of his mind, in the shadows, pacing tirelessly to and fro, showing only the glint of a savage eyeball, the shine of a predator’s fang. Yet a beast capable of the

  ultimate gentleness and patience with such as Doreen. Old cat and sweet mouse.
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