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Chapter One
 
    
 
   “Josiah Malachi? Really?” Jane pulled her hair into a ponytail. The early spring day had been dry and hot for Portland—almost eighty. It was great for everyone’s mood, but she felt sticky and dirty after her long bus ride home. She sat at the breakfast bar in her little apartment, the afternoon sun streaming through the partially closed blinds, and stared at her cousin in disbelief.
 
   “Yes, really.” Gemma leaned on the cracked, but clean, counter and checked her phone. “You can still come, if you want.”
 
   “But he’s a quack.” Jane checked her phone, too. Three texts from Jake Crawford, her boyfriend of the last four months, and one call from a client.
 
   “He’s not a doctor.” Gemma tapped the corner of her phone in tune to the music coming from the other room. “Josiah Malachi is a well-respected and influential preacher. He even went on the Hallelujah tour with the Big Worship Band. This guy is hot right now. I’d bet most of the preachers in the world wish they were him.”
 
   “A church quack, then. You know what I mean.” Jane stuck her phone in the pocket of her backpack. She needed to go for a run, and then call Jake back. Or maybe call Jake back and never, ever run. 
 
   It was a hard decision.
 
   “Enlighten me.” Gemma rested her chin in her hand. She batted her long black eyelashes in pseudo-naïveté.  
 
   “Health, wealth, prosperity. You too can be rich if you send me all your money. That kind of thing.”
 
   “The abundant life movement, you mean?” Gemma smiled. Condescension dripped from her words.
 
   “Sure. Why not? The abundant life movement, where your hard work gives the preacher an abundant life.” Jane glanced at the microwave clock. If she went for a run on this hot afternoon, she’d be proud of herself. If she didn’t, she would have time to take a bubble bath before she went to Jake’s.
 
   “And so you don’t tithe?” 
 
   “Gemma, you’re just being difficult. Don’t go spend your hard-earned money to see a health, wealth, and prosperity teacher.” Jane didn’t mention the half a month’s rent Gemma still owed her. She cast a glance at the wall of kitchen cupboards, which she knew were empty.
 
   “It’s free.” Gemma grinned.
 
   “Don’t spend your time, then.” 
 
   “So stay home and watch soap operas with you?”
 
   Jane wrinkled her nose. “Downton Abbey is not a soap opera.”
 
   Gemma lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “It’s not a bad one, anyway.” Jane laughed. She felt light and happy at the thought of sitting around with Jake, snuggling on the couch, watching TiVo’s episodes of Downton Abbey. A perfectly harmless, homelike evening. So normal it almost hurt. 
 
   Gemma snorted. 
 
   “It’s better than bad theology.”
 
   “What’s wrong with a God who wants to bless us all?”
 
   “What about Paul? Being content no matter what your circumstances. The God I know isn’t one who promises to make us all rich and healthy.” Jane hopped off the stool. She couldn’t run today and argue with her cousin. That much was for sure. But the argument didn’t get her down. Gemma had always liked to push the boundaries of normal church life, and if Health, Wealth, and Prosperity was this week’s new thing, at least Jane could be confident it too would pass.
 
   “Would it be so wrong if he did?” Gemma unfolded the glossy Josiah Malachi leaflet. 
 
   “But he doesn’t promise it.” Jane scrunched her mouth in disgust.
 
   “Yes, he does. And I’m tired of pretending he doesn’t. And I’m tired of being broke.”
 
   Jane just shook her head.
 
   “I’ll see you tonight.” Gemma stuffed the leaflet into her purse.
 
   “Do me one favor while you’re gone…every time he mentions a way you can donate to him, text me.”
 
   “Please.” Gemma rolled her eyes.
 
   “Okay, every time he says that your faith will make you rich, text me.”
 
   “Why not?” Gemma shrugged. “That’s what I’m hoping he’ll say, after all.”
 
    
 
   Jane and Jake played a game while they streamed the Downton rerun. Every time Gemma texted, they took a shot of espresso. Already Jane had horrific heartburn.
 
   “What do you have against rich people, Jane?” Jake hopped off the arm of the aging velvet couch, wandered down the hall, and went halfway up the mahogany staircase. “They keep you employed and kiss you and stuff.” His voice echoed through the house.
 
   “I don’t have anything against rich people.” Jane was tempted to turn off her phone. One more shot and she’d have a migraine that would last a week. Even the usually comforting aroma of the rich coffee was making her stomach roil.
 
   Jake took the stairs two at a time and disappeared into the kitchen. He came back in time to hear Jane’s text alert.
 
   “Don’t do it.” Jake put his hand over her small white ceramic cup. “Don’t refill that.”
 
   “But…” Jane’s hand shook as she reached for her espresso mug.
 
   “Don’t check the phone. Don’t see if it was her.” He pushed a plump blueberry bagel into Jane’s hand. “Eat that or you’re going to be sick.”
 
   Jane took a big bite of the sweet bagel. 
 
   “If you have another shot, I won’t be responsible for my actions.” Jake perched on the edge of the slate coffee table on his bare feet, like an acrobat poised to do an aerial flip.
 
   Jane forced herself to swallow. “I don’t know that you are responsible now. How much coffee did you have?”
 
   “She’s texted six times, plus I had some before you came over.” Jake moved to the couch. He wrapped his arm around Jane. “But back to rich people. What’s your real problem with this Malachi character?”
 
   “You don’t like this kind of thing either, do you? The televangelist, private-plane kind of thing?”
 
   “That’s not an answer to my question.” He slid his arm down around her waist and tickled her. “Answer or I will torture you.” His grin stretched from ear to ear. 
 
   “I am never playing an espresso shots game with you, ever again.” She twisted away from his prodding fingers.
 
   Jake pinned her, his knee pressing gently against her spine. “Is this better?” He moved his hands to her shoulders and rubbed them. “You are all knots. Did you work or something?”
 
   “Yup. I had school all morning and then a house.” 
 
   “If we got married…”
 
   “I’d only have to clean up after you.” She stretched her neck. “Right there. Yes! That’s the spot.” Jake’s strong fingers worked at a knot right next to her shoulder blade. “When I’m living the life of luxury, I’m going to make regular appointments to see the masseuse.”
 
   “So, let me get this straight, please.” Jake pressed hard against the knot. 
 
   A shiver of pain and relief shot up Jane’s spine. “Oh, you’re good!”
 
   “Let me get this straight, I said. You are fine with marrying for money but not okay with praying for it?”
 
   “That’s the coffee talking, so I am going to forgive your nasty-minded comment.” She rested her forehead against the silky arm of the couch.
 
   “So you would still be into me even if I was broke?”
 
   The phone chimed again.
 
   “He must be closing up the show. That’s a lot of comments about money in a row.”
 
   “Don’t read it. And I need to know: would you love me if I was broke?”
 
   “Of course. I’d probably love you better if you were broke. Being broke develops character.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Any reason you ask?”
 
   “No reason.” Jake kissed the back of her neck and then scooted away.
 
   “Then can you unpause the show?” Jane reluctantly sat up.
 
   Jake shut the laptop. “No, I don’t think I will.” He draped his arm over her shoulder and nudged her closer to him.
 
   She turned around to kiss him, but her phone rang. 
 
   Jake answered it. “Love Shack, master of the house speaking.” He held it to Jane’s ear. 
 
   “Jane—he’s dead—I—what do I do? I think it was murder!” Gemma’s voice came through in ragged, broken sobs. 
 
   “What? Who?” Jane leaned forward. Her already over caffeinated and racing heart sped up. 
 
   “Josiah Malachi just died, right on stage. He just, he just…he’s dead.”
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Jane directed her cousin to come to Jake’s right away. By the time she got to the big stone mansion in Laurelhurst, her face was colorless and her hands were shaking.
 
   She sat on the edge of the sofa, both knees bobbing up and down. She pressed the palms of her hands together, but that didn’t seem to help.
 
   “Josiah Malachi was murdered in front of a crowd of how many?” Jane was still riding her caffeine high, her own hands shaking as she spoke. She turned her computer on to video their conversation, since she was in no condition to write clearly.
 
   “Thirty-two hundred. Or, at least that’s how many people he said were in attendance. He said it several times, but I can’t swear to it. And I don’t know how many people he had there with him. But I did meet this one lady, Francine, who wants to meet you.” Gemma took a deep breath and then launched in again. “She seemed really frazzled, though, and I didn’t get her number. I gave her your card, so she should be able to get in touch with you really easily. She was holding onto Mrs. Malachi—Christiana—while we were talking, so I could tell she couldn’t really say what was on her mind, not with Christiana crying the way she was.”
 
   “Slow. Way. Down.” Jake put his hand on top of Gemma’s head. “And nix coffee.”
 
   “I haven’t had any coffee.” Gemma looked confused.
 
   “I was talking to myself. I can never have coffee, ever again, as long as I live.” He pressed his hand against his own forehead. 
 
   “Go on, Gemma.” Jane adjusted her computer so Gemma was in the center of the screen. “Where were you sitting in relation to Malachi when he died?”
 
   “I was in the middle of the front row, left side of the church.”
 
   “So you had a clear line of vision?” Jane wrapped her fingers with the edge of her T-shirt in an attempt to make them be still.
 
   “I was close, but there was a lot of sound equipment in front of me. Have you been to Alpha Omega Faith Center? In Milwaukie? Not too close to the river, but not too far from Jennings Lodge either? It was there, or near there. You know the one? Big church with the golden pillars in front and the flags from the nations flying in the parking lot? The new church?”
 
   “Slow. Down.” Jake exaggerated the words. 
 
   Gemma paused. She pressed her lips together, but when she started up again it was just as fast. “The sanctuary at Alpha Omega seats five thousand, and the stage, if you want to call it that, is huge. I was in the middle of the front row on the far left, so I couldn’t see him very well. Plus, there were these big speaker towers right in front of me. I had to keep my head turned, and kind of sat sideways in my pew, the whole time to even see Josiah Malachi’s profile.” Gemma demonstrated how she had had to sit, sidewise on the edge of her chair, head turned forty-five degrees.
 
   “So close, but not very clear.” Jane stretched her neck in sympathy. “What happened? How did he die?”
 
   “He was kind of rambling; I’ll admit it, there were times when I got bored, and this was one of them. He was just going on and on, a bunch of fruity language about blessings and praise and stuff. Not bad, but very general, and then, he kind of started shaking a little, like he might be slain in the Spirit, or was about to have a stroke or a heart attack.”
 
   “Which he probably did have.” Jake thumped the heel of his foot against the metal leg of the coffee table, which he was again sitting on.
 
   “I don’t think so, ’cause he started stammering and foaming at the mouth, which I don’t think people do when they have a heart attack, and then his hands went up in the air, and he fell over.”
 
   “Foaming at the mouth?” Jane frowned. What made a person foam? Rabies did. Could you die from a delayed rabies reaction? Could you have a delayed rabies reaction at all? She rejected it. Poison could make you foam at the mouth, too. “What did he do right before he foamed at the mouth?”
 
   “I told you, he was being all verbose about praising God.”
 
   “Was that all? Or did he do something else? Take a drink or eat something?”
 
   “Hold on.” Gemma looked up and to the left, clearly trying to remember something. She rubbed her lips together. Then her face lit up. “He did; he wiped his forehead with a white handkerchief. Then he coughed a little, with the handkerchief over his mouth—kind of clearing his throat. Then he took a sip of water.”
 
   “What happened immediately after sipping the water?” Jane was on the edge of her seat. Josiah had been poisoned, and whoever set up his water had done it. The crime had almost just solved itself.
 
   “Uh…lessee, he sipped the water, and that’s when he started foaming, a thin trickle kind of down the side of his face, but real foamy, and he tried to talk, but it came out funny. Then he put his hand to his heart, not really clutching his chest, just kind of fluttering his hand over his heart. Then he stiffened up, and fell over backwards.”
 
   “What was the very next thing that happened?” Jane asked.
 
   “The crowd went wild. Lots of amens and hallelujahs. I think everyone thought he had been slain in the Spirit.”
 
   Jake got up from the table and paced back and forth across the hardwood floors, his hands clasped behind his back. He looked like he was deep in thought. “Oh, he had been slain, all right.” Jake stopped walking and narrowed his eyes. “Foaming at the mouth, huh? Sounds like poison to me.”
 
   “I have to agree.” Jane chewed on her unpainted thumbnail. “When did the audience realize he had died?”
 
   Gemma bit her lip. “See, he kind of lifted himself up on his elbow for a second, and he was still wearing a mic, so his weird, gurgling breathing was really gross and loud, but he lifted himself up and said, ‘On the golden throne,’ and then he fell back down. And everyone was really sure he had had a vision then, and like a hundred people just rushed the stage. It was a madhouse.”
 
   “Gemma…” Jake locked eyes with her. “Did you rush the stage?”
 
   Gemma nodded and looked at her hands.
 
   “Perfect!” Jane bounced in her seat. “So you rushed the stage with them. Good girl. Tell me you saw everything, smelled something weird on his breath, found a cryptic note in his pocket. Tell me you got some good details.”
 
   Gemma took a deep breath. “I ran on stage with everyone else. It was really exciting—when the Holy Spirit moves, you want to be a part of it; I mean, you just do. But when I got on stage, it was all pushing and shoving and chaos and yelling. It was scary. I didn’t get close enough to touch him, but these guys that had been on stage with him, sitting in chairs behind him, they, like, kind of pushed us all away, and when they did, I saw the knife in his back.”
 
   “A what kind of knife?” Jane couldn’t picture it.
 
   “I don’t know, but it had a wooden handle like a kitchen knife. It seemed small, like a fish knife thingy, instead of a butcher knife, you know?”
 
   “So something you could hide easily?” Jane scrunched her nose. “But it would still have to be something you could count on to kill.”
 
   “When did his handlers realize he had been stabbed?” Jake stopped in front of the massive fireplace, a floor lamp illuminating him from behind. Jane half wished the computer’s camera was on him, for the moment.
 
   “It all happened really fast. They kind of pushed us off the stage, and then we were back to our seats, but it was still really loud. I tried texting you guys about it maybe four times in a row, but you weren’t answering at all, so I think from now on you two need a chaperone, but that’s not the point.” Gemma’s breathless recitation was hard to follow, but it was being filmed, which was something.
 
   “Take it slowly, Gemma.” Jake spoke gently this time, a look of worry crossing his face. “No point in you having a heart attack, too.”
 
   Gemma gulped a breath. “All of a sudden the police were there, because I think there had been security or something, and then they lined us up at the doors and checked our IDs before they let us out. I met Francine in line, and I told her about Jane. I don’t know how I ended up with Francine and Christiana except that I had been part of the group that ended up on stage, so maybe they thought the knife could have been mine.”
 
   “So was he poisoned, or was he stabbed?” Jane’s heart sank. Her easy-to-solve murder was ruined.
 
   “Maybe both, I don’t know.” Gemma shrugged.
 
   “So you say this Francine is going to call me?” Jane asked.
 
   “Yes, and the good news is the whole event was being filmed, and I think it was being simulcast on their website, so there is digital video of all of it.”
 
   “I wonder if the footage is already online.” Jake made a move toward the computer.
 
   Jane turned off her camera. “Do you know the website?”
 
   Gemma shook her head. “Just google it.”
 
   Jane was already typing, but the Malachi Ministries website was down.
 
   “We’ll have to check it out first thing in the morning.” Jane checked the time. It was already a quarter till two. Her head buzzed from the caffeine, but she yawned. “We’d better head out.” 
 
   Gemma yawned too, and flopped back on the couch.
 
   “I’m going to sound like a chauvinist or something, I know. But there was a murder, and it’s late. I’d rather you both stay here for the night.” Jake rested his hand on Jane’s shoulder. “Plus, it’s a big house, so you might not have realized this, but Phoebe’s been here the whole time. It will be perfectly respectable.”
 
   Jane shrugged. “It’s fine by me. Gemma, do you mind sleeping over?”
 
   Gemma yawned again and closed her eyes. “Can we girls all sleep in the same room? I’m kind of freaked out.”
 
   “Good idea.” Jake picked up his phone and typed something. 
 
   A few moments later Jane’s phone rang.
 
   She answered it, more than a little confused. “Hello?”
 
   “Come on up.” Phoebe yawned. “I’m in the yellow bedroom because mine’s a pit. But I’m going back to sleep, so don’t wake me.”
 
   Jane took Gemma’s arm. “See you in the morning.” She kissed Jake’s cheek and left.
 
   It crossed her mind that if her parents still lived in Portland, they probably wouldn’t approve of her staying over at her boyfriend’s house—again. But maybe, because of the murder, they’d understand…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The three girls snuggled down under the fluffy yellow comforter in the king-sized bed. Jane dozed on and off, but Gemma tossed and turned.
 
   “Ouch,” Phoebe whispered. “Tell your cousin to quit kicking me.”
 
   Jane pulled the down pillow over her ears. It was hard enough to sleep with the details of the strange revival meeting playing over and over again in her mind.
 
   “Sorry.” Gemma tugged the blanket and rolled over. “I’ll sleep again once Jane’s caught the killer.”
 
   Phoebe pulled the blanket back, leaving a drafty gap for Jane. “How are you going to solve this murder, Janey? Weren’t the other three kind of flukes?”
 
   Jane yawned. She rubbed her eyes. She flopped over. She didn’t want to know what time the clock face read.
 
   Gemma elbowed Jane so that she had to roll over. “You’re going to follow up with Francine, right? She’ll call and you’ll figure it all out. Josiah Malachi is a martyr.”
 
   “He’s a corpse, anyway, and that’s what Jane’s into.” Phoebe leaned on her elbow and looked down at Jane. “Would you take the case even if you didn’t get paid?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Jane squeezed her eyes shut as tight as she could, but it didn’t stop the other girls from talking.
 
   “Of course she would.” Gemma’s voice cracked.
 
   Jane sat up. “I won’t do anything if I can’t sleep.” She grabbed her pillow and crawled over Phoebe to get out. She pulled the nubby pink chenille throw blanket off of the foot of the bed. “G’night.” She yawned again, and her eye caught the clock face. Two thirty a.m.
 
   She padded down the many steps, her hand gliding along the glossy banister she had cleaned so many times, and went into the front room. She wasn’t scared to be alone in this house. It felt almost like home. And if she had learned anything in her criminal justice classes, there were murderers running around 24/7. Not just when you yourself knew that someone had died.
 
   She stretched out on the sofa and pulled the soft blanket up to her chin. She would probably not make it to her 8:00 a.m. class tomorrow.
 
   As she fell asleep she heard soft footsteps on the stairs—a familiar, homey sound. 
 
   Jake padded into the living room and sat down on the floor beside her. He rested his head on the couch. “Good morning, sunshine.”
 
   “It’s not morning until I’ve slept at least four hours.”
 
   Jake’s eyes fluttered shut. “I know.”
 
   She stroked his blondish-brown hair. It was slightly too long to be professional. Her hand relaxed with the silky strands between her fingers. Jane thought he said something else, but she was slipping into sleep. 
 
   She woke up clinging to the edge of the couch, her head pushed off of the edge by a pair of huge feet in gym socks. The morning sun was already high, if the bright beam of light sneaking through the gap in the heavy drapes was any indication.
 
   “Jake,” she muttered, pushing the feet away.
 
   “Sorry, I got cold on the floor.”
 
   Jane pulled the blanket over her head. This everyone-camping-out-together-during-the-crisis thing wasn’t going to work.
 
   Jake’s arms were wrapped around her legs, probably the only thing keeping her from falling off the sofa. He kissed her ankles. “Isn’t it warmer with the two of us?”
 
   Jane rolled off the sofa with a thud; only her feet, still in Jake’s grip, stayed up. “You’re going to get us into trouble, Crawford.”
 
   “It’s not sleeping together if we were just sleeping, Janey.” Jake yawned and tugged her ankles. “What are you fixing for breakfast?”
 
   Jane wriggled her feet free. “I’m going home for breakfast. I will entrust Gemma into Phoebe’s safekeeping.” Jane smoothed the wrinkles out of her T-shirt and jeans. “Even if I have already missed my first class, I do have to get downtown today.”
 
   Jake sat up and rested his elbows on his knees. “How many days until you graduate?”
 
   “Don’t go there.”
 
   Jake flopped down again. “Do you have any crime-solving classes today?”
 
   “One.” 
 
   “Good, find out how to get an in with the police. I think you’ll need it this time.”
 
   Jane’s phone went off while she was trying to find her shoes. It was a number she didn’t recognize, but she noticed it was already nine in the morning, so she answered it. 
 
   “Is this Jane Adler of Adler-Crawford Detective Agency?”
 
   “This is Jane.” She bit her tongue. She’d have to have a word with Gemma and Jake about how they recommended her to others. This Adler-Crawford thing wasn’t working for her.
 
   “My name is Francine de Leon. Gemma Adler gave me your number last night.” Francine’s voice was flat and thin, as though she was completely exhausted.
 
   Jane paused in the hall. “Gemma mentioned it. How can I help you?”
 
   “Can we meet today? To talk about Josiah Malachi’s death?”
 
   “Of course.” Jane quickly ran through her schedule. She had missed her first morning class and would miss her ten o’clock as well if she didn’t hurry. Then she had a noon class, and after that, two houses to clean. She expected to be free again by six in the evening.
 
   “Can we meet now? It’s rather urgent.”
 
   Jane flinched. Murder was always urgent, and if she couldn’t accept that right off the bat, she had no business going into business. “Yes, of course. Where can I meet you?”
 
   “I’m at the Central Library downtown. I’ll be waiting at the staircase.”
 
   “I can be there in thirty minutes. Will that work for you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Jake sidled up to her and whispered in her other ear. “The Jag goes real fast. I can get you there in ten minutes.” He paused. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’ll see you there.” Jane turned her head and kissed Jake before he could say anything else. His lips were warm and sleepy. She thought about forgetting the morning meeting…but she pulled away with a smile. “I had already calculated for your fast car. But I do need to shower and eat something before I have my first meeting about the Malachi murder.”
 
   Jake grinned. “I can help you shower faster.”
 
   “You wish.” Jane ran up the stairs before Jake could reply. 
 
   She really had to stop spending the night at his house.
 
    
 
   Jake entered downtown Portland’s massive brick library behind Jane, but passed her and hovered by a table of free newspapers while Jane looked for Francine. She could see him from the corner of her eye. She wondered if he was going to take a personal day, and if so, how his business managed to run itself without him there all the time. 
 
   “Jane Adler?”  The woman who approached Jane was small, with thick, dark hair. Jane guessed her to be in her early thirties. She had very few lines on her face even though she was tan, so she couldn’t be forty yet, and her suit, while stylish in its own way, was still a suit, so she couldn’t have been in her twenties. 
 
   “Yes, that’s me. And you’re Francine?” Jane shook Francine’s hand. It was cold.
 
   “I’m so glad you could meet me.” She kept her voice low. Her eyes were bloodshot, as though she had been crying, or not sleeping. “I don’t know this city well, but the public library seemed like a safe place to meet.”
 
   They climbed the wide marble staircase in silence. Clearly what Francine wanted to discuss was private, and though no one paid them any attention, the cold, echoey foyer and staircase was no place to share secrets.
 
   On the second floor Francine led Jane to a closed door that she unlocked with a key—the Sterling Room for Writers. 
 
   Jane paused in the doorway. It wasn’t that she was a writer, or wanted to write, but the wood-paneled room, locked away, exclusive to the five hundred writers who had keys to it, was something of a legend among students at the college down the street. Jane held her breath as she stepped inside.
 
   “How did you get the key?” she whispered, forgetting for a moment that she was here to talk about murder, and not about the room itself.
 
   Francine slipped the key into her pocket. “One of our task force teammates is a local. He stole the key from his brother. I’m glad the room is empty, but I don’t know how long it will be.” She eyed the door, and then took a seat at the far end of the room.
 
   “Tell me what happened.” Jane sat down at the polished wooden library table across from Francine.
 
   Francine bristled. “How much has your friend told you already?”
 
   “Gemma told me what she saw, or at least, what she thought she saw. She was near the front, but her view was slightly obstructed, and she was overwhelmed.”
 
   Francine nodded. “Yes, that’s what they want. In fact, most seats at Josiah Malachi events have slightly obstructed views. It makes it so that the audience is compelled to watch the screens hanging behind him, or the televisions that some venues have hanging in the audience, instead of him.”
 
   “Does he do this to have better control over what the audience sees?”
 
   “Of course.” Francine shifted. “Diversion is an old trick. If he has them watching him on a screen, then he can use graphics and editing to divert them from anything he has to do that he doesn’t want them to see.”
 
   “Was the event going according to schedule when Malachi…passed out?”
 
   “Yes.” Francine looked out the window and shivered. Unlike the day before, this spring morning was grey and damp. However, the shiver, and the pallor on her face, didn’t seem to be about the weather. “Everything he had done to the moment he fell over had been according to plan. I had tried to talk him out of the foam bit. I didn’t like it. Foaming at the mouth. It doesn’t seem holy to me. But when he fell, and missed his line, I knew something had gone wrong.”
 
   “He wasn’t supposed to fall?”
 
   “No, that part was right, but he was supposed to say something after he took a sip of his water but before he fell, and he missed his line.”
 
   “What was he supposed to say?”
 
   Francine pulled a paper from her pocket and consulted it. “He was scheduled to say, ‘The harvest is ready,’ but he could have gone off script and said something similar, or even something about how the kingdom was at hand; something from one of his other scripts would have worked. But he didn’t say anything. He just foamed, and then fell over.” Her voice was still flat, almost emotionless, but she shivered and fidgeted. She was clearly frightened, rather than grieving over the loss of her boss.
 
   “Tell me about the foam.”
 
   “We have to keep things changing. It can’t be the same year after year, or people will notice the script. They will notice that it is all planned out. He can’t have that, can he?” She stared out the window. “He thought a new physical manifestation was in order, but he’s been doing this for so many years now, and what can you do that’s new after all of that time? Or that someone else isn’t already doing?”
 
   “What did he use to create the foam?”
 
   Francine shrugged. “Nothing special. He had vinegar mixed with his water. At one point in the talk he wipes his forehead and his face with a handkerchief, and when he does that he slips a little tablet into his mouth. They’re nothing special, just baking soda. He fills them himself. When he’s ready he chomps it, sips his vinegar, and starts foaming. Sometimes he says his line first, sometimes after. But foam is this year’s big thing.”
 
   “Do people believe…that that is God at work?”
 
   “Yes.” Wouldn’t make eye contact; instead she stared out the big window. 
 
   Jane followed her gaze. A couple sat on one of the benches alone. Another bench had a family of wiggly children and a mom, or nanny, with them. People ambled past like they had no place to go. Cars drove slowly down the road. Normal Portland traffic. Jane would have bet Francine couldn’t make eye contact because she was filled with shame.
 
   Jane certainly would have been.
 
   Francine looked down at her paper. “After Josiah says his line and starts foaming, he is supposed to fall. Then he is supposed to start speaking his visions. After he has spoken for one minute, no more, no less, because these days his visions aren’t what they used to be, the task force surges forward, pulling the crowd with them. This is another diversion. It creates drama. It gives Josiah time to pull himself together, though he doesn’t really. He just stands again, straightens himself out, and trips for a while as people pass out in the audience.”
 
   “Trips for a while?” Jane scribbled notes as fast as she could. 
 
   “Yes, I’m sorry. He also slips an acid tab on his tongue while he is talking. We have a visual cue to know when he has done this, and then he times the water-and-foam trick. As soon as he starts seeing things he sips his water—well, vinegar water this year.” Francine sighed. “It’s just so ugly, you know? Taking drugs and telling people it is God. And the people out in the audience falling all over themselves.”
 
   Jane set her pen down. “How did you get involved with the Malachi Ministries?”
 
   “He came through my church for a revival and recruited me from the college group. I was honored, excited. He seemed to be everything that our church and I stood for, back then.” Francine’s voice cracked, the flatness broken for just a moment. She passed her hand over her eyes. “All of us college kids wanted to do big things for God, and that’s what Josiah Malachi promised. Big things for God.”
 
   “How long have you been with them?”
 
   “Sixteen years. He was almost unheard of when I started touring with him.” She sighed. 
 
   “He was killed with a knife, I think?”
 
   “Yes, in the melee on stage. After he passed out, he was stabbed. He was supposed to be telling us his visions, but he didn’t. He actually passed out. He tried, I think. Something about a golden throne. It was a first, and maybe the crowd liked it, but it wasn’t in the script.”
 
   Jane scratched her head. “Who do you think killed him?”
 
   Francine opened her mouth to speak, but just shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
   The door rattled.
 
   “Before we get company, or get kicked out, where do you think I should start my inquiries?”
 
   Francine licked her lips, and eyed the window again. “I think you need to start on the inside. But undercover. I want to hire you to be Christiana Malachi’s housekeeper. We’ll have to stay in town for a while, and she’s in a rented house instead of a hotel, so she needs help.” Francine looked Jane up and down, assessing her for the first time. “That’s why I latched onto the idea of you after meeting that girl. Because you could come like a maid while being a detective.”
 
   Jane didn’t like the look of fear and distrust in Francine’s eyes. “Why not just leave it to the police?”
 
   Francine gripped the edge of the table. “Because I will be their first suspect.”
 
   Jane suppressed a grin. Now things were getting interesting.
 
   But the door rattled again, and a short, stocky man with a week’s growth of beard and a big laptop shuffled into the writers’ room. He nodded at Francine, pulled his cap lower to shade his eyes, and found a seat.
 
    
 
   Jake leaned against the outer wall, next to the door, reading the Portland Tribune. He shook his newspaper, but didn’t acknowledge Jane.
 
   Jane chuckled. Jake, all one hundred forty pounds of him, did not make an intimidating heavy.
 
   Francine took Jane straight to Christiana Malachi’s rental house. A quick glance at the rearview revealed Jake one car behind them. Though she thought he was a bit ridiculous, she appreciated the idea she’d have her own ride home, should she need it.
 
   
  
 


Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   The Malachi rental house was tucked into a quiet street in the Alameda neighborhood. Francine knocked lightly and let herself in. “Christiana?” 
 
   “In here!” Christiana called from the back of the house.
 
   Francine led Jane to a room at the back of the house. Christiana was sunk in a leather recliner, wrapped in a lap quilt. She set her tablet on her knee when Francine and Jane entered. Her thin, blonde-penciled eyebrows drew together. “Is this the maid?” 
 
   “Yes, I thought I’d bring her by and introduce her so if you happened to run into her, you’d know who she was.” Francine smiled sympathetically. “We won’t bother you anymore.”
 
   Christiana frowned, deep lines framing her thin lips. “Does she have references?”
 
   “Of course. I’ve got them right here.” Francine patted a clipboard she had tucked under her arm.
 
   Christiana held out her hand, each finger sporting a flashy ring. “Well, let me have it. I’ll want to check all of them.”
 
   Francine let out a little “oh” of pity. “I couldn’t possibly make you do that. Not after all you’ve been through. And the media.” She tilted her head sympathetically.
 
   Christiana rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “I hadn’t thought of that. You’re right.” She sighed. “I can’t call them myself. But…” She lifted her eyebrow. “I want to listen in.” She looked Jane up and down, then turned back to Francine. “Take her away. I don’t have the energy for the calls today.”
 
   Francine gripped Jane’s elbow and led her back outside. “I don’t know when she’ll want to make the calls, but I need you to start immediately. Do you even have cleaning references?” she hissed.
 
   “Yes, of course.” Jane took a deep breath. She had come prepared for almost any challenge, including this one. But watching Francine lie to Christiana within seconds of their meeting didn’t increase Jane’s trust of her client. However, Jane pulled a copy of her reference sheet from her purse. “They’re all legitimate. I’ve been cleaning houses for a few years now.”
 
   Francine sighed, relief washing over her features. “Fine. Great. I’ll try and get her to call with me today. Expect a text from me as soon she’s hired you.” She glanced at the house, shook her head, and then let herself back in.
 
   Jane stood on the doorstep and considered the situation. Whether she got the job or not was up to the widow, no matter how much Francine wanted Jane to get the job. 
 
   Down the block, across the street, the Jag flashed its lights at Jane. She ambled over to the car, taking it slowly in case Francine realized she had abandoned her without a ride and popped back out to take her home. Jane would have liked another hour or so alone with Francine to iron out more specifics.
 
   When it was obvious that Francine was not coming back, Jane crossed the street and got in Jake’s car.
 
   “If you’re going to shadow me—for safety’s sake, I know—you might want to do it in something a bit less flashy.”
 
   “I could get a Lotus…”
 
   “Not exactly what I was thinking.”
 
   “What about borrowing my cousin Jeff’s Smart car?”
 
   “Sounds like a dumb idea to me.”
 
   “So what’s the good word?” Jake made his way slowly down the street.
 
   “Christiana Malachi is going to check my references, and Francine is going to text me directions.”
 
   “Did the wife do it?”
 
   “I couldn’t say. But Francine thinks the police are going to think she did it, so that’s where I’m going to start.” Jane watched the old Portland houses with their Craftsman front porches and tree-lined sidewalks as they drove past, each house a little piece of history.
 
   “How?”
 
   “Good question…” They turned onto Fremont and passed the little Alameda library. Jane narrowed her eyes. Her school library seemed to have unlimited access to local newspapers from around the country. “I think I just may try and kick it old school on this one.”
 
   Jake hit the brakes. “Don’t.”
 
   “At the library. I think I’ll do a media search for news about Malachi Ministries, and Francine.”
 
   “Don’t change the subject.”
 
   “Same subject. I thought I’d kick it old school and go to the library to see what I could find.”
 
   “Again. Don’t. Just don’t try and talk street, Jane.”
 
   Jane rolled her eyes. “I think I shall try an old-fashioned research trip. Is that better?”
 
   “Not much, but I’ll accept it—for now.”
 
   Jake took her back to school, where she could still make one of her classes, as well as camp out in the university library until she closed in on what Josiah Malachi might have done to make his personal assistant want to kill him.
 
    
 
    
 
   The text from Francine came at nine thirty that night while Jane was comparing the articles she had printed off at the library to the video clips of Josiah Malachi events on his website. 
 
   She had the job, but she couldn’t start until Friday. 
 
   She made a note on her calendar and turned back to her video. It seemed to match Francine’s description. Josiah preached, working the crowd up into a bit of a fervor. They were eating out of his hand by the time he sipped the water and started sharing his visions.
 
   The visions surprised Jane. She had expected golden streets, angel armies, pearly gates—things that indicated material and spiritual blessing—but instead, right before the video was smoothly edited to a song and the fainting in the crowd, Josiah Malachi said he saw golden insects crawling around the people. 
 
   Insects? In his altered state he had backed away from the mic, and instead of looking beatified with the glorious visions from God, he looked scared. 
 
   Jane chewed her lip and considered the video. She paused it and stared at his face. His eyes were wide and bloodshot. Droplets of sweat had sprung out on his forehead. The scene was cut just as he started to turn away. She would have sworn, if anyone had asked her, that he was terrified.
 
   So, why put this video online? It was already two months old, and yet, according to the website, he had had seven other events since that one.
 
   Had his visions just gotten worse since the insects? She went back a few scenes and watched it again. 
 
   He was terrified of the golden insects, there was no denying it. But if his acid-induced visions weren’t living up to his expectations, why did he keep that part in his script?
 
   She didn’t get it, but then, she didn’t create false spiritual experiences for the sake of bilking needy people of their money, either.
 
   She hadn’t learned anything particular about Francine, except that she was in several shots of the video, and that she was listed as a contact person in one ad.
 
   Overall she was immensely sorry for Josiah—to die in the middle of conning people at a revival did not bode well for his eternity.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Jane sat on the floor in her missional community leader’s apartment, her head leaning against the arm of the overstuffed chair. Her mind was on Francine. Why had Francine never left the Malachi Ministries, since she so clearly did not believe in it any longer? It could be that Malachi knew something about her that he threatened to reveal if she left. But that would imply he had a really big need for her. But then, maybe blackmail was a bit too old fashioned. People didn’t have big secrets they were ashamed of anymore.
 
   What if she had stayed for some more worthwhile reason, like, she had been secretly reaching out to Malachi’s followers, trying to give them the real gospel and real help? Maybe Francine had left some kind of money trail that Jane could follow—returned donations or something like that.
 
   “And Jane, what about you? Anything new to report?” Sean flipped his long brown bangs out of his eyes. He also sat on the rug-covered floor, and knocked Jane’s foot with his Converse-clad foot. 
 
   Jane shrugged at her small-group leader. “I’m all over town between work and school, so it’s been hard to make time to connect with my neighbors. However…” She caught Jake’s eye from across the room and smiled. “I did meet my upstairs neighbor last week, and I plan on inviting her to an outreach dinner next time I see her.”
 
   “Cool.” Sean nodded. “Everyone can only do what they can do, but I’m glad to hear you are making progress.”
 
   Jane tuned out again as the rest of her small group reported their successes and frustrations with neighborhood outreach.
 
   Another obvious, but disgusting, reason that Francine could be a realistic suspect would be a love affair. She hated the idea, but it made sense. The media loved it when a religious leader broke his marriage vows. If Josiah had had an affair with Francine, but wasn’t willing to leave his wife for her, Francine could have planned his death out of jealousy.
 
   But if she loved him, would she really want him dead? And was she a good enough actress to act like she disdained Josiah, when in reality she was a cold-hearted, jealous killer?
 
   Jane closed her eyes and pictured Francine. Perfect hair. Perfect makeup. Modest but perfectly tailored clothes. She could see cold hearted. Maybe even killer.
 
   But, she didn’t want Francine to be the killer. She really didn’t. Her job was a lot harder if the inside contact was the killer.
 
   Jane bowed her head; the group had started praying. Sean started them out, so they’d be a while. She tried to focus on the community needs, but did take a few minutes to commit her investigation to God. She wanted to honor him, and, if at all possible, help people who had been misled by Josiah Malachi.
 
   Gemma elbowed Jane during the prayer. 
 
   Jane looked up. Jake stared her down, mouthing “Your turn.” 
 
   She cleared her throat apologetically.
 
   After praying first for her neighbors, and then for the Malachi Ministries family, she was done, but she had meant everything she said, and that was something.
 
   Bags of chips, frozen-but-now-cooked lasagna, and other potluck staples covered the vintage laminate table in Sean’s kitchen for what they all called “family dinner.” In a way, the missional community–style small group did help fill the need for family that both Jane and Jake had. Sure, Jake had a sister, and Jane’s parents were technically still alive—if early retirement to snowbird paradise could be called living—but Jane was beginning to feel alone in the world. The polish had worn off independence.
 
   Independence, Jane was learning, could be just another word for loneliness and long hours of hard work. 
 
   She piled up a plate of food, glad Jake had brought smoothies for everyone as both of their contributions. 
 
   In the crowded living room, despite joining the group to have a surrogate family, Jane and Jake took to a corner and turned their backs on the others.
 
   “What’s the news?” Jake dipped a dinner roll in the soupy lasagna and took a bite.
 
   “I start cleaning for Mrs. Malachi tomorrow. I’m hoping Francine will give me some pointers, what to look for, or where, but I don’t know if I will see her beforehand or not.”
 
   “What have you learned so far?” Jake spoke around a mouthful of food.
 
   Jane sipped her smoothie. Then she caught him up with the fruit of her research. “My first goal,” she said after another long sip of her cold drink, “is to learn who Josiah Malachi worked with on the day to day. Then I can branch out from there. Odds are he knew the killer.”
 
   “How many people were at the event where he died?”
 
   Jane shrugged. “I don’t know. I need to sit down with Francine and get some solid numbers. I want to review the film of the scene when he died. I think, for the most part, the people who rush the stage are plants.” 
 
   “So most likely the person who stabbed him was someone who was expected to go on stage at that moment.”
 
   “Seems like it. The cops will sort that out too, I guess. Maybe already have.” Jane scooped a forkful of her lasagna.
 
   “You need a contact in the police. Someone you can turn to with questions like these.” 
 
   “If wishes were horses.”
 
   “How hard could it be? You’re a fairly likable person. You’re going legit, too. No more of the ‘maid who accidentally solves crimes’ business.”
 
   “Now I’m an undercover maid who purposefully solves crimes. The police just love that kind of thing, I’m sure.”
 
   “In the last few years you’ve helped bring three murder investigations to their conclusion. Surely in all of that, someone has taken notice of you.”
 
   A handsome, baby-faced police officer with a slight southern drawl came to mind. “There was Detective Bryce…”
 
   “But not him.” Jake frowned and put his hand on Jane’s knee.
 
   She laughed. “He did seem to take to me. Not in that way, dope, but he was, like, kind. And listened. I could maybe call him.”
 
   Jake frowned. “I know I sound like I’m joking, but I wouldn’t go with him. I’d try and connect with someone on this case and then develop a relationship with the cop that could be used for future cases.”
 
   “Because Detective Bryce was cute, young, and single?”
 
   “Pretty much.” He leaned in and kissed her, even though she had just taken a bite of bread.
 
   “What if Detective Bryce is the guy on this case?”
 
   Jake grimaced. “Then I’d better marry you now, while I still can.”
 
   Jane rolled her eyes and took a long drink of her strawberry smoothie. 
 
   Sean crouched beside them, resting his elbows on his knees. “Hey, guys.”
 
   “Hey, Sean.” Jake scooted over to make room.
 
   “So you’ve found getting connected to your neighborhood to be a challenge, yes?”
 
   “Yup.” Jake leaned against the wall.
 
   “Even harder for you, since you don’t live in this area.”
 
   “True.” Jake nodded.
 
   “There’s something to be said for commitment.” Sean made eye contact with Jane.
 
   She smiled, but hoped he wasn’t getting at what it sounded like.
 
   “When you’re young and you move around a lot, those lasting connections just don’t forge. When it’s time to settle down, these things get a lot easier.” This time he gave Jake the intense eye-contact treatment.
 
   Jake lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “You know where I’m going with this, I can tell.” Sean chuckled and turned back to Jane. “So, what’s holding you back?”
 
   Hints. Innuendo. But always the same. That pressure to get married that seemed to underline all of the church activities she had taken part in after hitting her twenties. “I’m fully committed to outreach, Sean. I swear. I’m just learning how to fit it in with a busy work-and-school life.”
 
   Sean grinned, the crinkles radiating from his eyes when he smiled the only sign that he was pushing forty. “I believe that, for sure. I was thinking of that guy.” He jerked his thumb toward Jake. “Every week you bring Jake with you, which is cool, because he’s a cool guy. But he does live across town.”
 
   Jane gripped the edge of her paper plate. 
 
   “Sean, you know I’m doing my best to take her off your hands.” Jake smiled one of his lighthearted, disarming smiles.
 
   “It’s not that I’m asking you guys to rush, but…” He rocked back on his heels. “Listen, I care about you guys. But it has sort of come to my attention that you are acting more or less like you are married.”
 
   “What?” Jake leaned forward and frowned.
 
   “You guys come here together, work the same neighborhood together.” He chewed his lip. “Hey, I don’t want to judge, I swear, but I’ve heard that Jane has been staying over.” Sean blushed slightly. “I can’t know what is going on with the two of you, if you don’t tell me. But if you are ready to face life as a pair, then you should make it legit. And if you aren’t…” Sean turned his head slightly and looked in the direction of his wife. “If you aren’t ready to face life as a pair, you should cool it.” He sighed. “I hate convos like this. I really do. They make me feel like a heavy, and that’s not what I want to be.”
 
   “Then don’t be.” Jake lowered his voice.
 
   “Listen, I think you need more…information.” Jane shrugged. The conversation was embarrassing, even though the general noise level in the room meant that no one could hear them. “We’re not…you know. I just…and we’re not, um, pretending to be married, you know?”
 
   “I don’t know. But we have a missional community in Jake’s neighborhood too. You guys are dating, and that’s cool.” He shrugged. “But it’s not marriage. You aren’t part of the same neighborhood, so being in the same missional community doesn’t really make a lot of sense.”
 
   Jake stood up.
 
   Sean did too, and laid his hand on Jake’s shoulder. “I don’t want to kick you out of the family, brother. I just need to keep us all on the straight and narrow.” He offered his hand to Jane, to help her up, but she ignored it and stayed seated.
 
   “Listen, guys, there are college groups, singles groups, Sunday school classes. There are a lot of ways to be in fellowship together. But this group…you gotta save something for marriage, you know?”
 
   Jake took a deep breath. “Are you saying that only married people can be in your missional community?”
 
   Sean laughed. “No! Not at all.”
 
   A rock had settled in Jane’s stomach. She couldn’t digest this conversation. She slowly stood up and spoke, her voice low and calm. “He’s saying that you need to go to your own neighborhood missional community if you want to do this, not mine. Unless I marry you and you move into the apartment. He’s not saying it to be mean, or strict, or anything, because above all else, Sean is cool. He’s saying it for our own good, to keep us pure.” While she spoke she collected her bag and jacket. She picked up her barely touched paper plate and made her way to the kitchen, where she dumped it into the compost bin. 
 
   She walked out of the apartment without looking back to see what Sean might say, or if Jake was following her. 
 
   So far, the interference of well-meaning church leaders in her love life was her very least favorite thing in the church, and the one thing most likely to make her abandon the whole mess.
 
   Not God, though. Just church.
 
   
  
 


Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Outside, Jake sidled up to Jane and kissed her cheek. “He meant well.” 
 
   She elbowed him. “You would agree.”
 
   “And what’s wrong with that?”
 
   Jane shook her head and pushed the crosswalk button. “What’s wrong with rushing into marriage at twenty-two years old after dating for…four months?”
 
   Jake laughed. “Did I miss our anniversary?” He took her by the elbow and walked her across the street. “Let me make it up to you.”
 
   “I’m sick and tired of everyone thinking they can control all aspects of my life.” They had reached her apartment. She gripped the cold doorknob.
 
   “I think you’re overreacting.”
 
   Jane unlocked the door and shoved it open with her hip. She flung herself on the sofa and groaned. 
 
   “And I think you should be tired—from constantly kicking against the goads. It’s exhausting work.” Jake settled down next to Jane and dropped his arm over her shoulder.
 
   “What on earth is wrong with bringing you to family group even though we aren’t married?”
 
   “It’s not family group, it’s a missional community, and I don’t live in your neighborhood.”
 
   “So there are neighborhood boundaries now?” She exhaled slowly. The thing about Sean was that he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would get caught up on the small details like that. And more than just dating, she and Jake were a…thing. Like besties. She didn’t want to jump into marriage, but at the same time, she couldn’t see meeting once a week or more with the family group without Jake. It would be…lonely.
 
   “Well, yes.” He rested his hand on her knee and slowly inched it up.
 
   She brushed it away. “Be serious.”
 
   “I am. Did you pay any attention to the flyers when you joined up? From the wall of info at the church? If Green Valley Bible Church does anything right at all, it’s in the printed word. They’ve got a flyer for everything.”
 
   “I read it.”
 
   “Then you read the part where it said the missional communities exist as family groups that are intentionally built around neighborhoods for the purpose of building local communities of faith.”
 
   “Of course I read that.”
 
   “But it doesn’t apply to you?”
 
   Jane shrugged. 
 
   “Jane…”
 
   “I hated leaving Columbia River Community Church after I broke up with Isaac, but you understand that I couldn’t keep going to his church.”
 
   “Right. Because it’s real awkward, what with him living in Montreal.” 
 
   “His parents go there. It was awkward.” 
 
   “And you couldn’t go back to the church you grew up at, why?” He tried the trick with his hand and her knee again.
 
   She brushed his hand away, again, but this time he caught her hand and lifted it to his lips for a lingering kiss.
 
   “Because it wasn’t the same anymore. Not without Mom and Dad.”
 
   “And you couldn’t go to my church because you will probably dump me, too, and that would get you right back in that awkward spot you were in at Christmas with CRCC.”
 
   Jane sighed. “When you put it like that, it makes me sound so…”
 
   “Pragmatic. Which is fine. You settled on Green Valley because it is awesome. I agree. I like it too. Good church, good people. Good program.”
 
   “Good focus on evangelism and outreach. So I love the missional communities. It’s awesome experience that will make us way more effective on the foreign mission field one day.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   A happy thrill shivered up Jane’s spine. He agreed about missions. She really, really loved that about him. “So, obviously the thing to do was join a missional community, and I did, and I love it.”
 
   “Well, goody gumdrops. But you only love it so long as it is willing to bend its rules to suit you.”
 
   “Oh, go away.”
 
   Jake pulled her in for a kiss, but she turned her head. He dropped her hand and stood up. “I think Sean has a point. I don’t mean to be a jerk, but the guy is solid, and he had a point.”
 
   “So you think we should just run out now and get married?”
 
   Jake’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, obviously. But barring that, you should accept my proposal and we should get married as soon as reasonably possible.” 
 
   She pushed him away. “Nope. It’s way too soon.” 
 
   Jake shrugged. “I want you to be my wife, and I have wanted it since the day after my parents died and I woke up to find you in my kitchen. I’ll ask you again, and again, and again. But until then…”
 
   “Until then, all is well.”
 
   “Until then, I think I should back off a little with the whole missional community thing. I should hook up with the one in my hood and get intentional about outreach.”
 
   “Don’t be like that, Jake. Be on my side.” Even as she said it, she knew she sounded whiny and entitled. She rubbed her eyes. “I’m tired, sorry.”
 
   Jake kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay. I forgive you for wanting me to hang out with you all of the time.”
 
   She held her hand out to him. “Gemma’s out attending a birth. Will you stay here so I won’t be scared?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “That’s another point Sean was right on. Let’s not keep giving people a reason to think the worst.” He kissed the top of her head one more time, and then let himself out.
 
   Jane grabbed a throw blanket off the floor and wrapped herself in it. She closed her eyes and began to pray. God was going to have to show her why this was so important to everyone else if he really wanted it to be important to her, too.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Jane was at the Malachi house bright and early the next morning. She had slept longer, and better, than most nights, and felt more than a bit embarrassed about walking out on her missional community group. Of course Jake and Sean were right, but it stank. It also stank that she needed to call Sean and apologize. But there it was. She needed to show him that she wasn’t a spoiled brat and did care about the success of the Green Valley missional communities. 
 
   Francine let her in at the back door and quickly pulled her into a utility room at the back of the house. “Today you’d better focus on cleaning, and making a good impression,” she whispered. “Once Christiana is completely sure of you, then you can start snooping. And in my opinion, you can’t start soon enough.” Francine’s hair was pulled back into a bun, but brown wisps were falling out in the back. She had dark circles under her eyes, and, unlike the day they had met, she was in blue jeans and a rumpled button-down rather than a tailored suit.
 
   “That’s not a problem at all.” Jane set her cleaning caddy on the small counter by the utility sink. “I can start now. Give me two and a half hours, I’d say.”
 
   “Fine, fine.” Francine’s eyes darted from Jane to the door behind her. 
 
   “Is there something you want to tell me?” Jane kept her voice low.
 
   “The police called this morning and want me to come in for questioning.” Francine chewed her lip.
 
   “Have you contacted a lawyer yet?” 
 
   The color drained from Francine’s face. “Do you think I need to this early?”
 
   “Yes, definitely. Don’t go without a lawyer.” Jane knew that much at least, from her classes. Though she wasn’t sure if telling Francine this was considered giving legal advice or not. She’d have to check.
 
   “Don’t you think that will just make me look guilty?”
 
   “Don’t let your mind play games like that. You can’t go in there vulnerable. Not when the case at hand is murder.”
 
   Francine nodded. “Okay. I’ll call. I…I don’t know who to call.”
 
   Jane nodded. She ought to have some kind of referral system for her clients, but, of course, hadn’t developed one yet. 
 
   “Why don’t you ask Christiana?”
 
   Something outside had captured Francine’s attention. She nodded again, and then pushed past her and went outside.
 
   Jane followed her out, but hung back by the door.
 
   Francine crossed the yard and entered the detached garage. The window was dirty, but it lit up a second after Francine went in.
 
   Jane followed, but didn’t go in, and tried to keep her head away from the window. She listened, but it was quiet. 
 
   The door creaked open. Jane ducked around the corner of the wall and hoped Francine wouldn’t notice her.
 
   Francine shut the door, a fluffy white cat cradled in her arms. “Christiana would kill me if she knew I had let you out,” she murmured as she rubbed the cat’s head.
 
   Jane sighed, disappointed. It looked like she’d have to start the job cleaning, like Francine said, and hope that clues would make themselves apparent.
 
   The house was a great deal messier than she had expected, considering she had figured Christiana Malachi lived there alone. 
 
   Jane hadn’t wondered about the dishes piled in the kitchen sink. Surely the Malachi Ministries task force and other random staff had been in and out of the house for days.
 
   She washed them up, paying close attention to the knives, but there was a knife for each spot in the block.
 
   But the bedrooms and hall bath upstairs told a different story. The rug in the bathroom was damp, as was the shower curtain. Jane squeegeed the bath. Not that you needed secret clues to find out who was staying here. Francine ought to have provided her with that information already. 
 
   Once the bathroom was clean, she knocked on the first bedroom door. There was no answer, so she let herself in.
 
   The room reeked of sweat socks and stale food, which was no surprise since there were plenty of both littering the floor.
 
   The smell, mess, and piles of laundry implied a male of the teenage variety was occupying the room. Jane dug through the desk drawer to see if she could ID the occupant. She shuffled through the pile of scratch paper and stubby pencils until she found a crumpled-up receipt.
 
   She smoothed it out and laid it under the desk light. Two weeks old. From Safeway. Muscle Milk, three-meat pizza, and Red Bull. That looked like food an adolescent boy would eat. She scrounged in the drawer again and came up with a scrap of paper that had half a phone number on it—not a local area code. She put her finds back and shut the drawer. 
 
   She whipped open a garbage sack and started in on the garbage, mostly food wrappers. Once she had excavated the floor, she set her little silver Roomba to work and opened his closet. The owner of the room didn’t have much hanging, just one black church suit and two white shirts. But he did have a coat hanger with three ties on it. The bright orange tie Jane was sure she recognized from the online video. So, if she could isolate the guy with the orange tie, she would be able to ID the first roommate at the Malachi house. She made the bed and moved to the next room.
 
   The second room had a deeper layer of trash, and cleaning the garbage off of the desk would be a perfect excuse to dig around. Something crunched under her foot as she stepped into the room. She cringed. Snooping would have to wait until the potato-chip sacks, hamburger wrappers, paper coffee cups, and all of the greasy napkins went in the garbage.
 
   She let the Roomba range freely in this room too, so that no matter who happened in, they would find her actively cleaning.
 
   The mess on the desk was promising. She lifted a composition book that sat on top of paperbacks and notebooks. The pages were dated, but hard to decipher. Sermon notes? Journal? Both? The handwriting was definitely masculine, but the dirty laundry lying all over the room made that clear enough. A page dated February 22 was especially difficult to read, but that made her want to try harder. Some of the words had been etched deeply into the page, while others were scribbled out so effectively the page had ripped under the force of the pen. 
 
   Jane wrote “2/22” in the notebook she kept in her apron pocket. Something happened of note on that day, and the words “guardian,” “Toledo,” and “broken” were important. 
 
   Jane put the book down and grabbed one of the paperbacks. It was inscribed by the author—J. D. Ypres—“to Wilt with love.”
 
   So was this Wilt’s room? She flipped open the rest of the books, one after the other, until she found two of them marked “Wilt Peterson” on the interior cover. Obviously, she noted that in her notebook.
 
   Either Wilt had given these books to the room’s occupant or he was the room’s occupant. She shuffled through the clothes hanging in the closet, but they were unremarkable, except that the jeans were hung, and looked expensive. Also, they had a thirty-inch inseam, but were cuffed, and the cuff was worn at the fold, as though it dragged when he walked, so the person staying in this room was either young or fairly short.
 
   She was pushing it, snooping this much with Francine’s directions to just clean still ringing in her ears, so she moved off to Christiana’s room, determined to clean it and nothing more.
 
   Jane was tucked into the master bath, scrubbing the grout lines around the bath tiles, when Christiana came into the bedroom, talking. 
 
   Jane scrubbed slower, and more gently. Eavesdropping was the first chance she’d have to hear something useful. She paused and tucked her white earbuds into her ears. Yes, it was to look like she was listening to music instead of her employer. Yes, that was technically a lie. But…no. She decided not to try and justify it.
 
   “I expect it to run no differently than it did when he was with us.” Christiana’s voice was pinched. No one replied, and she continued, “Now, if we don’t have it, how do we expect to see visions?” Christiana paused, but no one responded, so she must have been on the phone. “Listen, if this is how God chooses to work, who am I to judge? I expect to hold the revival as scheduled.” She swallowed a sob. “I will run it, of course. But if I want to share God’s visions, I need to have the tools to do it, don’t I?” There was a lengthier pause, then Christiana laughed, in a sad kind of way. “This has nothing to do with faith. Don’t try that with me. I have faith that God will work like he always does.” Pause. “Where’s your faith, then? If God intends to speak to me through his usual means, then he plans to make it perfectly safe for you to acquire it for me, despite the police ‘crawling all over the place,’ as you put it.”
 
   Jane was disappointed. She wanted new information, not more of the same. She already knew that Josiah’s visions were induced by drugs. She put her back into scrubbing the wall. She might as well work hard and get the job done, since she was here anyway.
 
   Christiana continued her one-sided argument. “What I want to know is what happened to all of our inventory. We don’t cross the country unprepared. If one of you kids has taken it all, you will be dead to me. Do you understand?”
 
   A year’s worth of missing LSD? 
 
   Now that was something more like. Jane grinned as she made the grimy black grout as white as she could. Anyone would say drugs and murder went hand in hand.
 
   Christiana took her conversation out of the room, so Jane finished as quickly as she could, hoping to find another good spot to clean and listen. But after the bathroom was cleaned and the bed was made, she found Christiana quietly reading her Bible in the living room. Jane paused. “Is there anything special you’d like me to do before I go?” She kept her voice low and her eyes averted, the image of a humble but respectful housekeeper.
 
   Christiana looked up. “Hmmm? Oh, no, I don’t think so. Just whatever Francine said to do.” She had a dreamy, faraway look in her eyes, and stared out the window instead of looking at Jane. 
 
   “Okay. Thank you.” Jane went to the mudroom. She rinsed out her rags and her mop. 
 
   The door behind her opened, and someone stomped in. She turned and smiled at a young man with messy brown hair who was wearing work gear. 
 
   He nodded at her and then sat down on the bench to take off his mud-caked boots. “Is Christiana inside?” he asked in a voice that had a hint of Boston to it.
 
   “Yeah, in the living room.” Jane wrung out her rag again.
 
   “Thanks.” He shoved his boots under the bench and went sock footed to Christiana. 
 
   “Did you get it?” Christiana asked, her voice tired, and not at all dreamy as it had been before.
 
   “It’s not gonna happen, Mamma,” the young man responded.
 
   Christiana exhaled loudly. “Well then, what ideas do you have?”
 
   “Pray about it?” The man laughed.
 
   “Might as well.” Christiana’s voice was resigned. Jane didn’t want to listen in to a conversation that was completely devoid of interesting or specific details, so she packed up her cleaning caddy and left.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Later that night she camped out in her bedroom with her criminology text and pored over the assigned chapters. The criminal mind wasn’t much of a mystery. All have sinned and fallen short. And out of the heart of man come evil thoughts. And thoughts lead to actions. Since she was part of the “all” who had sinned, and who had evil thoughts, well, she didn’t love the implication that she was equally capable of murder, but in general, the idea that sinners in a broken world were out to get each other was neither shocking nor particularly intimidating. 
 
   She just had to narrow down what kind of evil mind was behind this particular murder.
 
   Every time a lecturer in her criminal justice class mentioned religious fanaticism as a sign of mental imbalance, Jane bristled. But, if that were true and not just liberal bias, a Josiah Malachi event was likely to be rife with just that kind of crazy. His killer could easily be a maniac who was exhibiting religious fanaticism. If so, should she be looking inside or outside? Would it have been someone who came to the event and saw the opportunity, or someone within?
 
   Jake wanted her to dismiss the idea of an outsider, but if he had a fanatic follower who was familiar, from televised events and the Internet, with his regular script, that person could have easily planned a murder. 
 
   Her phone chirped—Francine was texting.
 
   “TMRO 9 AM. B HERE.”
 
   Jane wrinkled her nose. Needlessly vague texts irritated her. “At the Malachi house? To clean?”
 
   “YES! IMPORTANT MTNG.”
 
   Jane considered asking what kind of meeting, but it occurred to her that someone might be monitoring Francine’s phone. For about fifty bucks Jane could set her up with an untraceable phone no one else knew about. It would be a deductible work expense—and invaluable for getting real info from Francine. 
 
   “CU then.” Jane sent her last message. She’d have to hope there was some kind of mess near enough to the meeting that she could conveniently hear what was happening. Maybe Francine would take care of that little detail for her.
 
    
 
   Jane was too excited to sleep well. She tossed and turned and kicked her down comforter off. Could she convince Francine to take a new phone? Would she be able to hear what was going on in the meeting? Would she know the useful information from the worthless? Was she just wasting the Malachis’ money while the police did the real work? 
 
   Would the Malachis actually pay her?
 
   Despite the sleep fail, she was up by five, like usual, and had plenty of time to make her requests known to God before she was needed at the Malachi house.
 
   As to the necessary mess, an act of God had taken care of that.
 
   Christiana was established in the dining room with half a dozen people around the table, Francine included. 
 
   Jane was in the kitchen, one small butler’s pantry away, deep cleaning because of an infestation of sugar ants. They were everywhere, like the lice in Egypt, and Jane couldn’t be happier. Scrubbing every inch of the kitchen could last as long as she wanted it to.
 
   The voices from the dining room were clear enough that Jane didn’t even need to crouch at the door to eavesdrop.
 
   “I agree with Christiana,” a young man with a clear, deep voice said. “We’ve already got the schedule planned for our whole stay here.”
 
   “And we don’t want to let the people down.” This time the speaker was a young woman. “People have been praying for us to come, have been longing for the work of the Spirit.” Her voice was a bit twee, and very sincere sounding.
 
   Jane rolled her eyes.
 
   Apparently so did the deep-voiced man. “God doesn’t need us to do his work.”
 
   “But he longs to use us.” The sincere-voiced girl had a dreamy, grateful tone to her voice that was nice to hear.
 
   “Enough bickering. We’re scheduled, so we will meet our commitments. We say we believe our life on earth is temporary and our return home to God is what we long for. Now is our chance to show everyone that we mean it. We don’t grieve Josiah.” Here, Christiana choked on her words, like she was suppressing a sob. “We celebrate his homegoing.”
 
   “It’s natural to grieve the loss of your husband.” This time the speaker was an older-sounding woman, with the raspy voice of a smoker. 
 
   “That’s the world’s way, Evelyn,” Christiana said. “Not our way.”
 
   Jane dragged her damp rag across the windowsill. None of them were talking like they believed they were scam artists. Was that because only a select few were in on the scamming? Or was it because the team really believed the drugs, special effects, and carefully staged activity was the way God liked to work? Jane paused. 
 
   No church she had ever been a part of explicitly taught that God blessed people with money when they pleased him, and yet, all of the churches she had been a part of had taken financial success—with fundraisers, events, building programs, all of that—as a sign that God was blessing an activity. She took a deep breath. The Malachi Ministries taught the popular prosperity gospel, which made no secret of seeing money as God’s blessing. So, with that logic in mind…
 
   Jane sat down. 
 
   The Malachi family was filthy rich. 
 
   The house they had rented was a beautiful old thing in an expensive neighborhood. They had a shiny new Cadillac parked out front. Christiana wore really big diamonds on her fingers and ears and around her neck. Jane had seen their travel coach on the Internet in her googling. And she had read that the Malachi family owned a private jet and a couple of really big estates.
 
   If they truly believed that money was a sign of God’s blessing, of you pleasing him with your labor—and Jane had to admit, while this wasn’t taught overtly at any church she had gone to, it had certainly been accepted over and over again as an unspoken truth—then the Malachi Ministries had abundant “evidence” that God liked how they ran their events.
 
   Jane’s stomach turned. She gripped her rag in a tight fist. 
 
   If these guys were sincere, and their belief in their work was logical—even considered against her own church experience—then how could she keep considering Josiah a snake-oil salesman who deserved what he got?
 
   Christiana was talking again, her voice much quieter now, so Jane had to focus to hear her. “We are scheduled and we keep our appearances. I will be preaching, and you all know what I need. If we want to pull this off—and, trust me, we do—we can’t spare any expense. Do you understand?”
 
   “We’ll make it happen for you, Christiana.” The speaker was another new voice. Young and male. Something about the edge to his voice sent a shiver of fear up Jane’s arms.
 
    
 
   Half an hour later, after everyone had cleared out of the dining room, Francine met Jane in the kitchen. “The exterminator is here to spray for the ants. Let’s leave him to it.” Francine placed her hand at the small of Jane’s back and led her outside. “I’m not sure the safest place to go, but a quiet coffee shop far from here will work.” Francine’s face was ashen, with dark circles under her eyes. “I’ll follow you.”
 
   “Sure, no problem.” Jane squeezed her hand and then drove them to Maywood to have a quiet cup of coffee, and a burger, at the last standing Roly Burger restaurant.
 
   The lunch crowd hadn’t appeared yet, but Jane had texted Jake when she pulled into the parking lot, and he let Francine and Jane meet in his office.
 
   “Francine, I don’t know what to say. I didn’t overhear anything suspicious while I cleaned. I don’t want to disappoint you, but…unless you can tell me what you were hoping I would hear, I’m not sure this morning did any good.”
 
   Francine stirred her coffee. “I was in the meeting, and I agree. If you didn’t know what you were listening for, you don’t know what you heard.”
 
   “So what did I hear?”
 
   Francine sucked in her cheeks. After a moment she answered, “You heard Christiana declare that she wouldn’t grieve her husband and that she wanted business to go on as usual. You also heard her encouraging the task force in their sincere devotion, which I think is criminal.” Color rose in Francine’s face.
 
   Jane drummed her fingers on the table. “What makes you think Christiana and Josiah weren’t sincere?”
 
   Francine stared at Jane, wide eyed. “You aren’t a follower of theirs, surely?”
 
   “Of course not, but I have limited access to the inside of all of this. Knowing what makes you feel sure that the Malachis haven’t been sincere would help me.”
 
   Francine narrowed her eyes. “They use illicit drugs to manufacture visions to convince lonely people that handing over their hard-earned money will give them God’s blessing.”
 
   “But is that how the Malachis saw it?” Jane kept her voice soft. She didn’t want to upset Francine, but the idea that Josiah and Christiana might have been completely sincere in all they did was nagging at her. It spoke to the motive of the killer somehow—or at least she wanted it to.
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “But how can you be? I would like to know what you know. It would help me.” Jane leaned forward slightly.
 
   Francine shook her head. “It won’t help you nearly as much as knowing a little more about the task force will.” Francine crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   Jane nodded and sat back in her chair. “Knowing about the people at today’s meeting will help. What can you tell me about them?”
 
   “The task force is fifteen people, but Christiana only invited the six leads to the meeting today. That includes me, as I was Josiah’s personal assistant.”
 
   “What about the other five people who were there today?”
 
   “Lucas is the one with that deep voice; he’s been traveling with us for five years. He runs all of the lights and sound and works with buildings and facilities. You could say he’s in charge of making sure each event is set up to create the right mood, and only reveal exactly what Josiah wants everyone to see.”
 
   “Would he also edit footage for the website?” Jane sipped her coffee. She was finally getting down to business, and even if she wasn’t spying right now, she was getting to flex her interview skills, which needed the exercise.
 
   “Yes, that’s him. He puts together all of the video footage. He’s busy right now working on the last three events. Some will air on TV and some will go online.”
 
   “Did he make these decisions himself, or did he work closely with Josiah?”
 
   “He worked hand in hand with both of them. Usually they watched the footage together, and Josiah told Lucas exactly what he wanted shown in the video. Then Lucas created it.” Francine switched her cup from hand to hand but didn’t drink.
 
   So Lucas was the one to talk to about the editing of the golden-insects video and how Josiah felt about the direction his visions had taken. She would just have to figure out a natural reason for the housekeeper to have that conversation.
 
   “I only heard one other man’s voice. Who was the silent one?”
 
   “That was Nguyen. His English is pretty bad.” She shook her head. “The poor man. He’s been with the team for quite a long time now. Travels with us. Does a lot of legwork.”
 
   “Legwork?”
 
   “Door to door. Passing out flyers, hanging posters. He leads the local members of the task force, sends them out two by two and all of that. I suppose it’s good work for him, a good job. He writes the instructions out and sends folks. I suppose he’s as fluent in English as he’ll ever be, but his accent is thick, and he just doesn’t like to talk much.”
 
   “And the other man?” Jane made notes, but wondered how to spell “Win,” and what his first language might be.
 
   “That’s Robert.” Francine blushed, so small an amount Jane might not have noticed had she not been paying extra-close attention. “He joined up with the team six months ago, and works hard. But he keeps to himself. Nose down, getting his job done.”
 
   Jane put a question mark next to his name. Francine was keeping something to herself, but what? “And the women?”
 
   “I was there, of course. And Evelyn, Josiah’s sister. She walked out on her husband ten years ago when he decided that Josiah was a scam artist who he couldn’t support.”
 
   “No wonder she was encouraging Christiana to grieve.”
 
   Francine shrugged. “She would. No one knows if this ministry will last with Christiana at the head. Personality driven the way it has been and all, Evelyn might well be grieving her meal ticket as much as her brother.”
 
   Jane flinched. Was Francine’s cold attitude to her teammates the result of being forced to work for evil people for too long, or could it be that she was just dark inside, and that was why she couldn’t get behind what Josiah was preaching? Jane shuddered. She needed to stop giving the Malachi Ministries the benefit of the doubt. “What about the younger woman?”
 
   “Tiffany, Lucas’s wife.” Francine shrugged. “She’s completely brainwashed. I don’t think she knows about the drug use at all.”
 
   “Why is she one of the six leads?”
 
   Francine smirked. “You didn’t see her, did you?”
 
   “Nope, you’ll have to enlighten me.” Jane shuddered. She had hoped with all her heart this crime wouldn’t be related to that kind of bad behavior.
 
   “The wheelchair.”
 
   “She’s in a wheelchair?” Her pen hovered over her paper. Not what she had expected to hear.
 
   “Yes. Polio victim from India. She’s a sweet girl, and so sincere.” Francine finally took a drink of her coffee, but she made a pained face as though it had burned her tongue. “With braces, she can walk, but it tires her out. She comes to events in her wheelchair, then rises from it and walks to the stage at just the right time. Every event it’s exactly the same. It’s never on the video, only the ‘healings’ that follow her. No point letting the world know they use the same person as a prop week in and week out.”
 
   “But you said she was sincere, devout. Why would she let herself be used like that?”
 
   “They tell her that they want her to come forward when Josiah gives the altar call to help give the rest of the crowd courage. And they only tell her to be in her wheelchair so she can keep her strength up. They don’t tell her what they are really thinking.”
 
   “But they told you?”
 
   “I don’t have to be told. I see through them.”
 
   “Francine, what happened? When did you begin to see the cracks in the ministry?”
 
   Francine shook her head. “As soon as I found out they used drugs to manufacture visions. What else would you need?”
 
   Jane tilted her head a little. “Yeah, that would be enough for me, too.”
 
    
 
   After Francine left, Jake came back to his office to be briefed on the interview.
 
   “I want to know about the other nine task force members.” Jane crumpled up her burger wrapper and lobbed it into the garbage can on the other side of the room.
 
   “You don’t think one of these guys was responsible?” Jake leaned back in his big wooden desk chair, his arms crossed behind his head.
 
   “If Josiah and Christiana are as awful as Francine thinks, it could have been her. Robert has a lot of question marks as well. Question marks aren’t enough to make me immediately think it was Robert. Lucas and Tiffany seem to only lose from the death, as does Evelyn. And that Win guy…no. I just don’t think it was him. The next thing I need to do is go one more circle out.”
 
   “What about Francine? She claims to be the number-one suspect of the police, but she isn’t in custody, and she won’t tell you why she’s a likely suspect.”
 
   “Do you think she did it?”
 
   “What if she did?” Jake asked.
 
   “If she killed him, then she hired me to make someone else look guiltier than her.” Jane shivered. “I don’t like that at all.”
 
   “Then don’t take her off of your suspect list.”
 
   A knock on the office door made Jane jump.
 
   “Jake…it’s the mayor’s assistant.” Jake’s secretary had a deep crease between her eyes.
 
   “Send him in.” 
 
   Jane pulled her chair around to Jake’s side of the desk and put her notebook on her knee. She wanted to look like she was supposed to be there.
 
   “Crawford.”
 
   “Ted.” Jake jutted his chin, just a bit.
 
   “I see you’ve given out freebie coupons to every single church in Maywood.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “That’s bribing voters.” Ted pushed his glasses up on his stubby nose.
 
   “It’s advertising.”
 
   “Good only on Sunday?”
 
   “That’s the day they get the coupons at church, isn’t it?” Jake raised an eyebrow.
 
   Ted snarled. “You do realize there is an obesity epidemic in this country, don’t you?”
 
   “We don’t supersize, so it’s all good.” Jake allowed a controlled smile, but his eyes were steely.
 
   It was like a tennis match, and Jane couldn’t tear her eyes away. She hadn’t realized Maywood was still toying with their blue-laws idea after all this time, but Jake didn’t seem surprised by the unplanned visit. 
 
   And he seemed to be a good match for the older man, who was lightly sweating, though that could have been from walking across town.
 
   “Maywoodians won’t like to be bought off.” Ted cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’m here to let you know that your coupon trick was noted, and you won’t get away with it.”
 
   “Is that threat from the mayor himself, Ted? Because Miss Adler was just recording our conversation so we could refer back to it later, and I don’t think she’s turned off that app yet.”
 
   “It’s not a threat, Crawford. It’s a fact. Just as it’s a fact that Bob, your good father, was going to turn this place into a Yo-Heaven just like all the Portland locations. He wasn’t going to keep making burgers.”
 
   “May he rest in peace.” Jake’s jaw twitched, but he kept his cool. “Dad’s not with us anymore, so I have to make the best decisions that I can. And I like Roly Burgers. They’re delicious.”
 
   Ted sniffed. “Like Roly Burgers? Everyone likes Roly Burgers. That’s half the problem. But right now, you are bribing the voters.”
 
   “A BOGO coupon is hardly a bribe.”
 
   “It is if it is only good on Sunday, and we are asking the voters to agree to shut down all fast food restaurants on Sundays.”
 
   “Blue laws, Ted. Blue laws. Is that the kind of commuter community you want to live in?”
 
   “I want to live in a healthy community, Crawford, and so does the mayor, and the city council.”
 
   Jake stood up. “Thank you for your input into this matter. I will give it all the consideration it deserves.”
 
   Ted looked at Jane for the first time. 
 
   She smiled, feigning wide-eyed innocence.
 
   “You’ll both understand when you’re older.” Ted let himself out.
 
   “Still on that, is he?” Jane asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What are you going to do about it, I mean, besides the coupons?”
 
   “I’ll do what I need to do.” Jake had his eye on the window, watching Ted walk down the sidewalk of Maywood’s Main Street. “The more interesting question is, what are you going to do next about this murder?”
 
   Jane took a deep breath. “Before we get back to the murder, do you think you’ll get in trouble for the coupons?”
 
   “Buying votes? No, I won’t. And the voters won’t vote in blue laws. Maywood is an incorporated suburb, essentially. Two thousand people on the edge of Portland. What good would it do? We’d just drive the half a block across the border and get lunch at McDonald’s. The mayor knows that.”
 
   “Could there be another motive for his push to make fast food illegal on Sundays?” Jane checked the time on her phone. She had another client to get to.
 
   “He really likes smoothies.”
 
   “Is that your serious answer?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “He really wants me to put in a Yo-Heaven, but I don’t know why. If I could figure that out…”
 
   “It would help, anyway.”
 
   Jake sat down again. “It would answer some questions. So, how are you going to get the information you need about the rest of the Malachi task force?”
 
   “I have to work my strengths.”
 
   “You’ll win them over with your smile?”
 
   “Close.” Jane grinned. “I don’t have any authority. I don’t have an air of importance. I’m not related. There’s no threat hanging over my head.”
 
   “You make a strong case against them talking to you.”
 
   “But I’m a coed, and this is a famous murder case. How hard can it be to convince them I’m a bubbleheaded gossip? If I smile a lot and bat my eyes, I can probably get all sorts of information they don’t realize they’re giving me. In my pink rubber gloves with a bandana around my head, I’m completely harmless.”
 
   Jake sized her up. “I think you could pull that off.”
 
   “It’s worth a try, anyway.” 
 
   Jake’s gaze had drifted back to the window. 
 
   “I’ll go and let you work. I’ve got another client anyway.” She kissed his cheek and left, wondering for the moment more about Jake’s troubles with the sleepy little suburb/town of Maywood than about the murder.
 
   
  
 


Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Christiana didn’t want daily cleaning, so it was a couple of days before Jane was finally back in the Malachi rental house, ready to clean, observe, and listen.
 
   The house was fairly clean, no small kids or dogs, so Jane moved quickly through the main floor. 
 
   She had two goals this afternoon: find out everything she could about Christiana’s family—and whoever else might be living at the house—and get the other nine task force members’ names. Once she knew who the locals were, she could find them and get down to business.
 
   The two guest rooms that she secretly called the Frat House were still clean from her last time through—a testimony either to the occupants taking the hint that they didn’t have to live like pigs, or that they hadn’t stayed there the last two days. But apart from the books in “Wilt’s” room being on the bedside table instead of the desk, there was nothing new to note.
 
   She moved on to Christiana’s room and gave it a closer inspection than she had the first time through. The master bedroom was small, as the house was an old Portland style. It had been remodeled sometime recently, but the bones were the bones, and this room, like the other two she had been in already, was only big enough for a few pieces of furniture. Christiana seemed to keep it spotless, but Jane put her trusty Roomba on the floor and let it run around the rug while she dusted the dresser tops. 
 
   If she had her dates right, Christiana and Josiah had only been in the house for a week or so before he died. Not long enough to make yourself at home, and generic décor seemed to prove her right. There was, however, a family picture in a folding leather travel frame on the bedside table.
 
   Jane recognized Josiah and Christiana. They stood with a petite, silver-haired lady and three children. The lady had the classic halo of old-lady curls. The children were grade-school aged and younger, maybe a three-year-old and two “big kids.” Jane made a mental note to study height charts or something so she could guess ages better. Either way, the baby in the family was a girl, and the two others were boys. The middle child was small and had Luke Skywalker hair but wore a faded pink shirt, baggy jeans, and basketball shoes. He also had a face full of freckles that would make anyone stand out in a crowd. The oldest child was very pretty. There was no other word for it. Thick eyelashes, full lips, chiseled cheekbones even though he couldn’t have been in his teens yet in the picture. 
 
   She dusted the picture and then moved on to the bathroom, making a note of all of the prescriptions on the counter. Depending on the side effects, they could be important. 
 
   The house only had the three bedrooms, so unless there was a hide-a-bed in the den, it looked like it was just the family at the house. Pity. She would have liked easier access to some of the other big players in the case.
 
   When she was sure she had cleaned the top of the house as well as she would for any client, she went back downstairs with the hope of trying out her gossipy coed act on one of the people living in the house.
 
   She lingered silently in the hall until she heard the quiet clicks of someone typing in the den. She grabbed a dust rag, started whistling, and let herself in.
 
   “Oh! Sorry!” She smiled at a guy about her age who had floppy hair and a face full of freckles.
 
   He looked up at her, paused, and then grinned. “Don’t apologize.” He shut his laptop and kicked his feet up on the chair. She noted his cuffed pants.
 
   Jane ran the dust rag the length of the built-in bookshelf. “So, so sad about Josiah Malachi.” She batted her eyes at the guy and hoped she wasn’t laying it on too thick.
 
   “Yeah.” Freckles didn’t elaborate.
 
   “Were you there?” She watched him from the corner of her eye as she dusted the next shelf up.
 
   “Nope.” He started typing again.
 
   “My cousin was there. She said it was awful. He got really sick, I guess.”
 
   Freckles sat up. He crossed his arms. “What do you think I’m going to tell you?”
 
   “I mean, I’ve just never seen anyone die before. I felt awful for her.” Jane’s hand shook. She tried to smile sweetly, but she only managed a forced grin.
 
   “That’s not what your website says.” 
 
   Jane paused. 
 
   “Jane Adler, Girl Detective.” Freckles dropped his feet back to the floor and leaned forward. “We’re not stupid.”
 
   Jane finished dusting the shelf. “And housekeeper. It’s not like I could make a living as a detective.” She tried a light laugh out, but it sounded fake. 
 
   “Francine hired you for Mom because she wants you to say that Mom killed Josiah, but we all know it was Francine, so you might as well pack up your stuff and go home.” His words came out like his jaw was locked. 
 
   “Why do you think Francine killed your dad?” She pushed a step stool over and climbed up to reach the highest shelves.
 
   “He wasn’t my dad.”
 
   “Okay. But why do you think Francine killed him?”
 
   “I guess you’re going to have to figure that out for yourself, Girl Detective.” He grabbed his laptop and stalked out of the room.
 
   “Hey, Wilt!” Jane called after him.
 
   He turned and lifted his eyebrow. “Wrong.”
 
   “Not Wilt?”
 
   “Nope.” He turned away and went upstairs.
 
   Jane dusted the rest of the shelves, fuming at herself. “Undercover housekeeper” didn’t work if your website clearly said you were a housecleaning detective. She’d have to work on that.
 
   And maybe some disguises for the future.
 
   
  
 


Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   School and cleaning for other clients took a big bite out of her time, which was a pain, but a day and a half later Jane was able to carve away time for a lengthy call to Francine.
 
   “Listen, we need to have a long conversation.” Jane sat on her desk chair in the corner of her bedroom with her feet against the wall. “Can you meet me somewhere?”
 
   Francine cleared her throat. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
 
   “You have Christiana paying me good money for my services, but I can’t help you from where I’m at. If you can’t meet, are you somewhere that you can answer questions for me now?” Jane had prepared a litany of questions for Francine on her bus ride home from school. On the phone she wouldn’t be able to read body language, but it was better than nothing. 
 
   “I’m alone.”
 
   “Can you talk freely at this phone number?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Thank you.” Jane pushed off from the wall and rolled to her desk. “I have some very basic questions to start with. Who lives at the house with Christiana?”
 
   “Theo and Nick.” Francine paused. “Her sons.”
 
   “Which one has the freckles?” Jane typed her notes out this time so she’d actually be able to read them when she was done.
 
   “Theo.”
 
   “How old are the boys, and are they Josiah’s stepsons?”
 
   Francine paused. “How did you know?”
 
   “Call it a hunch. How old are they, and what happened to their sister?”
 
   “Theo is almost nineteen and Nick is twenty.” Francine paused. When she spoke again, her voice broke. “Haven disappeared four years ago. She would be sixteen.”
 
   Jane stopped typing. “That’s awful.” Francine’s words hit her like ice water. Four years ago Haven could have only been about twelve. “Did they, I mean, do they have any idea…?” She stopped. The poor child.
 
   “It wasn’t like that.” Francine cleared her throat, making an effort to sound matter of fact. “One day we were in Toledo at an event; all three kids were in the crowd, with task force members taking care of them. The next morning Haven didn’t come down to breakfast, and no one mentioned her again.”
 
   Jane closed her eyes. “You don’t think Josiah did something?” She could barely get the words out. It was the very last thing she had been expecting from this phone call. 
 
   “He did something, I’m sure. But I don’t know what. Once Nick asked about his sister while I was in the room. They took Nick to a different room to speak about it. When they came back, he seemed perfectly cool with whatever he had heard.”
 
   “But didn’t you call the police?”
 
   “What could I do? Her parents weren’t concerned in the least.” Francine sounded angry.
 
   “When a child goes missing, someone should tell somebody. When exactly did you last see Haven?” 
 
   “I saw Haven Malachi last on December 15, 2010. She was twelve years old. We were in Toledo, Ohio.”
 
   “I want you to know that I will be telling the police this.” Jane stared at her list of questions, all of them so inadequate for what she had just learned. Toledo. Someone had written angrily about Toledo in their journal. Maybe that was the day that Nick had learned something about his sister.
 
   “I told them yesterday.” She sighed deeply. “I had to go in for an interview. But you can too. Someone should look for that child.”
 
   “Francine…I’m a bit speechless. I wasn’t expecting that, and I hate to even ask the rest of my questions, but I need to.”
 
   “I can give you ten minutes.”
 
   “Do Theo and Nick ever see their dad?” Jane ran her eye over her questions, culling the ones that weren’t immediately necessary.
 
   “Yes, usually for the whole summer.”
 
   “And what is his name?” Jane swallowed hard. She needed to move past the missing-kid thing, at least for the rest of the conversation.
 
   “Dave Rizzo. He lives in Pasadena.”
 
   “Thank you. Now…I think I’d better ask about the other nine members of the task force. Names and ages will do.”
 
   Francine listed off the nine names, all people in their early twenties, and local. Jane knew two of them from high school. 
 
   “And why will the cops think you are the number-one suspect?”
 
   Francine took a deep breath. “Because Josiah said if I ever left the organization, he would destroy me.”
 
   Jane let her fingers hover over the keyboard. Was Francine likely to be a liar? Or needlessly dramatic? Hard to say. “How would the police know this?”
 
   “Because Christiana would tell them.”
 
   Jane paused again. She didn’t believe Francine. She wished she could see her face, see how she was holding herself while she said these things. Liars usually gave themselves away. “And why would Christiana say a thing like that about a popular international preacher—who happened to be her own husband?”
 
   Francine sighed. “I knew you looked young when I hired you, but I had hoped you weren’t so naïve.”
 
   “Are you implying that you had an affair with Josiah Malachi?”
 
   “No.” The single word was crisp.
 
   “Did she think you had an affair?” Irritation with Francine was quickly replacing the sorrow that had overwhelmed her when she heard about the missing child.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You think the cops will peg you as the most likely suspect because Christiana will tell them that Josiah had threatened you because of an affair.” Jane tapped her fingers on her keyboard. “That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “I wanted to leave a long time ago, but I know too much about how they operate their show, and so Josiah threatened to wipe me out—financially, my reputation. He even said he’d kill me, Jane.” For once her voice broke, revealing a hint of real emotion.
 
   “How did Christiana know? Or how much did she know?”
 
   “Christiana knows about every trick, every threat, and every girlfriend. She knows it all. He tells her—told her—all about it because he was a megalomaniac. So, she will, or has, already told the police that I wanted to leave but he wouldn’t let me, and the only way out was to kill him.”
 
   “Was it?” Jane held her breath. She hadn’t meant to ask that, but it had come out.
 
   Francine didn’t say anything.
 
   Jane waited a moment longer. “I will look up everyone on the task force, but I think my partner was right. I think I need an insider with the police if I am going to get anywhere with this.”
 
   “Christiana is back.” That was all Francine said before she hung up.
 
   Jane stared at her notes. Missing child. Threats. Nine new people to talk to.
 
   No, only seven new people. Two of them were old friends.
 
   At least now she knew where to start—Facebook.
 
   It took five minutes to set up coffee with Reggie, Stacy, and Jake for that night. She realized Gemma would be disappointed to be left out, but…
 
   On second thought, she texted Gemma and invited her along. Now they’d have to talk about the murder. They wouldn’t be able to help it. 
 
    
 
    
 
   A cellist in the corner of the dark little café—Rimsky’s Korsacoffee House—set a melancholy mood. It was Saturday night, so the place was crowded, but eventually Jane and her friends were seated at the low, round table in the southeast corner of the restaurant. 
 
   Right off Jane noticed that Stacy and Reggie were holding hands. And Reggie leaned over and whispered something in Stacy’s ear that made her blush. Though they had all been on the lunchtime Bible study committee together, Jane was surprised. Nothing on their Facebook profiles indicated they were a thing.
 
   She should have checked out their Instagrams. Blast Facebook. She needed it to keep in touch with her wealthy, middle-aged clients, but it was no way to stay on top of what her friends were up to.
 
   She’d have to do her best to ignore the weirdness of the speech club president and the captain of the cheerleaders being a thing. This was far from a real social event. They ordered coffee and desserts and settled into the low chairs and benches.
 
   “So…Jake and Jane, eh?” Reggie laughed. “That might be the second most surprising couple to come out of Prez Prep.”
 
   “I don’t think we are even close to your league of crazy. No offense, Stace, but Reggie? Really?” Jake nudged Reggie with his elbow.
 
   Stacy picked up Reggie’s hand, her fingers already laced through his, and kissed it. “I know, right?” 
 
   “Whoever has, he will be given more, and will have an abundance.” Reggie laughed.
 
   Gemma fidgeted in her seat. She reached for her coffee cup but bumped Jane’s pot de crème. “Oh, sorry!”
 
   “Not a problem.” Jane watched Jake grab for his cup and miss as well. No one had noticed the slowly spinning table, though she thought they all knew the secret. But just in case, she didn’t mention it. “What have you two been up to these days?” 
 
   “Reggie is writing for Portland Tribune, and I’m still working for my dad.” Stacy missed her cup when she reached for it. 
 
   Jane chewed her lip. She needed to swing the conversation to Josiah Malachi, but…no. She could do this. She could play the chatty, gossipy coed, even if Stacy and Reggie knew that wasn’t how she normally was. 
 
   “What about you, Jake? Still flippin’ burgers?” Stacy asked.
 
   “Yup.” 
 
   “You guys remember my cousin Gemma, right?”
 
   “Prez Prep class of ’03?” Reggie asked. 
 
   “Yeah, but I only went there for junior and senior year, so I don’t know how you would know me!” Gemma held her coffee and eyed the table as she talked. “I was five years ahead of you kids.”
 
   “But you were on the championship volleyball team. The only one ever,” Stacy said with a laugh. “You all will never be forgotten at Prez Prep.”
 
   “Even benchwarmers like me, eh?” 
 
   “What do you do now? Still play?” Stacy now had her eye on the table as well. “That is so weird; I could have sworn…” She shook her head and didn’t finish the sentence.
 
   “Gemma was at the Josiah Malachi event—the one where he died!” Jane spoke in breathless excitement, feigning innocent, gossipy conversation.
 
   “No way! We were there, too.” Stacy leaned forward. “Where were you when he died, Gemma?”
 
   Gemma set her cup down and fluttered her eyelashes. “I was on the stage.” Her voice was low and dramatic. Jane almost laughed.
 
   “So was I!” Stacy shook her head sadly. “What about you, Reg? Where were you again?”
 
   “I was up in the sound booth with Francine.” His lip curled in disgust when he said her name.
 
   “Ooh, I met Francine,” Gemma said. “I met her in line to talk to the police. I mean, she worked for Josiah, so it must have been the same lady. But what were you doing in the sound booth?”
 
   “I’m on the task force while they are in town. I help with techy stuff during events. Lucas—this guy that runs the showy stuff—had to step out, so Francine joined me.”
 
   “So Francine wasn’t on the stage, or even near it, when Josiah died?” Jane asked.
 
   “No, she was with me the whole time.” Again, Reggie looked disgusted.
 
   “What’s wrong with this Francine chick?” Jake asked. “Every time you say her name, you look like you want to spit.”
 
   “She’s not that bad.” Stacy stared at the table. “What is wrong with this table? Reggie, are you moving my stuff?”
 
   Jake laughed.
 
   “What?” Stacy turned to him.
 
   “Oh, nothing. But Reggie doesn’t agree with you. He thinks Francine is that bad. Why? What did she do?”
 
   “It’s nothing she did, really. Just her attitude. She’s not into it. I swear she’s just with the organization for the money, and that is so wrong. Josiah Malachi is about so much more than money. He’s changing the world.”
 
   Jane swallowed her instant reaction to the irony. “Maybe she was just having an off night, or something like that.”
 
   Reggie lifted his eyebrow. “A bad two months, more like. We’ve been getting ready for the Malachi Ministries to come to Portland for six months. And for the last two months Francine has been in town prepping the task force. I’ve never met a less spiritual woman in the ministry before. All business and no heart. ”
 
   Stacy scrunched up her mouth. “Are you sure you aren’t just saying that because she’s a woman?”
 
   “Don’t be a feminist, Stace.” Reggie took a drink of his coffee and smirked.
 
   That was the other reason Jane was surprised to see them together. Reggie had always been kind of a jerk.
 
   “Very modern of you, Reggie.” Jake sniffed. He had never much liked Reggie either, if Jane recalled correctly.
 
   Reggie laughed. “Look at Lucas, stuck behind the equipment even though he’s the best preacher they’ve got. He could outpreach Josiah by a mile. But does he complain or act uppity? Nope. He humbly serves. And that’s what Francine should do too, but she doesn’t. She’s cold, and rude, and she acts like working for the most popular preacher in America is some kind of drag.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say Josiah Malachi is the most popular preacher in America.” Jake leaned back in his chair. 
 
   “Who’s better?” Reggie challenged.
 
   “I can’t think of a name offhand, but plenty of people can’t stand Malachi. They consider him a heretic. I mean, someone murdered him, didn’t they? He can’t be that popular.”
 
   Gemma’s face turned beet red. “They martyred him. Lots of good people get killed.”
 
   The pretty little blonde girl who went missing so many years ago flashed through Jane’s mind, leaving a hurt in her heart like a punch. Josiah was not a good man. 
 
   “We really believe in this ministry, Jake.” Stacy’s eyes got a dewy look to them. “It’s not like we’d drop our lives and tour with him, or anything, but he was a great preacher who helped millions of people.”
 
   “Helped millions of people have less money.” 
 
   Jane kicked him under the table.
 
   Gemma’s wide-eyed stare jumped from Jake to Reggie, who were locked in a game of chicken, neither blinking or backing down. She turned to Jane and bit her lip.
 
   Jane took a long, deep breath.
 
   “Hey! Look, the table is moving!” Gemma pointed to Jane’s dessert, which was now in front of Stacy, across the table from where it started. “Did you guys know the table has been moving the whole time?” She accompanied her statement with a frantic kind of laugh.
 
   “Yes, tables move. How very Portland of Rimsky’s,” Jake said.
 
   “Jacob…” Jane squeezed his knee.
 
   He smiled. “I love it when you call me that. Did I ever tell you? Makes me feel grown up. Not at all the same as when Aunt Marjory calls me that.” He chuckled and squeezed her hand. His posture mellowed too. “Sorry.” He nodded at Reggie. “I’m picky about preachers. But I’ll shut up now. After all, he didn’t deserve to die just because I disagree with his theology.”
 
   Jane again thought of little Haven, whom no one had seen or mentioned in four years. Had Josiah deserved to die?
 
 
   
  
 


Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunday evening came, and Jane was not inclined to go to her missional community family dinner. But Jake texted her, “GO,” so she did.
 
   Sean acted like their conversation the week before hadn’t happened at all, and like she hadn’t skipped their midweek dinner. The dinners were social, come-as-you-please, potluck things, meant for games, and bringing friends, so technically, it wasn’t like she had skipped church. But she felt like she had ditched, and that’s what mattered.
 
   So she sat on the floor of her missional community leader’s house and tried to pay attention. Her heart and mind weren’t in it—not because she didn’t want to evangelize the neighborhood…but because she just kept getting it wrong, and it was exhausting. She had always, always thought that a really dedicated Christian who wanted to be a foreign missionary could just be one. That’s what God wanted, after all. But here she was, another year in Portland, another year still in college, and another time messing up a good church opportunity because of a boy.
 
   She drew a line down the carpet with her thumbnail and then smoothed it over. She wished Jake was here with her. But she didn’t wish it enough to throw caution to the wind and just get married.
 
   Wendy, a girl who lived in the apartments across the street, was sitting on the floor next to her, her eyes fixed on Sean as he shared some recent outreach stuff he was doing. Wendy had shared that her friends had a great time at the games-and-dinner thing Jane had skipped.
 
   Jane sat up and gave Sean her full attention. She would bring a neighbor before the month was over. Period. End of sentence. Tent-making missionaries had to figure out how to run their businesses and reach out with the gospel, so she would too. Even though she’d rather have Jake here with her, she didn’t need him. Not yet.
 
   Sean finished up his story, led them in prayer, and then opened the buffet. 
 
   Jane wasn’t hungry, so she stayed where she was and asked Wendy more about how she managed to get to know her neighbors so easily.
 
   Sean’s very pregnant wife, Margo, joined them. “Hey, where’s Jake?”
 
   Jane looked from the swollen, freckled face of Margo over to Sean at the dinner table. “Uh…”
 
   Margo smiled. “Is he working tonight?”
 
   “He, um…didn’t Sean say anything?”
 
   Margo sipped her water and shifted on the couch. “No…what happened? I didn’t just kick a beehive, did I?”
 
   “Oh, no. I just…” Jane fidgeted. It shouldn’t be so hard to explain this, but it was. “Since he doesn’t live in this area, he is kind of backing off from this group.”
 
   Margo frowned. “Was this Sean’s idea?” She cast a glance towards her husband, back in the kitchen.
 
   Jane nodded. 
 
   Margo sighed. “Oh, he’s such a black-and-white kind of guy. That can be so obnoxious.” She rolled her eyes and sipped some more water. She placed her hand on her baby bump. “I wish this kid would come.” She shifted again and leaned against the arm of the couch. “Listen, Jane, I don’t know what Sean was thinking, but I’ll talk to him. What’s the point of a group like this if we kick out people’s boyfriends?” She took a big bite of her dinner roll.
 
   Jane smiled weakly. “Oh, don’t bother. Jake seemed to agree, anyway.”
 
   Margo scrunched up her mouth a little. “Let me know if you change your mind. I don’t think the body of Christ works all black and white like Sean sometimes thinks it does.” She took another small sip of water and sighed.
 
   Wendy scooched a little closer. “Jane, did I hear you and Jake talking about Josiah Malachi last weekend?” Wendy spoke in a hushed tone and narrowed her eyes. 
 
   “Yeah.” Jane chewed her bottom lip. Wendy seemed…cautious. Maybe even protective.
 
   “I know Josiah’s kid.”
 
   Jane leaned in. “Which one?”
 
   “His oldest son, Nick. We’ve been in a Foursquare chat room together since youth group. Not everyone knows who he is, though.” Wendy had turned her back on the rest of the room completely, and faced Jane. “But he hasn’t logged in since his dad died.”
 
   Jane drummed her fingers on her knees. “You mean his stepdad?”
 
   “What? No…” Wendy furrowed her brow. “Josiah’s not his stepdad.”
 
   “Well, actually, Nick and Theo are Christiana’s sons. Their dad is a guy called Rizzo who lives in California.”
 
   Wendy pursed her lips and rocked back a little bit. “I don’t think that’s right.”
 
   Jane exhaled slowly. Nick was lying on the Internet? Perhaps it was to keep up the cover story his mom preferred to present. But why, if only a few of the members of the chat room knew who he was? “Did he ever mention his sister?”
 
   Wendy shook her head slowly. Her face drained of color. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I’ve known Nick for a long time now. He doesn’t have a sister.”
 
   Jane paused to collect her thoughts. Wendy was shutting down. Her defenses were high, and if Jane wanted to learn anything else, she was going to have to move carefully. “I’m sorry.”  Jane laughed softly. “It looks like I really don’t know anything.”
 
   Wendy relaxed a little. 
 
   “Did you and Nick plan on meeting when he got to town?”
 
   Wendy blushed. 
 
   Jane nodded, and allowed herself a knowing smile. Wendy thought she had an online romance.
 
   “No…he said he couldn’t come to town this time.” Wendy ran her fingers through her hair. “But I feel so awful for him. To decide not to come on the trip that his dad died on. Can you even imagine?”
 
   Jane shook her head, attempting to mimic sympathy, all the while her mind reeling. There was very little chance that this person Wendy had been chatting with all this time was actually Nick “Malachi.” He could be Nick, keeping up the appearance of being a Malachi, but it just wasn’t likely. “Did he say why he couldn’t come?”
 
   “He’s training for a marathon.”
 
   Jane tried hard not to roll her eyes.
 
   “No, really. It made sense. We’re too close to sea level. He wanted to train somewhere higher, where running was harder, so he stayed on his campus.”
 
   “Where does he go to school?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “He hasn’t said. I kinda understand. Security and all that.” Her eyes drifted away, someplace starry. “It’s so hard to be famous, I think.”
 
   Jane sipped her water. It was certainly hard to pretend you were someone famous. 
 
   “Christiana hired me to clean her rental while she was in town. Would you, I mean, do you mind letting me know if you hear from Nick? As far as I can tell, Christiana hasn’t yet, and she’s really worried.”
 
   Wendy sat up, her green eyes wide and determined. “Absolutely. Anything I can do to help.” 
 
   “Just…text me, yeah?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   It could be nothing, of course, Jane told herself as she walked back to her apartment that night. But someone was pretending to be Nick on the Internet, which could also be something rather important.
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Jane couldn’t miss any more classes and still pass, so she fidgeted her way through her Monday morning class, consumed with worry for the missing Malachi sister.
 
   Had she been kidnapped? Killed? Was she a runaway?
 
   Had Josiah Malachi sold her?
 
   Supposedly four years after the fact, and only because there had been a murder, Francine de Leon had finally told the police about the missing girl. What was her name…Haven? But could Francine be trusted? Had she really told the Portland Police about this situation?
 
   The professor turned off the light, and a video started. Jane slumped in her chair, in no mood for a brief documentary on whatever this was about. Since the prof was now sitting at a desk poring over papers they had all turned in two weeks previously, Jane took the quiet and dark as her chance to work out her next moves.
 
   Josiah Malachi was dead. No matter what else she learned, he wasn’t coming back. But this daughter, Haven, might still be alive. And that meant there was still a chance to save her. Her first priority from this moment had to focus on Haven.
 
   She had ten minutes between her Monday classes, so she called the police on her short walk from Lincoln Hall to the Hatfield School. She still had Detective Bryce’s number in her phone. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat when the phone was answered, but dropped to her shoes when she realized it was just his voice mail.
 
   “Uh…hi.’’ She cringed at her own foolish voice, but it was voice mail, so there was no going back. “This is, um, Jane Adler. We met over the Swanson murder?” She hated it when her statements sounded like questions. “I’m cleaning house for Christiana Malachi, and I learned something kind of awful that I thought you all might want to know. I mean, I don’t know if you’re the detective on that murder or not, but still, I thought I should call. So, you can call me back at this number, anytime, but I’m in school—” Dang it. Now she sounded like a child. “I’m at Portland State right now, so I won’t be able to call back.” And that was too much information. Liars always gave too much info. She left her phone number and hoped she didn’t really sound like an idiot and a liar. “I’d really like to talk to someone about this, so you can call, or pass my number on, I guess. Um. That’s all.” She hit pound, as the voice mail had instructed her to.
 
   Another voice came on saying she could delete her message and start over again. She stared at the school building in the distance. She should start over, but her whole body was shaking and she just couldn’t, so she hung up.
 
   A real private detective didn’t get nerves when calling the cops; that much she was sure of.
 
   Detective Bryce called back while she was in class and left a message.
 
    
 
   Jane had a seat to herself on the bus, and had settled in for her ride to her apartment, when Detective Bryce called back a second time.
 
   “Jane?” His voice was as deep as she remembered. A deep-voiced cop was a good thing, made you feel confident.
 
   “This is she.” Jane leaned her head back against the window. The bus wasn’t too crowded; the day wasn’t too hot. She had a fairly good chance of making it home without being overwhelmed by motion sickness. This wasn’t a bad time for a call at all.
 
   “Hey, this is Grant Bryce. You called earlier?”
 
   “Yes! Thanks for getting back to me.” Jane took a deep breath and explained how she had found herself as Christiana Malachi’s maid. “I really want to talk over what I learned, but I don’t think I should do it on the phone.”
 
   “I completely understand. Are you free this evening? We could meet at Starbucks, down by the station.”
 
   She couldn’t be sure, but he almost sounded nervous, or hopeful. She hated that she felt the same way, listening to that deep voice with the slight country twang. She could never explain to Jake that this was half of why she wasn’t ready to get married yet. She was altogether too easily impressed by other boys. Not that she wanted some other boy…but shouldn’t you not get fluttery at the sound of a deep voice if you were ready to get married?
 
   “Um, I don’t know. It’s a bit, maybe, sensitive for public.”
 
   “Ah.” Detective Bryce—Grant—sounded deflated.
 
   “Can you meet me…?” She quickly ran through her options. “Do you know where the Roly Burger in Maywood is?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Can you meet me there? We can talk in the office, with my partner.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Yes, of course. What time?”
 
   She glanced at her phone. “Seven?”
 
   “Yes. I can be there.” He paused. “Thanks for calling.”
 
   Jane ended the call and stared at her phone. If there had never been a Jake, it would have been fun to meet the deep-voiced, baby-faced detective for coffee, to share secrets. And, who was she kidding? It was going to be fun, even if Jake was there.
 
    
 
   Jake shifted restlessly in his rolling desk chair. He looked at his watch. He looked out the window. He looked at Jane. “What time did you say this detective of yours was coming?”
 
   “At seven. Relax.” Jane sat cross-legged on a bench in the foyer of the office. 
 
   Jake’s assistant had gone home for the day, so they had the place to themselves.
 
   Jane had her notebook open on her lap and was going over lists of notes about the case. Not only was she going to report the odd situation of the Malachis’ missing daughter, she was going to attempt to make a case for herself as a soon-to-be-private detective, and hope that Detective Grant Bryce would feel like being her inside informant.
 
   She let out a slow, deep breath.
 
   Jake coughed in the next room.
 
   The solid wood door between them was propped open with a doorstop that was slowly sliding out. Jane got up and shoved it back under with her toe. 
 
   “Is this Bryce character really the only cop you know?”
 
   Jane laughed. “You’re cute when you’re jealous.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel cute.” He snaked his arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “But it’s worth it if you can help find this missing kid.”
 
   There was a knock at the door, and Jane’s heart stopped for a second. So many things hung on this one meeting. She let the detective in and led him to Jake’s office.
 
   Bryce offered his hand to Jake, then Jane. 
 
   “So you’re a housecleaning private eye now?” Bryce had a dimple when he smiled, and though his voice was as deep as ever, that dimple made him look like he was laughing at her.
 
   She bristled. “I’m not licensed yet, so while I clean for Christiana, I’m just keeping my eyes open. Francine thought it would be helpful.” Jane shrugged, hoping she looked nonchalant.
 
   “You might want to double-check how you word your services on your website, then. Don’t want to be misleading your clients.” Bryce smiled, one eyebrow cocked.
 
   “Good idea.” Jane looked to Jake for help. She had already biffed one of her main goals for their meeting. She needed to reel the detective back in.
 
   Jake cleared his throat. “She is a criminal justice student, though, and intends to test for her license as soon as she has all the required credit hours...right now she’s just trying to help a friend.” He rolled his chair a little closer to the other two. “But we’re not here to talk about Jane.”
 
   “You’re her business partner, then?” Bryce looked over Jake’s head at the large picture of the opening day of the first Roly Burger that hung on the wall behind the big, old desk.
 
   Jake leaned forward. “I’m invested in her success.”
 
   Detective Bryce and Jake locked eyes, both faces frozen.
 
   Detective Bryce backed down first. He shrugged slightly. “So Jane, what was it you heard?” 
 
   “Christiana and Josiah Malachi had a daughter named Haven. Four years ago, when she was twelve, she disappeared from their lives. No one reported it, and no one ever mentioned her in public again.”
 
   Detective Bryce winced. “That’s serious. You said her name was Haven Malachi?” He sat down in the chair opposite Jake and took a moment to size him up. He sighed and sat back.
 
   “That’s what I was told.” Jane crossed her legs and leaned forward. “I’ve tried to come up with some natural, simple explanation, but I just can’t.”
 
   “There usually isn’t an innocent or natural reason for a twelve-year-old girl to just disappear.” 
 
   Jane noticed for the first time that he was wearing jeans and a sweater, not a trench coat and collared shirt like when he was working the Swanson case. 
 
   “Where was she last seen?”
 
   “According to Francine de Leon, it was in Toledo, Ohio.”
 
   “And this Francine was the, what did you say, personal assistant to Josiah Malachi?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right.” Jane sat back, feeling a burden lifted, just from sharing the story.
 
   “You really ought to have found out who was working this case, and given the information to them, but I’ll confer and see what we can do.” He shifted in his seat, glancing from Jane to Jake. 
 
   “Do you think you can let me know if you find anything out?” Jane coughed lightly. This was the moment…
 
   Bryce shook his head. “I’ll pass the information on to the guys working the Malachi case.”
 
   “I really would like to know what happened to Haven.” Jane didn’t look away from the detective, hoping her confidence would move him in her favor.
 
   He scratched the back of his neck. “I can’t do that.” He looked at Jake again and frowned. “But if you hear anything else while you’re cleaning, you can…” He turned to Jane, putting his back fully to Jake. “You can always call me.” He did the dimply half-smile thing again, apparently giving flirting one last shot.
 
   Jake swiveled in his chair and scowled at Jane.
 
   She drummed her fingers on her knee. Really, her call to Bryce had been the farthest thing from asking for a date that she could imagine. If either of these two boys thought she was asking for more than just information, they were both daft. She stood up. “Next time I’ll ask for the right person. Sorry to bother you.”
 
   Bryce shrugged. “Let me give you a piece of advice. If you want to solve murders, join the force. If you want to be a private eye, catch cheating husbands. Don’t try and mix the two. It just doesn’t work.”
 
   He nodded at Jake and left.
 
   Jane watched him from the office window. He trudged across the parking lot to his car, hands shoved in his pockets, head down.
 
   “You’re a mean girl, Janey.” Jake laughed.
 
   “I admit my phone call didn’t make me sound like the most professional woman in the world, but I did not imply at all that this would be a date.”
 
   “Not even with the way your eyes lit up when you saw him?” Jake blushed the lightest shade of pink and made a sad puppy face.
 
   “You can hardly blame me. He’s a very handsome detective.” Jane fluttered her eyes and laughed. “Please. Let’s get back to business. Detective Bryce didn’t seem inclined to take me into his confidence, but he is going to try and find the missing child. So that alone made this evening worthwhile. Right?”
 
   “Absolutely. And the good news, I have to admit, is that he digs you, so I bet you ten bucks he’ll call back. You can do something with him, in re a police contact. I don’t like it, but you can.” 
 
   Jane made a disgusted face. “I think you’re right. But I think I’d better not go that route. It strikes me as especially unwise.”
 
   Jake’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “Have I told you lately that I love you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Knowing that the Haven Malachi situation was in good hands didn’t make dusting off the family portraits that no longer had her in them any less painful. How do you go on after a child disappears? How do you go on, acting like nothing happened, running a ministry promising that a holy life will be fruitful in the dollars sense, after something like that?
 
   Jane set down the crystal-framed family portrait of Christiana, Josiah, and two handsome boys in their early teens. She recognized Theo by his freckles. The other was captured in a moment of adolescent awkwardness. Skinny with bad skin and braces. She could see a hint of the pretty boy he had been, but she didn’t think she would have guessed the two boys were the same.
 
   She ran her duster across the deep wood mantel, noting the individual shots of all family members except the missing one. 
 
   If the Malachi family was truly devout in their beliefs, then they could move on from a tragic loss by the power of God. He would give them the strength and joy to make it through their tragedy. But she and Jake had spent the rest of last evening watching old event video footage on YouTube, everything that had been posted since 2010, and not once had the family mentioned the missing child. They hadn’t talked about their grief or what God had done to help them get through it. For a preacher, a sincere preacher, this would have been impossible. 
 
   She took her feather duster to the corners of the built-in bookshelves. Josiah did talk, twice, about stepparenting and helping the boys deal with the loss of their stable two-parent home. So her previous belief that he had tried to pass them off as his own was mistaken. He also talked about how his wife had married and divorced before being saved and what that meant to him as a man of God in light of scripture on divorce. He gave that talk just once, at an event in San Francisco. 
 
   Perhaps he gave more liberal sermons in more liberal cities. But not once had his missing daughter been mentioned. 
 
   He had cried over other tragedies. He had, in fact, openly wept when his mother-in-law died in 2012.
 
   Jane pinched her eyes shut. The complete lack of exploiting his daughter’s disappearance could be explained in two ways. One, it had been so much more painful than anything else they had ever experienced that he was not able to discuss it in any form, or, two, Haven was fine. She was safe, and everyone knew where she was.
 
   Jane exhaled. That, of course, was the real answer.
 
   The child was safe. Christiana knew where she was, and that was what she told Nick in private the last day the child had been mentioned out loud while non-family members were in the room. 
 
   So, if the child, now teenager, was safe and sound, where was she? And why was everything about her a huge secret? 
 
   And what, if anything, did it have to do with Josiah’s murder?
 
   Jane finished dusting and got out her vacuum. Before she could plug it in, a stocky blond man pushed a woman in a wheelchair into the room. Tiffany and Lucas?
 
   Jane smiled and nodded and moved to the back of the room with her vacuum. The man had the weathered look of a skier. She’d guess he was in his early thirties. The woman was younger and, with her thick black hair and rich mahogany skin, could easily be from India. 
 
   “Don’t mind us.” The man shot a quick, friendly smile at Jane. 
 
   A few other people shuffled into the room, including a really small, thin, older Asian man…perhaps “Win.” 
 
   She took Lucas up on his friendly offer to stick around and listen. She made her way back to the bookshelf and settled down in front of it. Seven shelves of rental-house hardbacks should give her plenty to dust while the task force talked. She pulled one out and gently wiped the top and the spine and then replaced it. Yes, this was the right job.
 
   “Thank you, that’s fine.” The speaker was a woman, with warm, round tones to her voice, as though English was her second language but she hadn’t used her first in many, many years. Obviously, the orphan from India, Tiffany. “Don’t say anything until Evelyn gets here.” 
 
   Jane turned to the side to reach the books at the end of the shelf, glad for a reason to be able to see what was going on. Lucas sat on the arm of the couch, his hand resting on his wife’s back. She was settled into the couch with a pillow behind her. The handles of her wheelchair were showing above the back of the couch, but just barely. “Win” sat in the wingback chair, his head resting on the back and his eyes closed. 
 
   Without opening his eyes, he spoke. “Evelyn,” he sighed heavily. “She won’t like.”
 
   Tiffany laughed, the light, airy notes to her voice a comforting sound. “Not at first, no, but Lucas will help her see. And Robert will be for it, if he ever shows up.” She checked her watch.
 
   “You’re with me, right, Nguyen? Christiana needs a rest. Deserves a rest. I hate to see her pushing herself like this when clearly she is at her breaking point.” Lucas had big blue eyes, the kind with pale eyelashes, set in a round German face. He was handsome and looked kind.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” Nguyen nodded. “I think she need rest.”
 
   “I agree, the poor lady.” Tiffany looked over her shoulder. “Where is she, anyway?”
 
   “She said she’d be at the gym all morning, so this is a good time to meet,” Lucas said. 
 
   Evelyn joined them. She dumped a heavy purse and a winter coat on the back of the armchair she sat in. “What’s this about, then?” She held her fist to her mouth and coughed. Her nose was red and her cheeks flushed. It wasn’t particularly cold out, so the health part of the health-and-wealth philosophy must have been failing her.
 
   “Evelyn, can I get you some tea?” Tiffany asked. “Something warm for your throat?”
 
   Evelyn coughed again. 
 
   Jane gritted her teeth. She needed to stay quietly where she was. To go unnoticed so they would be completely frank with her there. But she hated, hated sending the girl in the wheelchair into the kitchen to make tea, when she ought to offer to do it.
 
   “No, thanks.” Evelyn lifted a Starbucks cup. “I got something on the way.”
 
   Jane stifled a sigh of relief. She needed to be invisible, at least for this conversation.
 
   “I’m glad you could come.” Lucas stood up and took her hand, giving her a warm, two-handed shake. “I am worried about Christiana. She’s working herself to the bone.”
 
   “That’s what she does,” Evelyn said.
 
   “But she doesn’t need to.” Tiffany ran her hand through her long, thick black hair, the waves cascading over her shoulder. Jane was mesmerized for the moment. Tiffany seemed so serene and strong despite her mobility difficulties. “We’re here for her. That’s the point of us, isn’t it? To support the ministry any way possible.”
 
   “True, true.” Nguyen was also serene, his eyes still closed, his head still reclined behind him. But as he had an overall stillness of body, he seemed as though he was meditating, rather than resting.
 
   “What do you want to do about it? It’s not like anyone has ever been able to tell Christiana how to do anything. Except Josiah, of course.” Evelyn dabbed at her nose with a tissue.
 
   “I want to give her a rest. At least until after the funeral. Or maybe even after the investigation is over.” Lucas began to pace the room, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his jeans.
 
   “You want to cancel the camp revival? That’s an awful idea,” Evelyn said. “My brother wouldn’t have liked that at all.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to cancel it.” Lucas paused beside Evelyn’s chair and rested his hand on her arm. “I just want to let her rest and be blessed during it, rather than preach.”
 
   “And who do you suggest preach instead?” Evelyn asked.
 
   “Lucas.” Nguyen opened his eyes. “It should be Lucas. Josiah prepare him for this day. Always teaching. Always working with Lucas.” He smiled.
 
   “Oh!” Tiffany said. “Would you be willing, Lucas? It would be so wonderful if you would step up, take on Josiah’s mantle. Lead the work.” She sighed, a dreamy look in her eyes. “Just for the time, until Christiana has recovered.”
 
   “If Lucas is willing to do it, I don’t see why Christiana should say no. It’s not like she’s after the spotlight.” Evelyn erupted in a fit of coughing that had her bent over. 
 
   After she had caught her breath, Lucas knelt down beside her. “Have you had enough of this misery yet?” he asked with a laugh.
 
   “Most definitely.” Evelyn had a sparkle in her eye and chuckled too.
 
   “Then let’s pray.”  He placed his hand on her back.
 
   Nguyen rose and joined Lucas, laying a hand on Evelyn’s shoulder. 
 
   Tiffany folded her hands where she was.
 
   Jane closed her eyes and prayed her own prayer, for Evelyn’s health, and for wisdom and discernment as she tried to untangle the case. 
 
   It was hard to spot the murderer in a group of people that seemed so genuinely nice.
 
   
  
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The small group had broken up after they had prayed over Evelyn. As far as Jane could see, nothing had been resolved, but Christiana’s son Theo had wandered into the living room. He sat in the middle of the couch and spread his arms across the back of it.
 
   “Isn’t this a regular meeting of the minds?” He sneered in a practiced way.
 
   “Mornin’, Theo.” Tiffany offered him a smile that illuminated her face with dimpled beauty. For a moment, Jane couldn’t take her eyes off of her.
 
   “Tiff.” Theo nodded at the woman. “Scheming to take over the world, are we?”
 
   “Just scheming to give your mom a break.” Lucas took a seat on the floor next to Evelyn, putting Theo in a symbolic place of power over him.
 
   Jane wondered if it had been a calculated move. 
 
   The smug look Theo gave Lucas made her think it was more the natural undercurrent of the group. 
 
   “If you can make that happen, you will have earned your keep for once.” Theo tilted his head back on the couch and closed his eyes. “When do we get to leave this godforsaken city?”
 
   “I guess that’s for the police to say.” Evelyn used motherly tones with her stepnephew, despite the racking cough that split her sentence in half.
 
   “Are you here to spread the plague or be healed?” Theo asked.
 
   “Neither. I want to help your mom, just like everyone else. When do you think she’s coming home?”
 
   “Late.”
 
   Evelyn blew her nose. “Then I’m going back to my hotel to sit in the jetted bathtub and steam away my misery. You all can call me when Christiana has submitted to good sense.” She rose with effort and trudged out of the room.
 
   “One down.” Theo didn’t open his eyes.
 
   “I go too, Teo.” Nguyen stood. “You call when need, yes?”
 
   “Of course, brother. Can you make sure Evelyn makes it home safe?” Lucas patted his friend on the leg as he passed. 
 
   “Yes, yes.”
 
   The task force members were maybe at the same hotel, but not in a rental like Josiah and his family. Did they each have their own car, or would Nguyen travel with Evelyn? Jane craned her neck to see if she could catch a glimpse of them leaving.
 
   “That makes two.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do for you or Nick?” Tiffany asked.
 
   “I think, at a time of grieving like this, privacy is all our little family asks.” Theo didn’t move a muscle, and his voice was likewise emotionless.
 
   “Tiff and I are going to slip into the office and get some work done, but we won’t come out again until your mom gets home or we give up waiting. How does that sound?” Lucas got up and helped his wife into her wheelchair.
 
   “Peachy.”
 
   Lucas rolled Tiffany away.
 
   Jane perched on the step stool, trying to make her motions as small as possible. She wavered, and realized she had been holding her breath. She still had three bookshelves full of books to dust, so she couldn’t just leave with Theo sitting there. She shoved the Reader’s Digest Condensed Best Books of 1987 back into its spot on the shelf.
 
   “Sure good to have you around. Without you, we might have all died of decorative-book-dust poisoning.”
 
   His words were like a slap from nowhere, and Jane burst into laughter. 
 
   Theo opened his eyes. “Funny?”
 
   “Hilarious, because that’s just what I was thinking.” She stepped off of the stool and folded it up. “Do you know how hard it is to think of reasons to linger in a clean house? The spying-maid gig is harder than I thought it would be.”
 
   Theo leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “So whodunit?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “Did the A-Team drop any illuminating clues?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “So what do you do next? Report ‘nothing to see here’ to the police detective?”
 
   Jane packed her dusters into her cleaning caddy. “As a matter of fact, I kind of have to keep this all on the down low. Turns out cops don’t love amateurs poking their noses into murder investigations.”
 
   “Despite that, you’re happily taking my mother’s money to clean a perfectly clean house.”
 
   “Sure.” Jane shrugged. “I don’t charge her any more than I charge my other clients. And no one ever lets the maid clean a dirty house.”
 
   This time Theo laughed.
 
   “What about you?” Jane ventured. “Do you really think Francine did it?”
 
   “Sure. Or maybe a delusional religious fanatic.” Theo’s face reddened. “It shouldn’t be too hard to find out who stuck him, since there were only so many people on the stage with him that day. The question is, who ordered him killed?”
 
   “Did you believe in your stepdad’s ministry?” Jane’s heart beat so loud she thought the neighbors could hear it, but she needed to take advantage of the boy’s unusual chattiness.
 
   “It worked for them.” Theo’s face froze, though it reddened another shade.
 
   “But not for you?”
 
   “People pay good money to get what they want out of life. If Josiah Malachi gave people what they wanted, who am I to complain?” 
 
   “So, is life a lot different with your mom than with your dad?”
 
   “Not really.” 
 
   Jane tilted her head. How could it not be vastly different with all of the travel and the revivals? “What do you mean?”
 
   “Dad’s rich too, though maybe not quite as famous. And he’s also never home. Can’t be any closer to the same than that.” Theo leaned back again.
 
   Jane was losing him, but she wasn’t ready to yet. “How does losing Josiah compare to losing your sister?”
 
   Theo kept his mouth shut.
 
   “She was your sister, wasn’t she?”
 
   “Yes, Haven is my sister.” Theo’s voice was clipped. He took a deep breath and held it.
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “No one ever told me.” His jaw worked side to side.
 
   “But she was twelve when she disappeared. How could they not talk about it? Not explain what happened? Not try to find her?”
 
   Theo didn’t speak, but Jane let the pause last, remembering the advice she had learned in school to give your interviewee twelve seconds before you decided they weren’t going to answer.
 
   “The answer to that is obvious, isn’t it?”
 
   Jane didn’t answer. She didn’t want to guess wrong and have him clam up.
 
   “If no one is looking for you, it means they know where you are, and aren’t worried.”
 
   “So where is she, then?” Jane didn’t mean to whisper it, but her body was reacting like Theo was a wild animal. Small movements, quiet sounds. 
 
   “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be cooling my heels in Portland, Oregon, would I?” Theo forced himself to his feet. A vein throbbed in his temple, and he clenched and unclenched his fists. He barely had control over himself. “Get out before I call my mom and tell her what you are really doing here.” 
 
   Jane stood her ground, but put her hand to her car keys in her jeans pocket. 
 
   Theo took a step towards her, but hesitated. He flexed his fingers and then grabbed his phone from the side table.
 
   Jane exhaled. 
 
   Theo locked eyes with her, his whole body tense with anger.
 
   The fluffy white cat brushed against Jane’s legs, purring. She pushed it aside gently, and picked up her cleaning caddy.
 
   “Don’t you ever kick that cat, Girl Detective.” Theo’s voice was cold.
 
   “Ah, ah…” Jane looked around for the cat, and spied it resting in a beam of sunshine. “Of course not.”
 
   Theo grunted and walked away.
 
   Theo, at least, thought his parents were behind his missing sister, and was still very angry about it. 
 
   But was he angry enough to have killed his stepfather? 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
 
   Jane parked her car at home and took the bus to school. The bus on her route was a new one, the vinyl seats were free of rips and tears, and the one she sat on wasn’t even sticky. 
 
   She was one of four people riding, and the only smell she noticed was the springy scent of cut grass blowing in from the window in front of her. She sighed and leaned her head back. Riding the bus wasn’t what she’d call fun—even a clean one—but it was better than paying for parking downtown.
 
   The rolling pace of the bus as it tooled down Powell Boulevard almost had her asleep when her phone chimed. 
 
   She had a text from Detective Bryce.
 
   “Just thought you should know, HM AOK.”
 
   She stared at it. Was he allowed to tell her that? Assuming that meant that Haven Malachi was fine, that is. Could he tell her that? And if he was working outside of normal rules, would she be leading him on to thank him for it?
 
   She skipped the thank-you and went straight to the point: “How? Where? WHY?” 
 
   His response came fast: “HIPPA. Can’t say. Just…don’t worry.”
 
   She scrunched her nose up. Dang HIPAA laws. They kept her from getting all the news she needed. “THNX.” A text-shorthand thank-you couldn’t be leading him on, anyway. 
 
   And she was thankful. A lightness, like the smell of the cut grass in the air, came with the news the missing girl was “AOK.” But that alone wasn’t the same as knowing where, why, or how she was AOK. And it didn’t mean that someone in the house wouldn’t kill because she had been sent away.
 
   Why would they send a twelve-year-old away?
 
   She ought to have been too young for an unwanted pregnancy (at least Jane prayed that was the case), and anyway, that would only have been for nine or ten months, not four years. She could have been put in an asylum for mental issues, or a care home if she had been seriously injured. Or a boarding school if she had been acting up. There were several ways a child could disappear and still be safe, in a technical sense. But which one was it?
 
   Jane googled Haven Malachi Toledo Ohio in many variations and spellings for the rest of her ride to school, but apart from one false lead, a “Haven House in Toledo, Ohio, run by Malachi Rosales,” she came up empty. 
 
   She was glad class was all tests today. It forced her to concentrate on the work at hand instead of losing herself in the investigation while she was supposed to be learning. But as soon as the test was over, she hit the park blocks. The new grass and spring leaves on the trees colored the center of campus like someone had gone over them with crayon. 
 
   Jane munched a granola bar while she plotted her next move. 
 
   Haven Malachi still existed, but could provide a motive for the murder, so she needed to find out the four Ws on that situation.
 
   Francine had been missing in action. It was about payday, so she needed to be found, and more conversations about the working relationships among the task force team members needed to be had.
 
   Jane needed to double-check her schedule. The Malachi Ministries were definitely having another event, and it sounded like they were having it soon. She needed to be there, 100 percent. Francine would know about that.
 
   Jane tossed her granola bar wrapper in the trash next to her bench and called Francine.
 
   “Francine speaking.”
 
   “This is Jane. When can we talk?” She didn’t mince words. Who knew which of the strolling couples, lounging students, or businessmen out for a lunchtime breath of fresh air were listening?
 
   “Jane…I’m just not up to it right now.” Francine’s voice sounded broken.
 
   “I understand that this is hard, but I have new information and we need to talk.”
 
   “You…you do?” Francine whispered.
 
   “Yes. I’m free after three today. Can we meet somewhere? My office, maybe?” Jane bit her tongue. Of course she meant Jake’s office, but it was beginning to feel like home.
 
   “Can we do it at four? I can be ready then.”
 
   “Thank you. That’ll be great.” Jane explained they’d be meeting above the Roly Burger in Maywood just outside of town, and ended the call. She had half an hour before the next class, so she went over her notes again. 
 
   She hadn’t bothered to pursue the name Wilt Peterson that she had seen in the books in one of the boys’ bedrooms, since learning that wasn’t their name. But maybe she should. And she still hadn’t seen or heard from Christiana’s son Nick. But perhaps Wendy from her missional community had—or had heard from the person pretending to be Nick, which could be useful, maybe. Jane texted Wendy.
 
   Wendy responded right away. “Nick called!” 
 
   Jane stared at the message. That was bold for someone with a false identity. Her stomach twisted. She texted Wendy right back. “Don’t meet him.” If the person calling himself Nick Malachi was some weird Internet liar, and wanted to get together with Wendy, Wendy could be in a lot of danger.
 
   “Dnt b like that!” Wendy texted. “I’ve knwn him 4ever. Mtng 2mrrw. Coffee Sbx.”
 
   “When? Where?” Jane’s heart was racing. This was how girls disappeared forever. 
 
   “LOL! Fine. But pretend like u rn’t there! Sbx across from church @ 8.”
 
   Jane exhaled. She and Jake needed to get out anyway. And maybe she could have Detective Bryce on speed dial.
 
   When her second and last class cut out a little early, she breathed a prayer of thanks and caught the first bus to Maywood she could find.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jane met Francine in the parking lot, and they headed up the back stairs to the corporate office together. 
 
   Jane greeted the admin assistant with a smile, but the girl shook her head at Jane. Red faced and clearly distressed, she put her hand out to stop them from going into Jake’s office.
 
   “Is it the mayor?”
 
   The assistant chewed her lip, then shook her head no.
 
   “Can you give me a moment, Francine?” Jane moved to the door of the office, but the assistant stood up. “I can’t let you go in; I’m sorry.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but she was serious.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   The assistant scratched her ear. “Honestly? I don’t know. But Jake is in a big meeting and told me he couldn’t be disturbed at all. I asked about you, and he said not even for Jane!” 
 
   Francine inhaled loudly and wrinkled her nose. 
 
   “It’s no problem,” Jane said. “Francine, why don’t we go downstairs and get a booth. The parking lot was pretty empty. I think we’ll have enough privacy. And I can buy you a coffee.”
 
   “Fine.” Francine’s single word was clipped short.
 
   Someone in the other room seemed to be yelling, but Jane couldn’t make out the words. Despite her fondness for the eighty-year-old building, she wished it had been made of thinner, cheaper materials so she could hear better.
 
   Downstairs they ordered coffee and took the farthest booth from the kitchen. They were the only guests.
 
   Francine held the paper cup in her thin white hands, but didn’t move to drink it. Her lips were pressed tight and her eyes were shadowed. When she had said she wasn’t up for this, she seemed to have meant it. 
 
   Jane sipped her own steaming drink and prayed that she’d be able to warm up her client. “Let me just say that I’ve heard back about…” She lowered her voice and took a deep breath. “I’ve heard back about Haven. She is fine.”
 
   Francine’s lips parted, but otherwise, she was perfectly still.
 
   “Because of the HIPAA laws, I can’t get any details from the police. But…it’s good that she’s safe.”
 
   Francine sucked a breath in. Then her shoulders relaxed. “I am so very glad to hear that.” She lifted her cup to her lips and blew into it.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
   Francine nodded. 
 
   “Where has Nick been? I’ve met Theo a couple of times; I’ve seen Christiana in passing. I’ve run across most of the task force. But I haven’t seen hide nor hair of Nick, and after cleaning out his room the first day, his stuff seems to be untouched.”
 
   “He moved back to the hotel with the rest of the team.”
 
   “But why did he do that?”
 
   Francine exhaled slowly through tight lips. “I assume it’s because he is angry with someone at the house. His mom, or his brother. I know that he wants to be more involved in the ministry, so maybe that played a part in it.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he have been at the task force meetings?”
 
   “Because he wasn’t a member. He…how do I say this…” She chewed her lip. “He hasn’t been baptized in the Holy Spirit, so he can’t be on the task force.”
 
   Jane rolled her eyes. 
 
   Francine chuckled. “I know it seems like it wouldn’t follow…”
 
   “Don’t they manufacture that through a carefully choreographed event with lots of bells, whistles, lights, emotions, and drugs?”
 
   Francine shook her head. “Josiah manipulates the audience, it’s true. And he uses hallucinogenics. But they were different with their kids. They would be, I suppose. They didn’t let them in on any of the business side of things. They prayed together as a family, they served the needy together. That’s what Nick, Theo, and Haven were shown. It’s all they were allowed to see. The boys spend time with their dad, yes, but otherwise, it’s been homeschooling, church, church camps, revival meetings, and the full appearance of a devout family life.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jane ran her fingers through her hair. “So they expected the boys to have a spiritual baptism—their praying-in-tongues moment—before they’d let them into the ministry. But what about the task force? Did everyone in the inner circle pass the same kind of test? Are they all legitimate?”
 
   “Yes.” Francine sipped her coffee, then breathed in slowly as though she had burned her tongue. “I’m the personal assistant. A businessperson, not part of the ministry in action, so I knew about the drugs from the beginning. I was the one…I was the one who worked with his contacts in Berkeley. As with all things, nothing but the best for Josiah Malachi. If it wasn’t expensive and exclusive, he didn’t want it. But as to everyone else…I think he wanted everyone to believe his visions were the…normal…kind. I think Josiah even wanted Christiana to believe it was all real. He had been using for several years before he introduced the LSD to the team.”
 
   “He had been trying to fool his wife, even?” Jane interrupted.
 
   “Yes, he had been. But he didn’t confess, really. He just said that God had told him to do it. Told him that he had more to show him, and that he would use a new tool.” A look of disgust passed over Francine’s face. “So he confessed that he was like Jonah and that he had withheld the message of truth from us all; then he passed around the tabs and asked us all to take them.”
 
   Jane inhaled sharply.
 
   “I pretended to, and watched what happened with everyone else.”
 
   “Who was on the team at the time?” 
 
   “The team hasn’t changed since that day, and I don’t think it would have, ever again. Much too risky to let someone else in on this.”
 
   “So he couldn’t let his boys in on the task force until he knew they fully believed in the second baptism and were willing to accept whatever Josiah told them the Holy Spirit had said.”
 
   “That, or he would never have invited them, in the end.”
 
   “What’s going to happen at the next revival meeting?”
 
   “I don’t know. Josiah’s supply of drugs is missing, so whoever preaches will have to do without the enhancement. And I still don’t know who will be preaching.”
 
   “I want to be at that meeting.” Jane was forming an idea, a way to learn more about her key suspects. “Would you do me a favor?”
 
   Francine looked wary. 
 
   “Would you encourage the task force members to share the preaching? Let Christiana and Lucas preach? And Tiffany, if she is willing. Or anyone else. Tell them…tell them it won’t be filmed.” 
 
   Francine nodded. “So that they will take more risks?”
 
   “Yes. Exactly. I want to watch them interact, and I want them to feel free…”
 
   “If word gets around that it isn’t being filmed, don’t you think that could be dangerous?”
 
   Jane paused. Was she inviting the killer to kill again? 
 
   Maybe so. 
 
   If the killer was angry at Josiah for something the ministry had done to his life, continuing with their revival schedule might incite him to kill again. “No, I think you’re right. Just tell them it won’t be aired live.” Jane drummed her fingers. If the task force knew the event was on film, they would probably be more subtle, more cautious, but they wouldn’t be as likely to kill.
 
   Of course, Josiah’s death was on film.
 
   Jane shook her head to clear the tangle. There was no way around that. If the revival was when the killer wanted to strike again, the housemaid wasn’t going to be able to stop them from holding it. She’d have to call Detective Bryce and tell him about her fears…or let Bryce tell her who else to call. 
 
   “I have another favor to ask.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “A friend of mine thinks that Nick Malachi is her dearest online friend. She also thinks she’s meeting him at Starbucks tomorrow for coffee—their first-ever real-life meet up. Would you have a current picture I could check out? I’m going to be sitting quietly in the background. I just want to make sure she’s safe.”
 
   Francine chuckled. “I think you’ll recognize him. Excuse me.” She got up, but came back quickly with the complimentary copy of the Sunday paper that had been spread out on a nearby table. She pulled out the Penny’s ad and pointed to a tan, chiseled face.
 
   “He looks like that guy?” Jane asked.
 
   “He is that guy.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “His real dad works entertainment. He has connections.” 
 
   The man in the ad was young, but had smoldering dark eyes, chiseled features, and a steely look about him. He was dark complected—Jane remembered his real last name was Rizzo and found his Mediterranean look less surprising. 
 
   “So if the handsomest man I’ve ever seen in my whole entire life joins my friend Wendy from church, I shouldn’t be surprised.”
 
   “No. I think that would be a sign that all is aboveboard. But how did your friend say she met him?”
 
   “Online, in a Pentecostal youth group chat room. She says they’ve been friends for years, but didn’t know that Josiah was his stepdad, or that Nick had a sister.”
 
   Francine raised her eyebrow. “So either Nick is a liar, or someone is pretending to be Nick.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Jane got the whens and wheres of the upcoming revival meeting, and said goodbye to Francine. She waited with her coffee, hoping Jake would come down and see her—and explain what the trouble upstairs was all about.
 
    
 
   When Jake finally made it downstairs, he was smiling. He looked relieved, but he was also sparkling, and since he wasn’t a vampire, whatever he had grappled with upstairs had taken effort.
 
   He slid into the booth next to Jane and handed her a milkshake. 
 
   “What on earth was going on upstairs?” 
 
   Jake put his finger to her lips. “Shh. Let’s leave work upstairs.”
 
   Jane took a nice long draw on the chocolate malt. “I’m glad you didn’t give up milkshakes when you added smoothies to the menu here.”
 
   The scruffy college boy who was working the counter carried a tray with a huge burger and a mountain of fries to their table. 
 
   “Tuck your shirt in, Evan.” Jake wasn’t mean, but he did sound serious.
 
   Evan mumbled an apology and tucked his shirt in as he walked away.
 
   Jane let Jake have a few bites of his lunch before she tried again. “Is the Roly Burger/Yo-Heaven empire in trouble?”
 
   Jake flushed. “No.”
 
   “Are you having a problem with employees?” She was grasping, but curiosity was killing her. 
 
   “Just, don’t ever work with family, okay?” Instead of saying more, he took a huge bite of his burger.
 
   “Okay. I won’t press—right now.” Instead she caught him up on everything she had learned from Francine, Wendy, and Detective Bryce. Then she introduced Jake to Nick Malachi the model.
 
   “That’s worse than the stupid detective. I should marry you now so you could quit working and just spend your life shopping.” He smiled. 
 
   Jane laughed, but only because she knew he didn’t mean she’d ever have to quit work. Before she left she ripped Nick’s picture from the ad, folded it with care, and slipped it into her wallet.
 
   
  
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
   
 
 
   The next day Jane left a message with Detective Bryce about her fears for the big event, but didn’t expect a call back. If she had a contact working the case, and had a specific threat in mind, she would have pursued the matter more closely, but her vague, lingering fear had been soothed by leaving the message.
 
   She made it through school—the days-till-graduation countdown falling like beads from a string—but her day didn’t feel like it really started until she had established herself at Starbucks, waiting for Jake, and the couple she planned to spy on.
 
   Wendy arrived first, and settled in one of the oversized armchairs tucked into the private corner of the café. 
 
   Jane moved tables to get a better view of the back corner.
 
   She nodded at Wendy, but Wendy looked away. 
 
   Jane pulled out a book and pretended to read, waiting for both Jake and Nick to show up.
 
   When they came in together, Jane almost fell out of her chair. 
 
   There was no mistaking Nick. He was at least six foot two, broad shouldered, slim waisted, and wearing what Jane knew for a fact were three-hundred-dollar jeans. He laughed at something Jake said, and held the door open for him. 
 
   Jake led him straight to Jane’s chair, bypassing the waiting Wendy entirely.
 
   Wendy, who had her eyes trained on the door, didn’t even flinch. She must not have seen a picture of Nick before.
 
   “Hey, babe.” Jake leaned over to kiss Jane’s cheek in greeting as she stood up to offer Nick her hand. She cracked the top of her head on his chin. It smarted, but Jake laughed. “Easy.”
 
   “Hey, there.”
 
   “Jane, this is Nick. He’s meeting Wendy from our missional community—for the first time.” Jake winked. “Is she here yet?”
 
   Nick looked at his feet and blushed.
 
   Jane’s mouth bobbed open. She looked from the blushing Adonis to Wendy, sweet and pretty, but still, just regular old Wendy, sitting in the back of the restaurant, staring at the door with hope in her eyes. “Uh…”
 
   Jake gave the room the 360. “Ah, there she is! Why didn’t you say so? Come on and meet your online lover.” Jake indicated Wendy with the tilt of his head and led Nick away.
 
   Jane sat back down. 
 
   What had just happened?
 
   “Come join us, Janey!” Jake called from across the room.
 
   She walked across the coffee shop like she was floating. God had his hand on this meeting, that much was for sure. Now she wouldn’t have to hope she heard enough to decide if Nick was legit. She’d know for sure.
 
   She nestled into one of the four armchairs and sipped her coffee. She would rely on her natural reticence and let the other three talk while she just listened. Jake was great at insinuating himself into tight situations, but Jane was good at listening, and she’d make her best use of that tonight.
 
   Awkward silence immediately followed everyone taking a seat. 
 
   Wendy had turned twelve shades of red, and could now probably be classified as “purple.” 
 
   Nick stammered hello to Wendy, and then took the only seat left, which happened to be the farthest from his date. 
 
   Jake leaned forward and grinned. “So how did you two meet? I know you said online, but eHarmony? Match.com? What? I need a hint for when Jane wises up and kicks me to the curb.”
 
   Jane stared at Jake. “Rather than that, how do you and Nick know each other?”
 
   Nick worked up the nerve to create a whole sentence and answered for Jake. “As it turns out, we were camp buddies. Three years running. I recognized him in the parking lot.”
 
   “It could be said that I still look like a twelve-year-old.”
 
   Nick cast a shy glance over at Wendy, and blushed. “Lucky for me, though; I don’t know that I would have been brave enough to come up and say hello.”
 
   Wendy smiled and looked at him through lowered lashes. 
 
   If Jane were Wendy, she would also be completely overwhelmed by the sight of the catalogue model who had just appeared. 
 
   “But since you asked, we met in a church chat group about six years ago. A youth group thing.” Nick shifted in his seat. He drummed his fingers on his knee while he spoke, and tapped his toes on the floor. 
 
   Were his nerves from puppy love, or plain introversion, or was he all keyed up because he knew he had a few confessions to make to his friend? America’s Next Top Model had proved that some models were terribly shy in social situations, even though they were comfortable in front of the camera. Whatever Nick had come to say, he was looking shier by the minute. 
 
   Wendy’s mouth was turned down in a small frown, and her eyes had started to sparkle as though tears were peeking through. Clearly a happy foursome was not her dream first date. 
 
   Jane’s heart broke for her, and her hopes of being an insider on this conversation turned to ashes in her mouth. “We should give them some privacy.” Jane spoke in a stage whisper so that Wendy would be sure to hear, while Nick could pretend not to have heard. 
 
   Wendy looked up, her brows lifted hopefully.
 
   “We can catch up later.” Jake patted Nick’s back on his way to a far table.
 
   Jane led Jake back to the table she had selected before…distant, but with a good view. “I hated to leave, but they weren’t going to say anything with us sitting there.”
 
   Jake sat with his back to the couple, and Jane sat so she could watch them from the corner of her eye. “I hadn’t planned on walking in with him, that’s for sure.”
 
   “But you really did know him? It wasn’t a ruse?”
 
   “Yup. My old cabinmate Rizzo the Rat. I know you said their dad was named Rizzo, but I really wouldn’t have put two and two together.”
 
   “The Rat?” The nickname fit Nick’s stepdad, that was for sure, but did it fit him? Jane hoped not, because with his good looks, there was no way Wendy was going to drop him now.
 
   “From Muppets. You remember Rizzo. Gonzo’s friend. Rizzo was a good guy. We all liked him.”
 
   “You say he was a good guy, but, what do you mean by that?”
 
   Jake frowned. “At camp, being a good guy meant you always had matches on hand, knew the trail to the out-of-boundaries waterfall, and shared the candy your parents sent you. He wasn’t sneaky in a way that harmed us boys, and wasn’t bad in a way that would have gotten anyone in trouble. That said, if he hadn’t been called the Rat, I might not have remembered him at all.”
 
   “But you didn’t remember him when I showed you his picture?”
 
   Jake laughed. “Are you kidding? He’s half a foot taller, no longer has glasses and braces, and his face has cleared up nicely. Even after he introduced himself, it took me a minute to place him.”
 
   Jane glanced at the lovers. She couldn’t read their lips, but they didn’t seem to be saying much either, just sort of gazing at each other with big cow eyes and drinking coffee. “So, what were you called at camp?”
 
   Jake hunkered down and narrowed his eyes. “If I tell you this, you have to promise never to reveal it to anyone, ever again. Do you understand?”
 
   Jane held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.” 
 
   “Jane, this is no time for sarcasm. This is serious. This is real.”
 
   Jane pulled her eyes away from the couple. 
 
   Jake took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Wait—” Jane held her hand up discreetly. “Nick just apologized. I’m not sure what for, but Wendy’s eyes are all red.” Jane mouthed the words, and kept her eyes on Jake while she spoke. She gave him a sappy, big-eyed look and tried to blush. Were Wendy or Nick to look their way, she wanted to appear to be completely absorbed in Jake.
 
   She looked at the couple again, quickly. “Now they are holding hands. What do you think? Do you trust him?”
 
   “Bob.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They called me Bob.”
 
   “Um…like your dad?”
 
   “No, as in Sideshow. They called me Sideshow Bob.” Jake’s face was red, but he looked to Jane like he enjoyed revealing the secret.
 
   “Hold on, I think they are getting ready to leave.” Jane grabbed her purse. “We should follow them, right?”
 
   “Because my middle name is Terwilliger. That’s why.”
 
   “Okay. I get it. Simpsons reference. Embarrassing but funny. You tell everyone but make them promise not to tell. Scene: done. But hurry, we need to follow those two.”
 
   Jake leaned back and crossed his arms. “You see right through me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yup. Why aren’t you coming?” Jane could still see Wendy and Nick holding hands outside, lingering by the door of Wendy’s car.
 
   “We’re not going to follow them, because they took separate cars and because we know where both of them live and because tonight Wendy is going to call you and tell you every word he said. How do I know all of this? Thank you for asking. Because I have an obnoxious sister who is nothing like you and everything like every other girl on the planet.” Jake stood up slowly and offered Jane his arm. “In fact, since Wendy is a proper member of your missional community and lives within walking distance of your apartment, she may just turn up at your door. It’s not late. What say you we head to your place and hang out for a while?”
 
   Jane grinned. “Well played, Sideshow. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Jake hung out at Jane’s place until after eleven, but Wendy didn’t drop by, or call. Conversation slowed, and a sense of dread filled Jane that she didn’t dare even pray about out loud. 
 
   “She’s fine, Jane.” Jake squeezed her hand, and left without trying to steal even the smallest kiss.
 
   Jane bolted the deadbolt on her front door and turned her back to it. Sure, Wendy was fine. Why wouldn’t she be?
 
   
  
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “Did you check your messages last night?” Gemma passed Jane a full mug of coffee.
 
   Jane wrinkled her nose. It was too full for cream. She rubbed her itching eyes, and vowed (again) to never drink coffee after five in the evening. She tried to answer, but when she opened her mouth, all she could do was yawn.
 
   “Someone from the police called, and it sounded kind of important.”
 
   Jane pressed her hand over her closed eyes and let her arm hold up the weight of her tired head. She yawned again. “What did they say?”
 
   “Something about your website. Someone called Grant. I guess you should probably call them. I erased it accidentally, or I wouldn’t have asked.”
 
   Website. Grant. Police. Jane tried to fit the words together like a puzzle, but they didn’t make a picture she understood.
 
   She jabbed at her phone with her thumb until she magically pulled up her website.
 
   It didn’t look like it had been hacked or anything. Ben, Gemma’s ex-stepbrother and so Jane’s ex-stepcousin, had done a good job, though she thought the mop bucket/spyglass logo was a bit cheesy. And, as Theo had pointed out, having a housecleaning-detective website sort of ruined the point of sneaking around pretending to be just a housecleaner. 
 
   She signed into Squarespace to see how much she could monkey with it on her phone, which was not at all. 
 
   “What did he say about my website?” Two drinks of the black dreck Gemma called coffee had cleared her head a little, and she remembered that Grant was Detective Bryce’s first name.
 
   Gemma shrugged. “I’m so sorry, I accidentally deleted it. I didn’t mean to, or I totally would have listened more carefully and written it down.”
 
   Jane stared at her logo and took another long, tongue-burning drink of coffee.
 
   Mop. Spyglass. Maid. Detective. Grant. Bryce. Phone. Website. 
 
   Shoot.
 
   Jane shut her phone off. She told Detective Bryce—promised him, really—that she wasn’t hiring herself out as a private investigator without a license. 
 
   What had prompted that obvious lie? 
 
   She grimaced. It was way too easy to fib in this business.
 
   She weighed the pros and cons of showering and getting dressed before she called Detective Bryce back. But, as nice as it would be to put off the phone call, she decided to do it immediately—half-hoping she could leave a message.
 
   “Detective Bryce.” His voice was bright, almost happy. 
 
   “This is Jane Adler.” Her own voice came out wavery, with morning crust all around the edges still. “I was told you called.” She bit her tongue. She had meant to apologize straightaway.
 
   “Ah yes, our amateur detective student who is absolutely not taking money for investigative services without a license.” He cleared his throat, but Jane thought she heard him laugh behind the cough.
 
   “I am so sorry. My website. I jumped the gun. I just got excited about the future. I will call my webmaster and have him pull it as soon as I hang up.”
 
   “That’s a very good idea. Otherwise the Department of Security would have to hear about it, and there would be fines.” 
 
   She was sure he was still laughing.
 
   “Thank you for letting me off with a warning.” Jane bit her thumbnail and waited. If she had to bet money on it, she’d bet he wasn’t just letting her off with a warning.
 
   “You said you were in Portland State’s criminal justice program?”
 
   “Yes…” 
 
   “Have you started your internship yet?” 
 
   She tried to read his voice, and just couldn’t. Was he hinting at her amateur status? Calling her out on just taking a few classes? What exactly was his game?
 
   “Technically, I’m just taking a few of the classes. I’m a business major.” 
 
   “They let you do that?” The surprise in his voice was obvious. 
 
   “Er, technically, well, they didn’t stop me.” Jane hadn’t exactly applied for and enrolled in the school of Criminology and Criminal Justice. No point in changing majors this close to being finished and all. She had just sort of fit in some electives. Or at least, that’s how she explained it to herself.
 
   “Ah. No big deal. I was just wondering if you, er, wanted to do a ride along or something. I mean, you seem pretty serious about it.”
 
   Jane’s heart jumped into her throat. “Of course I would! That would be fantastic!” She bounced in her seat like a three-year-old, but didn’t care. “When?”
 
   “Saturday would be the best day for me.” Detective Bryce sounded surprised again, and happy.
 
   “That works. I can make that work. Saturday it is. Where do I go? What do I do?”
 
   “Meet me at the Burnside police station at nine.” He paused. “It’ll be fun.”
 
   “I’ll see you then!” Jane ended the call and danced around the room. She flopped back on the couch and called Jake. 
 
   “Erg.” His morning greeting lacked something of her enthusiasm.
 
   “You’ll never guess, don’t even try. I get to do a police ride along! I can’t believe it! I’m going to have a list of questions a mile long. First I’m going to find out exactly how these guys work with private investigators, then I’m going to ask everything I possibly can about the Malachi case.”
 
   “Going off with that Bryce, are you?”
 
   “Who else? No one else knows me or would invite me on a ride along, and you know me, I’d die before I asked. I mean, eventually I’ll have to arrange my internship, I think. Something like that. Oh jeesh, Jake. This is the real deal. Less Miss Marple and way more Castle.”
 
   “He’s an author.”
 
   “Whatever. I am so excited.”
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   Jane sighed happily. “Something is finally happening, you know? So many years of school and waiting and learning, and waiting and patience, and I am finally going to be taken seriously.”
 
   “Technically, you are being taken for a ride.” Jake yawned so long Jane’s ears popped in sympathy. “Have you heard from Wendy yet?”
 
   Jane’s heart sank like a rock. “No…”
 
   “Could you give it an hour and then call her? I admit, I’d like to know she made it home okay.”
 
   “Yeah…me too.” Jane stared at the wall. The ride along…her first sign, in a really long time, that someone in a position of authority trusted her, or took her seriously. She was being given a stamp of approval. Passing the gatekeepers. It felt…legit. But it was meaningless rubbish, as Jake had pointed out in his own way. She was in the middle of a murder case, and had a real person to worry over, no matter what her legal, recognized status as a private investigator. “I’ll call you back when I hear something.”
 
   “Good. Thanks.” Another yawn.
 
   Jane hung up. The ride along would be awesome. And she would appreciate it without letting it distract her from the matter at hand.
 
   She filled her hour of waiting with more breakfast, a shower, all that normal morning stuff, then she skipped calling and hoofed it across the street to Wendy’s apartment, thanking God that Sean made them all rotate hosting events to get into each other’s lives more deeply, which was the only reason she knew where Wendy lived.
 
   By the time she was ready to knock on the door, she was a quivering mess. Her hand shook as it banged on the hollow steel. 
 
   She waited.
 
   She knocked again.
 
   The door swung in, and the handsomest man she had ever met stared down at her, his hair messed up and his clothes looking like he had slept in them. It was Nick, obviously, as Jane could count him as the only working model she had ever met.
 
   “Um…” She choked on the word. Surely she wasn’t facing down a killer. “Er…”
 
   “Come in. Wendy is making coffee.” Nick yawned.
 
   Jane entered, not quite relieved yet. The thought did cross her mind that by “making coffee” Nick had meant “dead” and by “come in” he had meant “you’re next.”
 
   But he hadn’t. Wendy was in the kitchen, making coffee. “Mornin’, Jane!”
 
   “Morning.” Jane relaxed, as much as she could, and took a seat at the little round Ikea table. “This makes my idea of having a morning gossip about your date a little awkward.”
 
   Nick laughed. “Agreed.”
 
   “Nick brought donuts by. He was headed to his mom’s for a morning meeting and took an out-of-the-way detour.”
 
   Jane sized him up again. His clothes looked slept in, true. But she was positive he hadn’t been wearing a hunting-vest-orange T-shirt yesterday, so the odds of him having slept here were slightly diminished. She recognized the irony of worrying about that considering how many times she parked it at Jake’s.
 
   But…since he wasn’t going to let her do that anymore…
 
   Wendy passed her a coffee cup and the box of donuts. Jane took a bear claw and tried to pull herself back to the matter at hand.
 
   “Nick, you’re Christiana Malachi’s son, right?”
 
   “Yup.” He sat down with a thump.
 
   “I’m doing her housecleaning.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Want a ride over there?”
 
   “No, I’m not going in today. I was just saying.”
 
   Nick shrugged.
 
   “How is she holding up?”
 
   “As well as can be expected.” He dunked his cruller into his coffee and took a soggy bite. After a moment he spoke again. “Actually, she’s a wreck. The love of her life was murdered, and now it looks like there is going to be a hostile takeover with the ministry.”
 
   Jane took a quick breath and tried not to look too excited. “What do you mean?”
 
   “They don’t want to let her preach—the task force. They are trying to push her out.” He finished his cruller. “I don’t trust them.”
 
   “What are you going to do? Can I do anything?” 
 
   Nick narrowed his eyes. “Did you say you were the housecleaner?”
 
   Jane just nodded, but her face heated up about forty degrees.
 
   “Theo told me about you.” He turned to Wendy. “Did you set up this meeting so your detective friend could meet me?”
 
   “I promise no. You set up our date!” Wendy’s ears turned pink. “But she was worried and said she was going to come and sit far away just to be sure you were safe.”
 
   “Josiah was murdered, Nick. What was I supposed to do? Just let her meet some guy she met on the Internet who was claiming to be you?” Jane took a risk and pulled out her big guns. She had to. “I asked her a few questions, and she didn’t even know you had a sister.” She would get kicked off her first case for good if she didn’t convince Nick she was worth his time.
 
   Nick nodded. “No, I hadn’t told her about Haven.” He took a long drink from his mug. “I can see why you were worried.”
 
   “I had no idea you knew Jake.” Jane shrugged. “That spun me for a loop. I had planned on sitting quietly in the corner, having a coffee, and keeping an eye on you to make sure all was well. But when you two walked in together…”
 
   Nick grinned. “It was fun to see old Sideshow. Haven’t seen him in years. It is a small world, isn’t it?”
 
   “Portland church circles are very small…but…what were you doing all the way up here for camp?”
 
   “It’s the best Pentecostal church camp in the nation. Dad, Mom, and Josiah all agreed it was worth the travel.”
 
   “Did you kids like it?”
 
   “Yeah, it was good.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to keep my eyes and ears open. But I really am cleaning too. I mean, sometimes I overdust the shelves so I can be in the right place at the right time, but I really do clean everything. I don’t fake that part.”
 
   “Who hired you?” Nick ran his fingers through his thick hair.
 
   “Francine is worried that the cops will think she did it, so she hired me. But…I don’t know. Maybe she did.”
 
   “No. She’d never do it.” Nick looked like he meant it. 
 
   His response took her by surprise. A member of the Malachi family who liked Francine? Surely not. “What do you think of Francine?”
 
   “She’s good people. She’s devout, sincere. I—I worry about her. I really do.”
 
   “All I want to do is try and help her, and you, and your mom. Everyone, if I can,” Jane said.
 
   “How close are you to having this thing solved?”
 
   “Not even remotely. The more I learn, the less I know. Your sister, for example. I learned she was missing, which made a possible motive, but now I hear she is fine, so there went that motive. But where is she? Heck if I know.”
 
   “She lives with her dad.” This time Nick blushed. “It’s the ugly truth. Theo doesn’t know. None of the task force knows. Oh, maybe Aunt Evelyn does, but no one else. They told me because I was asking too many questions.”
 
   Jane swallowed hard to keep from choking on her coffee. “But Josiah’s not her dad? Or your dad? What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean my mom isn’t perfect. And Haven has a different dad, and that’s where she lives now.” Nick’s jaw flexed. Between the throbbing vein in his forehead and the deep red blush, he looked both embarrassed and angry.
 
   “No one is perfect.” Wendy rested her hand on Nick’s arm, and he relaxed.
 
   “But why…I mean…why did she move? Why be so secret about it all?”
 
   Nick lifted his eyebrow sardonically.
 
   “Secret because of the ministry. Of course. Josiah and your mom were already married when they had Haven. But why did Haven have to move away?”
 
   “No one ever told me that part. If I knew who her dad was, or where they lived, I’d ask her myself. I miss that kid.”
 
   “I’d like to find out for you, if you don’t mind, and if I can.”
 
   He shrugged, but the worry in his eyes lessened. “Why not? Might as well try.”
 
    
 
   Jane left Wendy and Nick to their donuts. She munched her bear claw on the way back to her own place. If finding out why Haven was sent away revealed that Christiana was the killer, it would break Nick’s heart. She was completely sure of it. Oh, dear God, she prayed. Don’t let Christiana be the one who did it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Jane forced herself to go to her class before she went to the Malachi house. She needed to, it was the right thing to do, and doing the right thing, she tried to convince herself, was its own reward. 
 
   She stared at her list of suspects while the video interview with the retired private detective played during class. She had intended to pay attention, but he had mentioned narrowing down suspects by eliminating those you knew couldn’t have done it, and it had lit a spark of hope in her heart.
 
   Nick was off the suspect list. He didn’t have a motive that she could pin down, but if his response to admitting his mom’s indiscretion told her anything, it told her that he wanted to protect the family reputation more than anything, and murdering his stepfather was not going to do that.
 
   Tiffany was off the suspect list because she wasn’t on the stage. Couldn’t have gotten on the stage without help, and had also been identified by Francine as sincere in her faith.
 
   Likewise, her husband, Lucas, was in the sound booth during the murder and was equally devout and sincere. No, he wasn’t in the sound booth. Francine was. Where had he gone?
 
   Nguyen…Jane hadn’t done any looking into the background or motives of the elderly Asian man who spoke little English. Did that make her ageist? She just hadn’t considered him a possibility. But if she could get together with Stacy and Reg again, she might be able to sort him out. Being on the local task force, they’d know him well.
 
   Evelyn was also an issue, but as Francine had said, the Malachi Ministries were her bread and butter. She’d be unwise to kill her brother. Also, she seemed pretty stricken by his loss. Or, if not stricken exactly, she seemed to grieve more naturally than the widow.
 
   The widow. Christiana had had an affair, so her heart hadn’t always been fully given over to her husband. And she was separated from her daughter, which, depending on the reason why, could be a strong motive for murder. Jane shivered. Christiana was her top suspect.
 
   Except for Francine. 
 
   Francine, who had hired her, but didn’t work well with her. Francine’s claims of threats of violence didn’t ring true against what she had seen of the rest of the task force and the family. Jane needed to find someone to corroborate Francine’s side of the story, but it was looking hard.
 
   She tapped her pencil on the paper and tried to remember everything she had seen and heard in the two meetings she had been able to spy on. She had missed something, or misunderstood something, but what was it?
 
   She reread her list of suspects, of team members, of family.
 
   Robert.
 
   She had forgotten about the quiet, all-business voice of Robert coming from the dining room. That voice been missing from the meeting to determine who should preach in Josiah’s place. 
 
   Where had he gone? And why was no one talking about him?
 
   Her new to-do list said: hook up with Stacy and Reg to learn about Nguyen, and find Robert.
 
    
 
   Back at her apartment, a big white envelope from the Department of Security was stuffed into her small mailbox.
 
   She stared at the corner of the envelope and prayed it was about some new tax, but she was not filled with comfort by the Holy Spirit. Quite the opposite: she was filled with fear. 
 
   She sat on the edge of the stool at the breakfast bar and slit open the envelope with a key.
 
   The thing was, she hadn’t been trying to bend rules to suit herself this time. She was establishing her career path one step at a time. She hadn’t been trying to force her will on God. She was pretty sure of that. She had just sort of set up her website a little early. 
 
   And taken a client.
 
   But that was a God thing, because Gemma had set it up at the revival meeting, right?
 
   Jane chewed on her cheek. Using a paying client to justify the rightness of her cause? Sort of like the Malachi family justifying their use of drugs for visions because their ministry was thriving. 
 
   Was she Health-Wealth-and-Prosperity-ing her new business? It looked like it on paper. 
 
   She really needed to quit jumping the gun with these things.
 
   She unfolded the thick stack of papers and laid them on the counter. The Department of Security had been informed that the owner of GoodCleanHouses.com (Housecleaning Detective Services) was practicing private investigation in the state of Oregon without a license. 
 
   She had to come into compliance in twenty-one days, or pay up to the tune of $1,500.
 
   She swallowed. Hard.
 
   The stack of papers was mostly the application for the license…reference letter forms, a place to document her three years of experience under a licensed investigator. 
 
   She laid her head down on the countertop and closed her eyes. 
 
   If God really did Shut Doors to Open Windows Later, this was definitely a shut door.
 
   But who had turned her in? The letter stated clearly that someone had reported her website. 
 
   Jane dialed her webmaster, Ben. Time to reinvent herself again.
 
   Who needs a housecleaning detective, anyway?
 
   Housecleaning detective.
 
   Theo Rizzo. 
 
   Christiana’s son had turned her in. He had been snotty about her website. He resented her being in the house. He was the only one with a clear motive for shutting down her business.
 
   She sat up tall and waited for Ben to answer her call. If Theo had turned her in, then he definitely had something to hide. But was he protecting himself or his mom?
 
   She left a lengthy message for Ben about the changes she needed to her website and hung up. She couldn’t get three years of supervised investigative experience in just twenty-one days, so she had better find the murderer fast.
 
    
 
    
 
   Saturday dawned clear, bright, and cheery. Not at all the atmosphere she would have hoped for on the day of her ride along, but what it lacked in drama, it made up for in the smell of the cherry blossoms and the happy feeling in her heart. Spring was the best.
 
   Detective Bryce drove a Chevy Impala with a leather interior, a spaceship-like computer and CB setup, and a sunroof. 
 
   Jane tried to relax as they pulled away from the police station, but it wasn’t happening. She was as excited as on her first trip to Disneyland.
 
   The detective had met her in his office at the Burnside station. He had offered her a quick tour—things hadn’t changed much since her grade school took a more thorough tour fifteen years before—and then, with few words, led her to his car. 
 
   Her high spirits weren’t calmed at all by Detective Bryce’s intimidating figure. He was about twice the size of Jake, both taller and all around bigger. He had a baby face, sure, with dimples and even a faint trace of freckles, but his square jaw was set as they drove through town. 
 
   “I spoke with Nick Rizzo, Christiana Malachi’s son.” Jane laced her fingers together and let them sit in her lap, hoping she looked relaxed.
 
   Bryce flexed his jaw. “And now you have something to share with me?”
 
   “Nick said his sister lives with her father now. I want to know why, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m not on the Malachi murder case.” Bryce turned into a neighborhood.
 
   “Yeah, I know.” Jane paused. “Sorry.”
 
   “I’m following up on a call that came in yesterday. It should give you a good taste of real day-to-day detective work.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jane watched the side streets of Northeast Portland pass by. So many medical marijuana shops, so many strip clubs. A few psychics thrown in for good measure. “How does the city keep track of who has been buying pot from the dispensaries?”
 
   “It’s a big job.” Bryce turned into a parking lot and parked. “So this here is my mobile computer. I get messages from it and respond. I can look up whatever I need to.” Bryce’s teacher-like tone was depressing. “I pull over to use it as often as I can. It’s the right thing to do. I’ve got a message now, and I’m going to check it.”
 
   Jane stifled a yawn. So much for the long, private chat about the case.
 
   “All right. It’s all good. A new call came in, but we can do it second.”
 
   “Detective Bryce…Grant…why did you invite me to the ride along?”
 
   “To give you a taste of real-life criminal justice.” His cheeks turned pink, but his expression was unmoved and his eyes glued to the road ahead.
 
   “I had hoped it was to talk about the Malachi case.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “So it’s basically to show me that my plan to be a private investigator is silly.”
 
   “Not at all. You’re serious about it, so a ride along is a good idea. I had time today, so why not? ” 
 
   “Right. Why not?” Jane watched Portland slip past. They pulled into the driveway of a dumpy little house with a sign advertising gypsy palm reading in the window.
 
   “We’re responding to a call we got yesterday. Palmistry is legal, but fraud isn’t.”
 
   “And this is a fraud case?”
 
   “That’s what we’re here to find out.”
 
   Detective Bryce opened the car door for Jane, an action that, along with his slight southern accent and cowboy swagger, made him seem too good to be real.
 
   The plastic sign in the window of the house said, “Open,” so Detective Bryce and Jane went in.
 
   The room smelled of patchouli and sweaty people, but every inch of the space sparkled. The furniture was all highly polished wood. Red curtains with silver sequins up and down the edges hung from the spotless picture window. The wood floor was spotless, and the zebra-print rug was perfectly clean. 
 
   A large, smiling woman with thin black hair and well-tanned skin sat at a desk near the door. “Good morning.” She pushed a pair of gem-covered glasses up her nose. “You here fer a reading?”
 
   “Not today, Yana. I’ve just got a few questions.” Bryce leaned on the doorjamb.
 
   “Come back tomorrow. We talk tomorrow.” Yana turned back to her books.
 
   “Nope. We talk today.” Bryce grabbed the chair in front of him and sat in it, backwards. 
 
   Jane suppressed a grin. It was a very theatrical move, and she wasn’t sure if it was to impress her or the gypsy.
 
   “Tomorrow.” She waved her hand away.
 
   Detective Bryce laughed. “Nah. Not tomorrow. I got another call about you yesterday.”
 
   “People don’t like fate.” Yana shrugged.
 
   “People don’t like cheats.”
 
   “Who am I to cheat? I don’t cheat.” 
 
   “Do you know this woman?” He pulled a piece of paper from his coat and unfolded it. “This one here.” He shook the paper and laid it on her desk. 
 
   “Nah. I don’t know her.”
 
   “That’s not very psychic of you.”
 
   “I read palms, Detective. Not minds.”
 
   “She came in yesterday. She wanted her money back, but you wouldn’t give it.”
 
   “What money? Who is she? I’m a very busy woman.” She turned the page in her ledger book. “You tell me her name, and I’ll tell you if I owe her money.”
 
   “Her name is Susan, and you gave her lottery numbers to play. Said they’d win.”
 
   “Never. Not me.” Yana shut her book. “You can go now, I’m busy.”
 
   “Yana…Yana. I come by here, what, once a month or so? We’re old friends. Why don’t you stick to the palms and leave the numbers out of it, yes?”
 
   Yana shrugged. “I don’t do numbers. Gotta go somewhere else for numbers.”
 
   “Your husband sure does numbers.”
 
   Yana looked up fast. This must have been what they really came about. 
 
   “He does numbers on his tax forms that aren’t his numbers, I hear. Makes up lots of numbers, like you did for Susan.”
 
   “Get out. We’re closed.” She reached to the window and flipped her sign.
 
   Bryce pulled another piece of paper out of his pocket. “I could talk to Tony about the taxes, or you and I could talk about Susan, and Mary, and Sasha, and Vicky, and Barb, and Margie. There are more names here too, all saying you gave them numbers. And that you charged them…” He looked at the paper again, but Jane was pretty sure that was more drama. “They say you charged them a thousand dollars each for the jackpot numbers, but none of them won.”
 
   “Closed. So sorry.” Yana stood up. “Come back tomorrow and talk to Tony. He knows people. Maybe he knows who’s selling numbers. It’s not me.” She looked shaken, but not much. The hints about the taxes bothered her, but standing, she looked stronger, more able to deal with them, despite her short stature and small frame, than she had sitting down.
 
   “I’ll come back tomorrow. Don’t worry.”
 
   “Bring the girl back too. I do a reading. She has something she wants to know.”
 
   “Oh, no…” Jane said. “I don’t do this. I’m a Christian.”
 
   “Yes, yes, bless the baby Jesus, I am too.” Yana made the sign of the cross. “Come back tomorrow. I do a reading and give you all your answers.”
 
   “The Bible teaches that fortune-telling is a sin.” Jane couldn’t think of the verse offhand, not having been trained to minister to this particular community. “So I really can’t.”
 
   “No, no, I’m not telling fortunes. I’m not sinning. I will just read your palm and tell you what God wrote on your hand, see? He answers your big questions.”
 
   Jane glanced at Bryce, who had an amused look on his face.
 
   “You want to know who…you want to know who…” Yana tapped her forehead. “Ah, my little one. You want to know, and your hand will tell you.”
 
   Jane let her breath out slowly. Had Yana been about to say, “Who killed Josiah Malachi”? She doubted it. “Sorry, ma’am. My palm doesn’t know the answer to my questions.”
 
   “Then you are asking the wrong questions.”
 
   Detective Bryce chuckled. “For a thousand dollars she’ll tell you what question to ask. Come on, Jane, we’ve got another friend to visit.” He opened the door and led her outside.
 
   Jane didn’t give any credence to Yana or her palm reading, but she did wonder if she had been asking the right questions. Finding out Haven was fine hadn’t led her any closer to her killer, at least not yet. And fumbling around trying to make friends with a detective wasn’t helping either.
 
   Back in Bryce’s car, she gave complete transparency a try. “To be honest, though I did hope we’d talk about the Malachi murder, the thing I really wanted from this day out was to get to know you better.” Yet again, Jane felt like a child talking to the detective, but she couldn’t waste the whole day. “Miss Marple had a nephew on the force. Poirot worked side by side with his buddy Japp. Sherlock had Lestrade. I’m not foolish enough to think I can solve a crime without a buddy on the police force.”
 
   “But you take your business plan from old books?” Detective Bryce laughed. “I admit, it’s flattering to have a pretty kid call me up and ask for advice, but that’s just not how it works. Let’s follow up on this next call. It should be a good one for giving you a real taste of detective work.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? What’s it about?” Jane asked.
 
   “Little old lady thinks her neighbors are human traffickers. We’ll pop in, have a cup of tea, and watch the house from her picture window. She’ll tell us everything she has been seeing, and we’ll see if there is anything to it.”
 
   “Is there?”
 
   “Not usually. But I’d hate to not go to the one that was legit. Are you in?”
 
   Jane checked the time on the dash. A tea-party stakeout, or…? Or she could get back to her own investigation.
 
   “Ah. I see. Not your cup of tea?”
 
   “I don’t see how it’s a great use of my time, frankly.”
 
   “If you’re serious about investigation, I don’t see how it’s not the best use of your time.”
 
   “I’ve got a theory in mind about the Malachi case, and I need to check it out. I need to make some calls and demand answers to my questions.”
 
   Detective Bryce was quiet for a moment. “You need to get your school to arrange your internship so you can get your license. And you need to take down your website.” 
 
   “Yes, I do. I know it. But I can only do so much at any given time. Anyway, I called my web guy. He’s going to straighten out my site for me.”
 
   “That’s something, anyway.” He paused. “So you’re taking a pass on the stakeout?”
 
   “Yes. Sorry.”
 
   “I’m sorry too. You’ll have to do this again, and soon, if you are smart. The more experience you get, the better you will get at this. I think…and don’t get me wrong…but I think you have the tendency to jump into the deep end with your eyes closed.”
 
   It smarted, but he was right. “You can let me off here; I can catch the bus home.”
 
   “I can drive you back to your car, Jane.” Detective Bryce stared into the distance, an eye on the mean streets of Portland.
 
   Jane tried to smile. Here she was, in yet another ridiculous circumstance of her own creating. A detective she had contacted for help was trying to give her a chance, but she was insisting on quitting. He intended to give her real detective work experience, but she didn’t have time for it because she had a murder to solve. And now Bryce was determined to be a gentleman even though the truth was, she had ridden the bus to the police station. She chuckled. “I didn’t drive. I took the bus, I swear.”
 
   Detective Bryce just shrugged. “Then I’ll drive you home. Which way?”
 
   Detective Bryce used the rest of the ride home to describe the time and training required to become a police detective. It wasn’t bad information, but she couldn’t call it useful. She didn’t want to be a cop. She wanted…she wanted a house out in the African bush, or maybe in a village somewhere, or on Zebra Drive like Mma Ramotswe. She wanted people to come to her with their problems, little or big, so she could solve them with a little humble sleuthing and the gospel. And until she got herself out to some faraway place where they didn’t know Jesus, she wanted to do the same thing in Portland—without having to worry about licenses or three years of supervised experience. 
 
   If there was a way to make that happen, she would find it.
 
   At her apartment, Jane almost didn’t get out of her car. Gemma was outside with Ben. He was still wearing his helmet and straddling his scooter, but it was easy to see that he was fully engaged in a fight with Gemma. 
 
   Jane squared her shoulders and met them at the scene of the argument. She didn’t like the sound of Detective Bryce’s car door opening and shutting behind her. It was not the sound of the detective driving away that she had been hoping to hear.
 
   “Hey, Ben.” She tried to keep it cool, and didn’t turn around to see if the attractive detective was hovering behind her. “What’s up?” 
 
   “I came over to get your website issues straightened out, but Gemma won’t let me in.”
 
   “I have a class.” She crossed her arms. The argument had added color to her cheeks, and her pouty lips were a cheery red. Jane only wished she could look as cute as her cousin did when irritated.
 
   “I wasn’t going to steal your stuff, Gem. I was just going to sit there with my laptop working until Jane got home. Which she did. So now you can run along and we can work.”
 
   “Is this guy bothering you?” From behind Jane, the deep southern drawl of Detective Bryce broke out. 
 
   “Yes. Always.” Gemma rolled her eyes.
 
   “It’s okay, Grant, it’s her brother.”
 
   “Ex-brother.”
 
   “A domestic dispute?” Detective Bryce asked.
 
   “No, not a domestic anything.” Ben’s voice was rich with exasperation. “Listen, Jenny is very pregnant right now, and very tense. You remember how she got when we got married, right? And I had that little problem with getting kidnapped by the Scooter Mafia? Well, she heard a message from Jane about the little detective business and hit the roof. I cannot have you all calling me saying stuff like that. We have to do this in person, and make it the last time.”
 
   “Kidnapped by the Scooter Mafia?” Detective Bryce didn’t sound convinced, and Jane couldn’t bring herself to turn around and see what kind of face he was making. She remembered the situation vaguely. Being an ex-stepcousin meant you didn’t keep up with the minutiae of everyday life…
 
   “It was a long time ago. Another lifetime. But for Jenny’s sake, and the baby’s, I can’t have her constantly remembering it. Or the time we were held up at gunpoint at Mitzy Neuhaus’s wedding.”
 
   “I thought that was knifepoint?” Gemma said.
 
   “You went to that Realtor’s wedding?”
 
   “It wasn’t by choice.” Ben grimaced. “The point is, we are solving this housecleaning-detective website issue now before you send my wife into premature labor.”
 
   “And why didn’t she hire me, Ben? That’s all I want to know. I called. I texted. I emailed. I popped by at her work just to say hi. Why wouldn’t she let me be her doula?” Gemma’s eyes were sparking.
 
   “Because she’s not a crazy hippie.”
 
   “Do I look like a crazy hippie?” Gemma turned around to Detective Bryce, her glossy black bob swinging in the sun. From her perfect hair to preppy black yoga clothes, she was the picture of not-a-crazy-hippie.
 
   “Not even slightly.” Detective Bryce chuckled.
 
   “You know, Gemma, crazy hippie is as crazy hippie does. You got on Jenny’s bad list when you gave her the kombucha ‘mother’ for our wedding. You really can’t overcome that sort of thing with a new preppy haircut.”
 
   Gemma wrinkled her nose. “That was a really good start to a healthy life, and I’m very sorry she didn’t appreciate it.”
 
   “So, you brew your own kombucha?” Detective Bryce asked. “I’ve been wanting to try…”
 
   This time Jane had to turn around. It wasn’t that she thought of herself as completely irreplaceable in a man’s heart, but no man ever really wanted to brew his own kombucha. If she had to bet, she’d guess the handsome young detective had just switched to Team Gemma. 
 
   “I can’t right now while I’m renting. What a stupid thing to put in a rental agreement, right?” Gemma fluttered her long black eyelashes.
 
   “Yeah, I’d say. So…but if I wanted to start, maybe you could show me how…” He grinned. 
 
   Jane was astounded. He was standing taller, arms crossed on his chest, grinning at her cousin. And asking for help brewing kombucha. It was an “only in Portland” moment, she was sure.
 
   “Yeah, maybe. I’ve got to run.” Gemma made a move to her car.
 
   “Ah, well, um, maybe I can call you?” the detective asked.
 
   Gemma didn’t seem to hear him.
 
   “Hey, stupid, the cop wants your digits.” Ben, though only her stepbrother for a small part of their growing up, never outgrew his big-brotherly way of showing love.
 
   “Oh!” Gemma turned on her heel. Her smile stretched from ear to ear. “Sure!” In what was supposed to have been one smooth maneuver, but turned out more like an awkward fumble, Gemma slipped the cop her card. “Whenever. I’m pretty flexible. Ciao!”
 
   “Ciao?” Ben repeated. 
 
   Jane elbowed him in the ribs. “Thanks for the ride home.”
 
   “No prob.” Detective Bryce practically skipped back to his car.
 
   “I’d say you owe Gemma pretty substantially.” Ben followed Jane up to her apartment.
 
   “Because?”
 
   “Because from the looks of things, she’s getting you that coveted ‘in’ with the police that those detectives in books always have.”
 
   Jane chewed her lip. “Or…just maybe…since she’s two months late on her half of the rent, she owes me a nice long relationship with said policeman.”
 
   “Touché.” Ben grabbed a stool at the kitchen counter. “You two really need to get a table in this place.”
 
   She shrugged. “So Jenny’s really stressing about the baby?”
 
   “She’s stressing about the murder investigation, and the baby isn’t helping. Let’s get all of your Internet and design needs decided right now, and then you never have to call the house again.”
 
   “Aw, you have a way of making us feel so loved.”
 
   “Anything to keep the wife happy.”
 
   “Well, this should do it. It’s been made more than clear to me that I have to cut out the detective act before I get caught selling my services without a license, so let’s revert back to form. It’s all housecleaning all the time for Plain Jane’s Good Clean Houses.”
 
   “Right. Whatever.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   By Monday Jane had convinced herself that solving crimes as an amateur—that is, not charging for her service—would be fine, for now. She managed to make it through her Contemporary Leadership Issues class and arrange a late coffee with Francine and Stacy with a clear conscience. She sat in a quiet corner of Bean Me Up Scotty’s and organized her thoughts for the meeting. Some murders go unsolved forever, and lacking any kind of access to the police investigation made her twenty-one-day time limit seem too, too short. She needed to lay out what she had for Francine and see if the three of them—the deep insider, the team member, and the amateur sleuth—could put the pieces together. 
 
   Stacy showed up first, which was a pity, but what could you do?
 
   “I’m glad you could come.” Jane stood up to greet her old friend.
 
   Stacy offered her an air kiss—a perfect imitation of her mom. “Not a problem, but I don’t understand. You want to talk about Josiah Malachi’s murder? Did you even know him? It all seems a bit macabre.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know him.” Jane sat back and sipped her coffee. “But you remember I’m cleaning house for Christiana, right?”
 
   Staci wrinkled her nose, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “I’m cleaning her house as a ruse, Stace. Really I’m there as a private investigator, looking into the murder.”
 
   “Ah!” Stacy’s face lit with understanding. “And that would be why, after five years without so much as a birthday text, you called to get together.”
 
   Jane shrugged with a smile. “It was nice to catch up.”
 
   “Agreed. But really, what could I know about it? I hung posters and did a couple of walk and knocks. I certainly didn’t overhear a secret murder plot.”
 
   “But you were at the event, and you did do the team training, right? I’m thinking you might have character insight about the team that the people who work with each other every day don’t have.”
 
   “I could see that.” Stacy sipped her coffee. “And I do have a degree in psychology. Specialty, body language.” She lifted her eyebrow and smirked. “You want me to think you are confident right now, but really you’re scared witless.”
 
   Jane laughed. “You’re good.”
 
   “I am.” Stacy crossed her legs dramatically and laughed. “So you want to know what I thought of Josiah’s staff. I do have opinions on that.” Before she could continue, Francine joined them. Stacy raised her eyebrow again.
 
   “Francine, I’ve got a problem,” Jane said. “My little unlicensed detective agency has come to the attention of the Department of Security, and they’ve given me notice to knock things off ASAP.”
 
   Francine sighed. “But are you even close to unraveling the knot?” 
 
   “I could be. But I need more information from you, and Stacy as well. You remember her from the local task force?” 
 
   Francine nodded an acknowledgment.
 
   “Good. I invited her here to give me an outsider’s expert opinion on the people she worked with. Can we start with Nguyen? I still know nothing about this man.”
 
   Stacy tilted her head and thought for a moment. “He’s kind of haunted, you know? I don’t think his life is very easy.”
 
   “I’d have to agree. He’s pretty much alone in this country, which is unusual for Vietnamese immigrants.”
 
   “Ah! He’s Vietnamese! This is a good start.”
 
   “I wouldn’t look that direction, Jane,” Stacy said. “He’s working for the Malachis to purge old demons. Not to get new ones.”
 
   “Really? How so?”
 
   “Stacy is right. He’s a good man. Hardworking, loyal, devout. He can’t be the one.”
 
   “I want to know more about his past…demons,” Jane insisted. “What did you mean by that?”
 
   “I only mean that his posture is always one of humiliation. He never responds to any of us with any kind of authority or leadership. He treats the least of us as his superior,” Stacy said. “But that’s all I have to go by. He doesn’t have that shifty body language that indicates he’s hiding something. Just the honest nonverbal communication of a man who doesn’t feel worthy.”
 
   She looked at Francine out of the corner of her eye while she spoke.
 
   Was she telling Jane that Francine was hiding something?
 
   “I couldn’t agree more. Nguyen is a treasure, and I hope that someday he can find his way out of this mess.”
 
   Jane crossed his name off her list, but it was only for show. She wasn’t done with him yet. “What about Robert? I haven’t seen him or heard of him since the task force meeting with Christiana. What do you know about him?”
 
   “He’s definitely hiding something—” Stacy started.
 
   “He’s legit,” Francine interrupted.
 
   “Ah. This is interesting. Stacy, you first.” Jane tapped her pen on her paper. If they didn’t agree, then there was room to explore, something hidden she could learn.
 
   Stacy scratched her head and assumed a look of disinterest. “He has a short history with the Malachis. He never says much. And he, in my opinion, lacks a certain spiritual interest one would expect on a permanent Malachi Ministries task force member.”
 
   “However,” Francine jumped in again. “He wasn’t even at the revival. He was home sick.”
 
   Stacy shrugged. “I can only speak to what I saw in my training sessions. He was there in body, but not even remotely there in spirit.”
 
   “Francine, do you have a counter to that?” Jane asked.
 
   Francine interlaced her fingers and rubbed them together nervously. 
 
   “Anything at all?”
 
   “We can talk about Robert privately.”
 
   Jane caught Stacy’s eye. 
 
   Stacy shrugged. 
 
   “Okay then, let me tell you what I think. I think Theo turned me in for practicing without a license. And I think he did it to get me out of the house. He wants to protect his mom. He thinks she killed Josiah.”
 
   Francine pursed her lips. “What could Theo know about any of this?”
 
   Stacy shook her head. “He’s just a scared kid.”
 
   “He’s a scared legal adult, I would say. He’s not that much younger than you and me, Stace. Right now I think he suspects his mom. He might even know something.” Francine and Stacy agreed about Theo…interesting. Even more now, she wanted to get them back to talking about Robert.
 
   “They keep the ministry secrets away from the kids. You can’t convince me he is anything but scared.” Francine’s voice was firm—confident, in fact.
 
   Stacy frowned. “What ministry secrets?”
 
   “Josiah Malachi fabricated his spiritual experiences on stage.”
 
   “Never.” Stacy crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   “You’re the body language expert. Really think about all your interactions with him,” Jane prodded.
 
   Stacy shook her head. “He was a gifted minister. A great man.” Stacy furrowed her brow. “I thought you were looking for justice for him.”
 
   Francine leaned forward and reached for Stacy. “He fooled all of us at one time or another. I know that it hurts to hear it right now.”
 
   Stacy shook her head, her blonde hair swinging. Her cheeks flushed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you. Jane’s doubts are understandable; she’s Presbyterian. She’s not been baptized in the Holy Spirit. You, though…you were on Josiah’s team. How could you say something like that?” As she spoke, Stacy pulled herself together. She uncrossed her arms and shook them out. “I never did trust you, Francine de Leon. Not once.”
 
   Francine nodded, a small frown on her face, but her eyes were gentle. “I know. It was getting hard to keep up appearances. Every now and again someone saw through me.”
 
   “What did you think of Francine?” Jane had her eye on her client. For the first time, it seemed like Francine’s guard was down. Her expression was open and concerned. Her shoulders had relaxed. Had she walked other team members through the realization that Josiah Malachi was a fraud before? She claimed she had threats hanging over her head, but what if the real reason she didn’t try and run was because of moments like this…moments when she could rescue people from the false teacher?
 
   Stacy’s jaw flexed. “From the beginning I could see that Francine didn’t trust Josiah. He always spoke kindly of her, but if she was around to hear it, she would bristle. She also cringed from his touch even though everyone knows he has a healing touch. I would have given any amount of money for him to lay hands on me and pray.” Stacy had her eye on Francine. “Why were you scared of Josiah Malachi?”
 
   Francine took a deep breath and plunged into the story of drugs, lies, and threats to her life. “I knew too much, Stacy. And after seeing his daughter disappear without a trace of concern, I didn’t dare try to leave.” 
 
   Stacy’s mouth twisted, as though she was working to maintain her composure. “If you truly believe all of that, what was keeping you from planning his death?”
 
   “I’m not a killer.” Francine’s face paled, but she had a peace about her that surprised Jane. “I hired Jane to get to the bottom of the murder so that I wouldn’t get charged with a crime I didn’t commit—that I couldn’t commit. No matter what it looks like to you right now, I rely on Jesus for the strength to get through this—the murder, and the impossible situation of having to work for the Malachi Ministries.”
 
   Stacy seethed—if she could have breathed fire, smoke would have been curling out of her nose. With slow, deliberate motions, she pulled her phone from her purse. “I don’t believe you.” Her hand shook as it hovered over the screen of her phone. “You know something about this murder. Tell us everything you know about Robert right now, or I call Christiana and tell her everything you said.” 
 
   “Christiana knows it all. You can call her, Stacy, if it makes you feel better.”
 
   Stacy slowly lowered her phone.
 
   “I think it is time for you to tell us what you know about Robert.” Jane kept her face emotionless, though it was hard. She was as close to answers as she’d ever been. The solution was at her fingertips. Francine, so eager to protect her own reputation, yet keeping so many secrets. Francine, like an underground railroad for Josiah Malachi followers. Had her zeal for the truth led her to cover up, or even plan, the murder?
 
   “Robert is my bodyguard. I hired him because I was scared. But nobody else knows it.” 
 
   Stacy narrowed her eyes and looked Francine up and down. “Just your bodyguard?”
 
   Jane tried to guess what Stacy was reading from Francine. Her color was heightened, just slightly. Her eyes were bright. Her body had seemed to stiffen as she explained who Robert was. Could it be that Robert was more than just a bodyguard to Francine?
 
   Stacy’s lip curled. “You’re lying.”
 
   Francine shook her head. “I’m not. I hired him to protect me.”
 
   “You hired him. That part is true.” Stacy stood up, her phone clenched in her tight fist. “Jane, I recommend you come with me. This is not a safe woman.” Stacy’s brow shone with nervous sweat and her body shook as she inched back from the table.
 
   Jane looked at Francine again. She had guessed Francine might be in love with Robert, but it didn’t look like Stacy agreed.
 
   “If Robert isn’t a hit man, I paid too much for my education,” she whispered, but Jane could hear her clearly. The coffee drinker at the table nearest them looked up.
 
   Francine shook her head slowly. “Stacy, you’re reacting to everything you’ve heard today about Josiah. Not to what you think you know about Robert. I know you are scared, upset, angry…maybe you even feel a little guilty. But it’s going to be okay.” 
 
   Stacy had made her way to the door. Jane studied her face closely, but she didn’t see any fear or guilt on it. She saw anger, and then Stacy straightened up and threw her shoulders back, and Jane would have sworn she was filled with nothing but righteous indignation. 
 
   “No, Francine, you are wrong about all of this.” Stacy turned and left.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jane wiped off the kitchen counter. She was at the Malachi house again, cleaning and hoping to run into Francine. They hadn’t made another appointment yet. She wondered why her client kept so distant, but didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
   The confrontation between Francine and Stacy had unsettled Jane. She hadn’t kept in touch with Stacy through the years, but she didn’t remember her as being so…ardent. 
 
   Francine had surprised her as well. There had been a depth to her that was missing in their earlier interactions. Francine to this point had seemed cold, calculated in fact, but perhaps that had all been driven by fear. 
 
   Jane thought about Miss Marple for a moment, and how often the character had been able to relate the players in the mystery to people she had known in her life. Perhaps she would have related Francine to some other women like her, and would have known right off that Francine was just scared. That she was scared, but brave. And maybe someday she, Jane Adler, would meet someone who reminded her of Francine de Leon, and it would help her solve a crime. 
 
   But you couldn’t create a lifetime of memories in just twenty-odd years, no matter how much you wished it, and so right now, she supposed, she was building her backlist of references, that invaluable treasure trove that would serve her through her whole life.
 
   Nonetheless, Stacy’s seeming overreaction bothered her. Josiah was a manipulator. A creep, and a fake. But his followers and his family seemed to be all sincere, devout, and hopeful for a closer walk with Jesus. Why did God let a bad man have so much influence on good people?
 
   Jane heard the rattle of a car as it pulled into the driveway. She peered out the kitchen window.
 
   Lucas was at the back of a turquoise hatchback, pulling out a wheelchair. Tiffany must have been too tired to use her braces.
 
   There were two people she could stand to talk to. She hadn’t yet had a chance to get them alone. Reggie had said that Lucas wasn’t in the sound booth the night of the murder, and Jane wondered why. Could it be that the murderer had arranged to get him out of there so that the film of the event would somehow be compromised?
 
   Lucas let himself into the house, and carefully helped his wife’s chair over the threshold of the back door. “Good morning.” His face was friendly, but with a hint of sadness. She wondered how someone like him had managed to accept the teaching that drugs were God’s tool. It seemed so unlikely. 
 
   “Mornin’.” Jane rinsed out her rag. “Can I make you all some coffee? Or tea? Christiana hasn’t come down yet.”
 
   “Coffee would be great.” Tiffany rolled herself out of the kitchen, but Jane could still see her from where she stopped in the sitting room. 
 
   “Do you like anything in it? Cream, or sugar?” Jane poured out two cups.
 
   “Black is fine.” Tiffany yawned. “It’s been hard sleeping since the murder. I can use all the help waking up that I can get.”
 
   “Me too.” Lucas carried the cup to his wife. “I can’t imagine how Christiana is keeping up.”
 
   “We’ve got to convince her to take a break.” 
 
   “We’re so glad that you are here to take care of the house for her,” Lucas said.
 
   Jane almost replied, “It’s a job.” But that wasn’t quite the right mood to set. She just smiled and tried to look sympathetic.
 
   “Can you help us convince her?” Tiffany asked. “She needs a break. A rest. I know she thinks that the people will expect her to keep going in faith, but we all know that’s not true.” She stared at Jane, her big brown eyes wide and trusting.
 
   It would be rude not to answer. “I don’t think she’d listen to me.”
 
   “She might. She’s too used to us.” Tiffany rolled back into the kitchen. “I’m tired, but restless. You know what I mean? I want to do something, but I can scarcely keep myself together.”
 
   Lucas kissed the top of her head. “That’s why we have each other.”
 
   “And Christiana and the boys, and Evelyn, have us too, but they are all trying to go it on their own.” Tiffany shook her head. “It breaks my heart.”
 
   Lucas sat down next to Tiffany and took her hand in his. “But we can only do as much as they will let us. And one thing we can do is just be here.”
 
   Tiffany nodded.
 
   Jane thought back to her friend Paula and how just sitting with her after she had lost her husband seemed to help so much. Lucas and Tiffany were closer to right than they realized. “It’s good of you to come.”
 
   “What else do we have to do?”
 
   “How are things going for the big event?”
 
   Lucas shook his head. “We are a mess, to be honest. Nguyen had already done all of the street work. Invitations have been out for ages. We have to go through with it, but none of us are ready.”
 
   “Did Josiah kind of…micromanage? Not in a bad way, I mean, but you know.” Jane tried to make her question sound innocent.
 
   “Well, no one’s perfect.” Lucas laughed. “And no one would deny that Josiah liked to have things his way.”
 
   “When you all met last time, the whole group, I couldn’t help but overhear that it sounds like you are missing some of your ministry materials.”
 
   Lucas sighed. “We are. Expensive stuff, too. But we can’t let the things of the world stand in the way of God’s word, can we? I think this meeting needs to be a memorial to Josiah, but not Josiah focused. A God-focused memorial. Something where we can all celebrate the work that God has done through him, remember the man we knew, but also…” Lucas frowned.
 
   “We could look toward the future, couldn’t we?” Tiffany said, a bright, hopeful sound to her voice. “We could praise God for the work he will do. Right? I think that’s what Josiah would want.”
 
   “Do you think Christiana is up for that?” Jane asked. They hadn’t had a regular funeral yet, though the news had said the body was already cremated. “Do you think she could get through a whole service like that?”
 
   Lucas and Tiffany exchanged a loving glance. “She wouldn’t have to do it alone.”
 
   Jane finished in the kitchen while the two spoke quietly in the living room. 
 
   Theo came down but didn’t notice her, so she ducked behind a wall. She wanted to see how Theo reacted to the lovebirds today. Lucas and Tiff had been almost too much for her to handle, but then, as Stacy put it, Jane was a Presbyterian, not a Pentecostal. That much sincere affection so early in the morning might be perfectly normal for Pentecostals.
 
   She changed her mind about hiding just from Theo, and made a lot of noise leaving out the back door. She had opened the sitting room window to let in the fresh spring air earlier, so she tucked herself between the house and a big, poky bush, and hoped she could hear everything.
 
   “You.” The single word was Theo speaking.
 
   “Theo…” Tiffany’s voice had a sad note to it. “How are you holding up?”
 
   “As can be expected,” Theo responded.
 
   “Do you have a minute, brother?” Lucas’s tone was more…formal? Bossy? She thought about peeking in, but couldn’t even guess which way everyone was facing, so she stayed put.
 
   “I’m having breakfast.”
 
   “That’s okay. You can eat and talk.”
 
   There were a few moments of silence. Then Lucas spoke again. “I know you don’t like Francine…” His voice trailed away. “Not fair to the rest of us if you did.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Theo didn’t sound like he meant it, but Jane did. What were they talking about?
 
   “If you wanted to make Francine look bad, or get her fired…it wasn’t right.” This time Tiffany spoke, her words like those of a teacher talking to a three-year-old. “It hurts the rest of us when this happens.”
 
   “If you would just tell us what you did with it…” 
 
   Were they talking about the missing “ministry supplies”? Did they suspect that Theo had tried to make Francine look bad by making the LSD disappear? But it couldn’t be that, because the drugs had been a secret from the kids.
 
   Or…they had meant it to be a secret. But how easy would it have been for two boys growing up in this kind of household to overhear things they weren’t supposed to? To see things they weren’t meant to see?
 
   It had been a few moments since Jane had heard anything, so she inched herself out from the bushes. 
 
   The cat brushed past, rubbing itself against her leg. It wasn’t supposed to be out, so Jane picked it up and toted it back into the house. “Look who I found.” She set the cat on the floor, as though she had gone out after it and returned successful.
 
   Tiffany’s face was frozen in a look of disappointment. Lucas had his back to Jane, but Theo stared at her, hatred in his eyes. “Just leave Haven’s cat alone, will you?”
 
   Jane’s heart leapt to her mouth. She knew, and Nick knew, and Francine knew now, but poor Theo still didn’t know that his sister was safe. Away, but safe.
 
   And no matter how much she wanted to tell him, she couldn’t do it. Not yet. She watched the beautiful cat wander around the room. How much the missing girl must have broken everyone, if they still traveled all over the country with her cat in tow four years later.
 
   Just to see what would happen, she followed the cat into the living room, picked it up, and gave it a snuggle. “Who’s Haven?”
 
   Theo’s face turned red. “Shut up. You know exactly who she is. Give me that cat.” He grabbed for the cat, who hissed.
 
   Jane cradled it against her chin. “This is a nice one. Does she travel well?”
 
   Theo seethed. “Why do you people let her in this house?” He turned to Lucas. “If you want to know what happened to all of Dad’s drugs, ask Francine. She was his supplier, or didn’t you know?”
 
   “Theo…” Tiffany’s face turned deep red.
 
   “Jane already knows. She’s a girl detective. Didn’t she tell you that?” 
 
   “Theo, please watch what you say.” Tiffany rolled over to him and put her hand on his. “I don’t know what you know…but I’m sure it’s not enough. We can explain everything.”
 
   “I know that Francine was getting Josiah and my mom all messed up. And I know that she is the one who wrecked our family. And she’s the one who killed Dad, but Jane comes here every other day anyway, spying on Mom.”
 
   Or you, Jane thought. This Theo seemed to have a huge anger problem. Something more than just youth. Had he experimented with his own substances after he found out his parents were using?
 
   “Theo, how did you find out about the acid?” Jane set the cat down. She had triggered a response, and that was all she wanted. 
 
   “I went to one revival too many.” Theo grabbed the cat by the scruff of her neck and pulled her to his chest. 
 
   “But what did you see, and when?” 
 
   Theo turned red. “You want to know that? You can’t dig it up with your spying? Fine. I was fourteen. I was at a revival. I was hunkered down behind some speakers, in the front, and I saw Josiah put the tab in his mouth. I didn’t know what it was at first, but then, when he started talking, it was different than it had been before. I asked him about it later, and that was the last revival we were invited to.”
 
   “He just wanted to protect you, Theo.” Tiffany rolled her chair nearer to him. “It’s one things for adults to choose to follow God’s call over the law; it’s another altogether to put your children in that position.” 
 
   Theo looked at her with disgust. “All is well, all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well, eh, Tiffany? You’ve been clinging to us for a long time now…how’s that miraculous healing doing for you?”
 
   Tiffany lowered her eyes for a moment, but didn’t take the bait. “I can be patient for the Lord to work.”
 
   Tiffany’s peaceful expression and kind response, Theo’s blatant rudeness to someone who already suffered enough—Jane couldn’t take it. She wanted to slap his face. “Quit being a brat, Theo.”
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   “I said quit being a brat. Your life is far from the worst life in the world, and the idea of you taking out your rich-kid angst on Tiffany, who has had real trauma in her life, makes me sick.” She crossed her arms. “Your stepdad is dead, which is awful. But that’s no reason for you to treat people like this.”
 
   “Maybe I treat people like this because it’s the best they deserve.” He shot a look of disgust at Lucas and stormed out.
 
   “Jane…” Lucas reached out for her.
 
   She stepped back from his touch, livid that he hadn’t stood up for his wife.
 
   “I know you meant well, I do, but yelling at him isn’t going to change him.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” She straightened her back. “No, you’re right. What he needs is a sound spanking. And how could you let him talk to Tiffany that way? She’s your wife.” Jane turned her eye to the young woman in the wheelchair. Her face was sad, but the look of sadness was directed at Jane.
 
   “What he says doesn’t have power over me, Jane.” 
 
   But Jane didn’t believe it. She had seen her drop her eyes in confusion, and noticed the subtle shift in her posture. What Theo said had hurt Tiffany.
 
   But these two…she looked from one to the other…they seemed determined to keep up a positive front, not matter what the obstacle. 
 
   Maybe that’s the only way to live daily with a disability.
 
   Jane clasped her hands in front of her and tried to look apologetic. “I was out of line. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. You spoke from a good heart, and that’s something.”
 
   Jane glanced at the kitchen. “I’d better get back…”
 
   “Sure, no problem. We’re just waiting here for Christiana.”
 
   Jane ran through the options of places to hide in the house. She needed to see these two alone with Christiana, if at all possible. Their tone when alone with Theo was entirely different than when she was with them, and the way Lucas failed to defend Tiffany, no matter what they both said about it, struck her as a chink in their otherwise shining armor.
 
   She fiddled in the kitchen as long as she could, and then decided to hide away in the mudroom. If she got some laundry going, and stayed around to fold it, she could honestly sit in that small space for as long as she wanted. The view to the sitting room was pretty good with the door cracked, and the sound of the washer and dryer in action might distract from the fact that she was sitting right there.
 
   It might also make it impossible to forget she was still here, but it was her only feasible option.
 
   Fortunately there was plenty of laundry piled up. Apparently it was her job to do it. She got the washing machine running, and then settled into the boot bench and waited and prayed. By the time she heard Christiana greet Tiffany, she had put the first load into the dryer.
 
   The soft thumping of the tumbling clothes was the perfect sound to hide her imperfect ability to be silent. 
 
   Jane nudged the door open a little more with her toe. From where she sat she had a limited view of Christiana, but Lucas and Tiffany were right in her line of sight, and, fortunately, not looking her direction.
 
   “Theo has it.” Tiffany’s voice was soft, but Jane could see enough of her face to make out her words.
 
   “Has what?” Christiana looked ready to conquer the world; her blonde hair was styled, and her lips were red and shiny. She was even wearing heels, but her voice was very tired.
 
   Lucas cleared his throat. “We’re trying to get you ready for the revival. And after speaking to your son this morning, I think we know what happened to our missing stock.”
 
   “Good.” Christiana sat down by the fireplace, and now all Jane could see were her legs, in what appeared to be creamy wool slacks and alligator pumps. She yawned. “Have Francine make sure it’s all ready for me.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Tiffany asked.
 
   “Am I sure about what?” Christiana snapped. 
 
   Jane squinted, wishing she could see the widow better. What was going on with her face? What was going through her mind?
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this event? You know we could do it for you.”
 
   “Yes. I’m sure.” Her words were clipped and dismissive.
 
   Lucas cleared his throat. “The thing is, we had this idea…”
 
   “Not now.” 
 
   Jane was reminded of the curt tones of the gypsy, but the odd contrast didn’t make her happy. Yana had been hiding something, fraud, probably. Was that what drove Christiana’s clipped tones too?
 
   “It’s getting close, and we have a wonderful event all planned. We think Josiah would really like it.” Tiffany rolled towards Christiana in what was becoming a familiar move. Close in, connect, offer a hand. Were her moves scripted, or did she just have a way about her?
 
   “This event is not yours to plan.” Christiana stood up.
 
   “No, of course not,” Lucas said. “But we thought we should help you through this challenging time.”
 
   Christiana sighed and walked into Jane’s line of vision. “I don’t need help.” She left without another word.
 
   When the sound of Christiana’s footsteps on the stairs died away, Tiffany spoke. “Well, that didn’t go well, did it?”
 
   “There’s always tomorrow, kiddo.” Lucas pushed his wife into the kitchen.
 
   The showdown had been fast and painless, unfortunately. And all Jane had gotten from it was that Tiffany had predictable responses, Christiana seemed to be hiding things, and Lucas liked to call his wife cute diminutives.
 
   And for that hard-earned but useless knowledge, Jane had a big pile of laundry to get through.
 
   Jane watched them head back to their car and then turned back to her folding. Those two were so in love, both with each other and with God. She just hoped, and would start praying, that God would show them the light. Help them see that the way Josiah Malachi did things was wrong.
 
   She looked up from her folding one more time. Lucas was shutting the hatchback, presumably after putting the wheelchair in it.
 
   Tiffany was bent over, smelling a flower by the driveway.
 
   Lucas got in the car and started it.
 
   Tiffany stood up with a jolt and ran to the car. She let herself in, laughing.
 
   Wait.
 
   What?
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Jake had been scarce lately, and it was driving Jane nuts not to have him to bounce her worries off of. She was in knots over what she had seen Tiffany do the day before.
 
   When she got back to her apartment after a late cleaning client and found he had set up a romantic dinner for just the two of them—he had even gotten rid of Gemma—her spirits lifted significantly. Jake had brought flowers, lowered the lights, and cooked something that smelled Italian.
 
   She was desperate for his company, and his opinion on Tiffany’s sudden ability to run. 
 
   Jane had played the scene over and over again in her mind.
 
   Tiffany had been smelling a flower by the driveway. Lucas had gotten in the car and started it, without helping her to her seat.
 
   When she heard the car start, she had turned and run. Sure, it was just a few steps, but she didn’t have her braces on, and seemed to have a surprising fluidity of movement. But, Jane reminded herself, she didn’t know the particulars of Tiffany’s condition. All she knew was that she used the chair when fatigued and the braces all the other times. Maybe she had woken up tired, but felt better by the time they left.
 
   Jake had greeted her at the door in an apron with an icy cup of lemonade. She wanted to sit him down and talk about Lucas and Tiffany right off, but she really needed a shower first. If she was going to ruin the mood of the date by talking shop, she at least wanted to smell good.
 
   Jake had accommodated her need by heading out to get some dessert. 
 
   After the shower Jane felt human again, and pretty, and much more in the mood for the atmosphere Jake had created. She peeked in the oven and was thrilled to see a takeout from Nona Amelia’s warming.
 
   By the time Jake knocked on the door, Jane was completely in the mood to canoodle. 
 
   He didn’t just let himself in, though, so Jane opened it with a flirty smile.
 
   “Jane.” Nick Rizzo ran his hands through his hair nervously.
 
   Jane stared at Christiana’s ridiculously good-looking oldest son. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face was ashen. 
 
   “I was just over at Wendy’s place when I got this text from Francine, and, um…” He held out his phone. “She said no one can find Theo anywhere. He’s completely gone.” He turned his phone around again and looked at it. “He hasn’t been seen since yesterday. We’re headed over to Mom’s now, but Wendy said I should get you first. Can you come? Would you come?”
 
   Jane turned back to the kitchen, where the aromatic dinner was waiting for her. Jake would probably understand… “Jake was just here and ran out again. Can I call him real fast, before we go?”
 
   Nick shook his head, but said, “Yes, of course…”
 
   Jane opened the door wider and let Nick in. She grabbed her phone and called Jake right away.
 
   “Hey, baby,” he crooned.
 
   “I’ve got to run, Jake, I’m so sorry. Theo has gone missing and Nick is here. They want my help.”
 
   “I want your help, too.” His voice was suggestive and silly at the same time.
 
   “I’m not playing, I promise. Nick seems really distressed. How far away are you?”
 
   “I’m in line. I’m just about ready to bring home the best dobosh torte you have ever tasted. And that’s not even a double entendre. It’s a really, really good dobosh torte. From Rose’s.”
 
   “But—wait, Rose’s closed.”
 
   “Not in East Vancouver.”
 
   “How far away are you?” The blood all rushed out of Jane’s head. If he was in East Vancouver, there was no way he could get back in time to come with her.
 
   “I didn’t set my tripometer, Janey, but I’d say about twenty minutes away, if I drive like I’m from Washington.”
 
   “But why did you go so far away? I—I…” She tried to think of a reason he shouldn’t have gone so far away. She did tell him she wanted a shower and to get dressed. Probably wise to give himself an hour of something to do so he wouldn’t risk coming back too early.
 
   “I may not always be able to get you the best, Jane.” He coughed, always a little bit melodramatic. “But today I can, so I will.”
 
   “Babe, you’re awesome, but I need to go.” Jane peeked around the corner. Nick was sitting on the couch, his head in his hands. “Actually, I think I can stall him. But hurry, okay?”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   Jane ended the call and joined Nick.
 
   “Tell me where you’ve looked for your brother.” She hated trying to listen to conversations after the fact, so she skipped trying to record the interview on her phone or computer and turned to her trusty notepad and pencil again. She was a visual person, and that was just how it was.
 
   “He’s not at home, and he’s not at the hotel.”
 
   “Does he have any local friends? Someone from the task force he might have gotten to know?”
 
   “No, not at all. He avoids them like the plague. Can’t stand anyone who believes in what Mom and Josiah teach.”
 
   “Even you?”
 
   “He makes an exception for me because we’re brothers. Plus, he thinks he can convince me they’re wrong.”
 
   “Can he?”
 
   Nick cleared his throat. “It’s not about Josiah, or Mom, or any of that. It’s about what God is doing, and I am trying my best to be discerning and to follow God above all.” His shoulders were hunched and his face defeated, as though his personal goal was much harder to achieve than he hoped. 
 
   “I’m glad.” Jane spoke softly, trying to comfort him. Surely someone whose whole goal was to please God and discern his will would be able to accomplish that, no matter what kind of family he had found himself stuck in. “Why do you think Theo left?”
 
   “I don’t think he left.” His voice was deep, but he spoke like a broken man, ragged words, pain in his eyes.
 
   Jane swallowed. “Tell me what you are thinking.” She steeled herself for the worst.
 
   “Robert came over yesterday afternoon looking for Francine. She wasn’t there, but Theo was. I heard Theo and Robert fighting. I was upstairs, but I could hear it. I head something—I don’t know—crash, or break, or something. It was getting out of hand, so I came downstairs.” He took a deep breath. “It only took me a second, but when I got there, they were gone.”
 
   “What had broken?”
 
   “The kitchen window.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The kitchen window over the sink was shattered. There was glass everywhere.”
 
   “Inside the house?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So Robert and Theo’s fighting couldn’t have done it. It was something from outside coming in.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” Nick furrowed his brow. “But why?”
 
   “What did the police say?”
 
   “We haven’t called the police.”
 
   “Okay.” Jane tapped her paper with the pencil. “So when you got downstairs the guys were gone and there was a broken window. Do you think they went outside to find out what had happened?”
 
   “Yeah, of course. Of course. But when I went out, they weren’t there.”
 
   “What did you do next? Who else have you talked to?”
 
   “Just Mom and Francine, but when I showed Mom the window, she went up to bed.” He scowled. “She told me to call the landlord to fix it, and then just went back upstairs.”
 
   “She wasn’t curious about what had done it?”
 
   “I think she was just overwhelmed. I’m a grown man; I guess she figured I could handle it.”
 
   “Who else did you talk to?”
 
   “Francine. I didn’t have the landlord’s number, so I called her.”
 
   Jane nodded. It made sense. And he was right; he was an adult fully capable of calling about a broken window. And maybe his mom really was completely overwhelmed and couldn’t deal with it right off. But if someone had broken her kitchen window, Jane would have wanted to find out why or how, at the least. “So…what did Francine say?”
 
   “Francine said to relax. She said she’d take care of it all. She said that if Theo was with Robert, I shouldn’t be worried. But that was a day and a half ago.”
 
   Jane chewed her lip. It seemed like an overreaction…they really hadn’t been gone long. Portland was a good town to disappear in if you needed privacy. He could be anywhere and be perfectly safe. “Nick…are you sure there’s a problem? He hasn’t been gone all that long.”
 
   “I think there is. When I followed them outside, both of their cars were still there, but there was no sign of either of them. I looked everywhere, the shed, up and down the street. Everywhere I could think of. It was like they had just disappeared.”
 
   “Or like they had been driven away by someone else.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And you are worried about who that might have been.”
 
   “Whoever it was thought breaking the window was a better way to get attention than just knocking on the door.”
 
   A rock settled in Jane’s gut. “You’re right. But why didn’t you call the police?”
 
   “You have to be missing longer than this for the police to care.”
 
   “When you went back inside, you looked all over the kitchen to find the thing that broke the window, right?”
 
   “Of course.” Nick shifted in his seat and pulled a rock out of his pocket. It was about the size of a small baking potato, and it was polished. He turned it over in his hand. The top had been engraved “Ebenezer.”
 
   “Gift shop.” Jane said it under her breath. She had seen decorative stuff like this at Christian bookstores and gift shops. But it was the kind of thing a grandma would buy, or maybe a mom. Not a thug. 
 
   “We sell these at events. A rock to set up as a memorial to the day that God moved in your life.”
 
   “So it was a message.” Jane held out her hand. “May I see it?” 
 
   Nick passed her the rock.
 
   “Would anyone know offhand when this was sold?” The cold, smooth rock was heavy in her hand. 
 
   “No, they all look the same.”
 
   “Could it have been purchased the night of the murder?”
 
   “Yeah, if they bought it beforehand.”
 
   “So the killer could have purchased it with the idea in mind of using it later, after the murder.”
 
   “Could have.”              
 
   “Are these proprietary? Like, are you the only ones who sell them?” She turned it over in her hand, looking for some kind of copyright or something, but she couldn’t find marks at all.
 
   “I don’t know. Francine would know.”
 
   “Okay…” Jane checked her phone again. Jake was maybe getting closer, if he was driving fast. “Why don’t you call Francine, tell her you’re here. Tell her we’re coming, but we’re waiting for Jake. In the meantime, have you eaten?” Her stomach had started begging for the dinner she could smell, but wasn’t going to be able to eat. “I could fix you a plate.”
 
   “No.” Nick’s attention was on his phone.
 
   Jane made herself a plate. She didn’t know the name of the dinner, but it was little round noodley things with red sauce and cheese. The noodley things were solid, like tiny dumplings. They stood up well to the long wait in the oven. She sliced herself a piece of crusty Italian bread as well, and dipped it in the sauce. 
 
   What had Theo gotten himself mixed up in? 
 
   He was safe with Robert…protection was Robert’s thing. He wouldn’t let Theo get hurt.
 
   Except they had been fighting. What about? And how had the decorative-rock thrower been able to overpower both of them? 
 
   Jane cleaned her plate and helped herself to seconds. No point trying to solve the problem on an empty stomach.
 
   Shortly after Jane finished her second plateful, Jake let himself in. He dropped a bakery box on the breakfast bar and grabbed a piece of the garlic bread. “Eat something, Nick. You look awful.” He tossed the bread to his friend and grabbed another for himself. “Glad to see you had a bite, Jane. Now, who is waiting for us and where?”
 
   “Francine, at Mom’s house. Let’s go.” Nick jumped to his feet, not noticing the piece of garlic bread that fell to the floor. His body practically quivered with nervous energy. 
 
   Jane followed the boys out to the car so she could watch Nick and Jake interact. He seemed more confident with Jake around, which, while not flattering, meant waiting had been a good idea. But he was so physically moved by his missing brother that Jane had some new idea of how horrifying the unexplained loss of their sister had been.
 
   And poor Theo, who never had gotten an explanation from his parents.
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Francine paced the living room of the rental house while Christiana reclined on the sofa with a cold rag over her head. They were alone, and spoke in lowered tones. Jane didn’t want to announce her arrival. She wanted to watch them interact. There was a distance between them, but not the coldness or the hatred she had expected after listening to Francine describe things.
 
   Christiana lifted her hand and waved it, as though dismissing a subject. 
 
   Francine’s mouth turned down at the corners, and her eyes were deeply shadowed.
 
   However, Jake pushed his way through the door and broke the quiet picture of worry. “Ladies, I’m Jake, Jane’s boyfriend and Nick’s old camp friend. A happy coincidence, I know. You say Theo and Robert went missing yesterday afternoon?”
 
   Christiana sat up and held out a hand to Nick, ignoring the loud voice of the stranger who had come in with her son. “I’m so glad you came back, sweetheart.” 
 
   Nick took her hand and squeezed it. He pushed aside a velvet pillow and sat next to his mom. “No word yet?”
 
   Jane let them talk and went into the kitchen. The glass had been swept, and there was a piece of cardboard over the broken window. Nothing on the counters had been disturbed. She wanted to find a piece of paper, some kind of note that may have been attached to the rock and fallen off, but she saw nothing. 
 
   Ebenezer.
 
   The only note was a part of the rock.
 
   Thus far the Lord has helped us.
 
   Was that a message for the Malachis? A message that the killers would strike again?
 
   She tried to think through the story of the Ebenezer stone. What had been the point of it? Samuel had lifted up the rock to remind the Israelites that God had defeated the Philistines, that their days of battle were over, that with God’s help they were victorious.
 
   If the decorative Ebenezer stone was a message to the Malachis concerning Josiah’s murder…it wasn’t a good one.
 
   “When you cleaned up the broken window, did you find anything else?” Jane stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the sitting room. “Any notes, papers, anything at all?”
 
   “No.” Francine turned to Jane. “I looked, too. But there was nothing. I was inclined to think that it was nothing. Just vandalism.” She shot a glance at Nick. “I know that’s foolish, but we don’t know this town well. And with murder, the wackos tend to come out of the woodwork. I called the police about an hour ago and apologized for cleaning it up before they could see it, but they didn’t think it was a big deal either.”
 
   Jane still had the rock, so she set it on the coffee table in front of Christiana. “How many of these did you sell at the event where Josiah died?”
 
   Christiana shrugged. “You’d have to contact the vendor. We hired a local bookstore to handle the sales for us.”
 
   “Francine? Can we contact them?” 
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “Do you have any idea what Theo and Robert were fighting about?” Jake thumbed through a Malachi Ministries product catalogue that was sitting on the coffee table next to the rock.
 
   “Theo was very angry about the ministry,” Christiana said. 
 
   Jane noted her use of past tense and shivered. 
 
   “Anytime someone from the task force comes around, he starts a fight. And not just since the murder either. It’s really been since he came back from his father’s last time.” Christiana rubbed her ear rhythmically, and as though she wasn’t thinking about it. 
 
   “Do you think he wanted to stay there?” Jane asked. The chemistry between Nick and his mom was fascinating to watch. Nick was stiff and distant, despite sitting next to her. And at first it looked like his coming had made her feel a little better. She had sat up, anyway, but she seemed to wilt and go colorless sitting next to her son, as though his presence exhausted her.
 
   “No.” Nick answered for his mom. “He didn’t want to. Dad is never around. He’s always alone there. He knows I’m going back to uni in the fall, and then I won’t be at Dad’s again for who knows how long.”
 
   “How many times have you tried calling?” Jane wished she could check over all their phones. She had a feeling more than one of them had revealing text messages.
 
   “Every fifteen minutes. I’ve been calling Robert, and Christiana has been calling Theo.” Francine paused in front of the fireplace, almost regal in her bearing. Her shoulders squared and her head held high. Still trying to prove to Christiana that she was trustworthy.
 
   “I have too,” Nick said. 
 
   “What kind of phone do they use? iPhones?” Jake asked.
 
   “Yeah, Theo has one, anyway.”
 
   “Have you tried tracking it online?” Jake pulled out his own phone. “We need to log into his account and see if we can track it down.”
 
   “Right, yes.” Nick stood up. “I bet we can do that from his computer.” He walked off towards the stairs, so Jake followed him.
 
   “That’s a step in the right direction.” Jane joined Francine in front of the fireplace. “I don’t suppose you’d know how to log into Robert’s account to hunt down his phone.”
 
   Francine shook her head. 
 
   “A phone is easy to throw away.” Christiana pressed her hand to her forehead. “How long did the police say we needed to wait until we reported him missing?”
 
   Francine shook her head. “He’s an adult, legally, so it’s going to be a while before they start looking for him.”
 
   Christiana sighed. “Maybe that’s for the best. Theo needs his privacy right now.” 
 
   Jane wasn’t satisfied with giving Theo “privacy.” Not with a killer on the loose. 
 
   Jake and Nick found his phone located at a donut shop in Sandy. If Theo was just trying to get away for a breather, he had certainly found an out-of-the-way spot, unless you counted the hundreds of skiers who loved stopping there on their way back from the mountain. Nick and Wendy decided to follow up on the donut shop lead, and Jane couldn’t argue to include herself in the trip. She was the last person Theo would willingly come back to the family nest with.
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   The day before the revival at the Holiness Camp, Francine called Jane to join the task force for event prep. They met at the house, in the driveway.
 
   “Hey, gang,” Francine said. “I know there are a lot of questions still about how tomorrow night will go, but there are certain things that have to be done no matter who is preaching.”
 
   Lucas crossed his arms and nodded. “Sure, of course.”
 
   Jane counted heads; it looked like several of the local task force members were no-shows. Stacy was there, but not Reggie, and she was shooting arrows at Francine with her eyes. 
 
   Francine, for her part, had greeted Stacy with a warm side hug and a smile, but her warmth had dissipated and she was all business again.
 
   Jane could see why Stacy had been put off by Francine’s seeming lack of emotional investment. Today she was pale, with dark shadows under her eyes. She didn’t have the same spark of life, of love, that she had had when trying to lead Stacy to the truth. But then, how could she have, while Robert and Theo were still missing?
 
   Tiffany was dressed to work, in leg braces and crutches. Jane tried not to stare, but Tiffany’s legs looked so strong, so…even. She wasn’t an expert, and couldn’t tell you what range of damage polio could cause, but Tiffany didn’t look, or move, like someone who really needed a lot of help. 
 
   Which was good, of course.
 
   But troubling nonetheless, especially when partnered with the little run Jane had caught a glimpse of the other day.
 
   “Jane, Stacy, Dawn, and Ramona”—Francine indicated each girl—“you four can open the partial cartons of merchandise and compare the inventory to the lists. Please remove anything that looks like it has been damaged in storage, and make a note of it. It’s all in the garage.” 
 
   “Sure thing, come on.” Dawn, a girl about Jane’s age with a pixie cut and a cat sweater, led the way to the storage. 
 
   Francine had arranged this setup, so it must be where she wanted Jane’s eyes and ears, but she was disappointed. She would have much rather been partnered with the key players. 
 
   Then again…Jane sat back and watched Dawn take leadership, pulling out the big cardboard boxes and flipping open their lids. Just maybe, she had put Jane with Stacy in a more…spiritual capacity. More missionary and less detective. If so, she’d do her best, but it was hard going, reaching out to someone who thought they were the minister, and who also had known you during adolescence. 
 
   “Here, Jane, right?” Dawn passed Jane a clipboard. “Why don’t you keep the notes for us?”
 
   “Sure thing.” Jane pulled a pencil out of her bun.
 
   “I’m a little surprised that they still want to sell stuff,” the other girl, the one Francine had called Ramona, said. “I mean, isn’t this supposed to be more of a memorial or something?”
 
   Stacy shrugged. “But people will want these. You know? Something to bring home from Josiah’s celebration.”
 
   “This carton is supposed to have thirteen Ebenezer stones in it.” Dawn started pulling stones out of the box.
 
   Jane smiled. Not that she wouldn’t try to reach out to these girls, but now she knew why Francine had put her on the job. 
 
   “They’re all here.” Dawn began to put them back in the box.
 
   Ramona opened the next one. “This carton is supposed to have twenty Ebenezer stones and one hundred fifty printed handkerchiefs.”
 
   “Phew.” Dawn rolled her eyes. “We have to count all of them?”
 
   “They’re bundled in stacks of twenty-five; it shouldn’t be too hard.” Ramona pulled rocks out of the carton. “Would you count these again? I only got nineteen.”
 
   Dawn counted the rocks out loud as she put them back into the carton. “No, you’re right. Just nineteen.”
 
   “Got it,” Jane said. “If we find a stray rock in one of the other cartons, we can put it with those.” But she knew they wouldn’t, because the missing stone was in the living room, and someone who was intimate with both the ministry and the house had thrown it through the kitchen window.
 
   It only took twenty minutes to confirm that the only missing item from the open cartons was one Ebenezer rock. 
 
   The girls found Francine as soon as they were done, and passed the clipboard back to her. 
 
   “All in order?” Francine asked.
 
   “Just missing one of those rock decorations.” Dawn ruffled her short hair with her long fingers. “I thought we’d find it in another box, but it wasn’t anywhere.”
 
   “No problem.” Francine caught Jane’s eye. “And all the other cartons were still closed?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Okay, go join the guys at the U-Haul and see about helping them fill it. Jane, could you help me with a project inside?”
 
   Stacy narrowed her eyes, but Jane ignored her. “Sure. Of course.”
 
   “Okay, it won’t be a big job, but since you’ve been working here the last two weeks, I think I want your help.”
 
   Stacy sniffed, and followed Dawn to the truck parked in front of the house.
 
   Francine led Jane to the office at the back of the house. “Nick and Jake found Theo’s phone at the donut shop, but the owner had no idea who had left it there. And he didn’t recognize the picture of Theo.”
 
   Jane chewed her bottom lip. “He was sure he was there when the phone was left behind?”
 
   “Yeah, he was. He was there, and out front, the whole time, to the best of his memory.”
 
   “So it looks like someone dropped Theo’s phone off at the donut shop on his behalf.”
 
   “Exactly.” Francine’s face was drawn in worry, a deep crease etched between her eyebrows. “I just want to ask you to pray for him. You and I both know the danger he must be in.”
 
   “Yes, of course.” Jane closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Has anyone reported it to the police yet?”
 
   “Christiana was going to…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “I don’t know what to make of it, exactly, but Evelyn talked her out of it.”
 
   Jane tilted her head. “Evelyn did? That’s…unexpected.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Francine leaned back on the desk and steadied herself with her hand. “If it had been…I don’t know…Lucas…” Francine gave Jane a penetrating look, one eyebrow lifted.
 
   Jane nodded. “If it had been Lucas, I would have added it to a short list of things that have been popping up that make him look suspicious.”
 
   “But Evelyn wouldn’t have killed her brother, or kidnapped Theo.”
 
   “What did Lucas have to say about it?”
 
   “He led us in prayer, and then suggested we call the police right away.”
 
   “And Evelyn persuaded them not to?”
 
   “Exactly. Christiana had her phone out, ready to go. You could see how scared she was for her son. But Evelyn piped up right away.”
 
   “What was her reasoning?” Jane began to pace the room. Lucas had slowly risen on her suspect list. He was young, had his future to think about, wanted to be the head preacher at the event…the only things that had been keeping her from targeting him entirely were his apparent devotion and his wife, who really did sell the package, and now she was questioning that as well. 
 
   But Evelyn? The doting older sister? The one who was the most crushed by her brother’s death, and the one who relied on the fame of her brother’s preaching to make a living?
 
   “She said that Theo was an adult, legally, and if he wanted to leave, he could.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Sure, it sounds ridiculous to us, but in a way, she’s right. He’s eighteen. He’s not under contract to stay here with us.”
 
   “But he’s been gone long enough to report it now. I know he has. What did Evelyn say about that?” Jane paused in front of the office window and watched the task force fill the truck with equipment.
 
   “She said if we made an issue of this, Theo would never forgive us. He would never come back to us, and he would walk away from God entirely.”
 
   “That’s a little heavy handed, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, and it hit his mother’s biggest fear.”
 
   “Never forgiving her?”
 
   Francine shook her head. “No, of course not. She is terrified the boys will walk away from God.” 
 
   Jane sighed. “Really? After all of this…show?” Jane waved her hand to the scene outside. “She really expects her sons to have a sincere faith in God?”
 
   Francine shrugged. “If you knew that you would be directly accountable to God for thousands of souls and that you were purposefully doing it wrong, wouldn’t your dearest hope be you could fool everyone?”
 
   Jane exhaled through tight lips. “You’ve got a point.”
 
   “If her family holds tight to Jesus, then she can fool herself forever about the nature of her ministry. If Theo walks away from it all, the whole world will have to acknowledge she’s a fraud.”
 
   Jane closed her eyes. “I think I’m going to be ill.”
 
   “Hang in there just a little longer. I need you at the camp revival tomorrow. I’ll be stuck in the back somewhere, directing traffic. I need you to be my eyes and ears. Come. Participate. Report.”
 
   “Do you think Christiana is in danger if she preaches?”
 
   “Yes. The killer took out Josiah to end the ministry. He won’t want to let Christiana keep it going.”
 
   Jane pressed her lips together. “Francine, what about Robert? Is he still missing, too?”
 
   “Yes.” She shaded her eyes with her hand. “I will never forgive myself if something has happened to him.”
 
   “Francine…what is going on between you and Robert?”
 
   Francine wiped her eyes. “Robert is just my bodyguard. He…” She stalled to compose herself. “He isn’t saved, Jane, and all he knows about church is this train wreck. If something has happened to him, and he never got to see the real, life-changing gospel in action…if he dies hating God and the church, it will be all my fault.”
 
   Jane didn’t hesitate—she crossed the room and wrapped Francine in her arms. She didn’t have words to take away Francine’s fear, so she prayed silently that God give Robert more time.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   The day of the camp revival came, but they had still had no word from Robert or Theo. Jane didn’t know how Christiana was holding up. She hadn’t seen her, not even the day before as she helped pack up for the event. 
 
   The Holiness Camp parking lot was completely full. Jane circled twice before she gave up and parked on the street. She clicked her alarm button and said a quick prayer. It wasn’t the safest street, but there was no point in hoping a spot would open up. 
 
   Since Theo’s disappearance had hit the news, tonight’s revival had been on every TV station and all over the radio.
 
   Jane spotted two police cars in the parking lot with relief. She joined the line at the door to the A-frame meetinghouse, her heart in her throat, and a rock in her stomach.
 
   She stood behind a big family, three grown-up-looking daughters with long skirts and their hair in buns and a couple of younger boys with button-down shirts tucked into clean blue jeans. The man she guessed to be their dad scanned the crowd through narrowed eyes, his face split in a grin of excitement. The mom laughed at something one of the daughters said, which Jane couldn’t hear. They seemed to be geared up for a big show…not quite the memorial atmosphere that Lucas had been pushing for. 
 
   A girl with a Mohawk stood to Jane’s left. She clutched the hand of a boy with a matching haircut. They both looked grim, but excited. From the X drawn on the hand Jane could see, she guessed they were straight-edge punk. But were they also into health, wealth, and prosperity, or were they here for the sideshow too?
 
   Through the general hubbub of the crowd, Jane caught the sound of a cackling laugh. She winced, if not for Christiana, who seemed to want some kind of festival atmosphere, then for Stacy, who still believed in all of this, and for Evelyn, who missed her brother so much. And for Gemma, who wanted it all to be true. And for everyone else who had put so much hope into what she could no longer consider anything but a sham. All of these people, just here to gawk at the widow of the preacher who got stabbed.
 
   She shuffled her feet as the line slowly moved forward. The crowd didn’t seem hostile, at least. No protesters, no hecklers. That was something in their favor. 
 
   The meetinghouse was packed out. Even though the event wasn’t scheduled to start for another half hour, all of the seats were full. People stood in the aisle, and at the back surrounding the sound booth and filling the foyer. If the fire marshal were to show up, he’d shut the place down in a heartbeat.
 
   Jane wended her way through the people, with an eye out for Francine. She didn’t want to stop whatever work was getting done, but she wanted to pinpoint the key players in tonight’s drama. 
 
   She found Lucas and Tiffany easily enough, Lucas in the sound booth and Tiff up front in her wheelchair, just like always. Reg and Stacy were in a middle pew, near the edge, most likely with the instructions to lead the crowd to the altar when the time came. 
 
   The building was rustic and the ceiling high, but there was some kind of temporary structure with TVs and screens hanging from it. So despite the camp setting of the meeting, there would be all the same bells and whistles and video distractions.
 
   Jake had promised to be here already, but if he was doing his thing, his run-around-and-meet-everyone-in-the-building thing, then it was no wonder she couldn’t find him in the crowd. Which was fine. She didn’t need to deal with him right now. It was good to have an extra set of eyes and ears, and they could compare notes at the end.
 
   She made her way across the crowd and then back to the foyer near the door. There had to be more than five hundred people packed into a space for half that many.
 
   The lights flickered, and a Muzak-y electric instrument version of “Amazing Grace” began to play. But the song felt off—like it was some minor-key version. Something especially written to make you really sad.
 
   Jane stood at the corner of the sound booth, eyes forward, but ears on Lucas. He seemed to be handling the rejection of his offer to preach with grace—at least when people were around.
 
   “Psst!” 
 
   Jane turned but didn’t see who was trying to get her attention.
 
   “Psst! Up here!” 
 
   Jane turned to the booth. Lucas leaned over and smiled. “You could see better if you sat with Tiff. There’s always room in the front row.”
 
   Jane waved her hand and smiled. “I’m fine.”
 
   “It’s gonna be a long night. I’d grab a spot while you can.” His smile was innocent. Friendly, encouraging. But his color was heightened, and his eyes were cold steel. Funny, his ability to smile so realistically with everything but his eyes. Not everyone could do that.
 
   “Everything going right up there? You look worried.” Jane tried to play it cool, but she definitely wanted him to know he was on her list. 
 
   He scratched the back of his neck and shook his head. “This is old equipment for the kind of stuff we do. I’m a bit freaked out, to be honest.” He pulled off a wry grin and tilted his head. “But faith can move mountains, right? So I’m trying to trust it will all work.” He held up his finger as though to say, “Wait a sec” and turned back to his equipment.
 
   The lights went down and the screens came to life. 
 
   Josiah Malachi, with his trademark aw-shucks grin and his big brown eyes, friendly, like a dog, almost. The bad music faded away and his voice came through. It was an older video of his preaching.
 
   “Come you who labor, and work no more.” He paused, looked down at his hands, and then looked up apologetically. He held up his hand, rough, labor worn, and asked, “Why do I work so hard?” Then young Josiah faded away and a more recent video faded in. Josiah laughing, holding up his hands in praise. “God gave me rest! He gave us rest! He has it for all of us, if you just ask!” He turned his face to the camera, his voice dropped to an intimate whisper. “What is keeping you from asking?”
 
   The clips went on like that, but Jane did her best to turn her eyes to the crowd, to gauge their reaction…to try and spot the oddball out. 
 
   From the back, all she could see were heads lifted slightly so that they could see the screens. Just heads and shoulders. In each pew, someone leaned over to whisper to their neighbor; the volume on the videos was loud enough that it drowned out any crowd noise. And except for the glow coming from the screens, the room was dark. She couldn’t tell what was happening on the stage. 
 
   She stepped away from the sound booth, but Lucas called for her again. “Psst, Jane.”
 
   She turned. 
 
   “Pay attention to what he’s saying. He’s not wrong, no matter what you think of his delivery.”
 
   She nodded and turned. A punch in the gut, like always. Reminded her of what Paul said about just this kind of thing…basically, “If Christ is preached, who cares who is doing it?”
 
   But that didn’t apply here—couldn’t apply here. Someone cared enough to kill Josiah, and that alone told her that this ministry didn’t fall under the “so long as Christ is preached, we should be happy” category.
 
   She nudged her way through the standing crowd to the far wall. If she could, she’d work her way to the front. 
 
   Before she could get past the first row of people that blocked her way, the lights on the stage came on. Christiana stood on the stage, in the center, with no podium, no mic. Nothing between her and the crowd. There was absolute silence—or what passed for absolute silence in a crowd. Then, Christiana began to talk. 
 
   Jane watched her hands, her body, but there were no sudden movements, no foaming at the mouth. 
 
   And, even more remarkable, no sound.
 
   The murmur in the crowd turned to a dull roar. Jane pushed her way back toward the sound booth but was blocked by three big guys still wearing their Carhartts and work boots, presumably after a long day of labor. She tried to shoulder her way past, but one of them put his hands on her and pushed her back forward.
 
   Where was the sound?
 
   Was it the old equipment malfunctioning?
 
   Jane watched Christiana, but it looked as though she couldn’t tell that no one could hear her. She tried to make her way past the people in front of her, but the narrow aisle was blocked by a middle-aged lady in a power scooter. She couldn’t roll forward without mowing down several kids, and there wasn’t enough room for the scooter to turn around. Jane squinted to see if she could try and read Christiana’s lips, but the lights on stage flickered. 
 
   The screens came back to life, but the image was blurred and stuttering. More technical glitches, or had someone sabotaged the video? The crowd had risen to their feet, and most faces were focused on the screens. 
 
   Jane pulled her eyes away. If someone was going to attack Christiana, now would be the time. She elbowed her way into the pew nearest her and pushed past the people. She checked behind her, but the busy crowd had filled any gap she might have created. The end of her pew was blocked by a knot of teenage girls. Most were texting, but a redhead was taking selfies with the screen behind her. She kept pushing the brunette next to her, trying to get her into the picture.
 
   Jane climbed onto the pew to see if she could spot Jake or Gemma or Francine above the crowd, but the view wasn’t any better. Other people were standing on the pews around her, cell phones high in the air, capturing everything for Instagram.
 
   Jane climbed down and dropped to her stomach. 
 
   If she couldn’t go over, she could go under. She wiggled and shimmied her way under the pews. The indoor-outdoor carpet was rough through her thin T-shirt as she pushed her way across it. She stopped to catch her breath. She couldn’t see anything but the feet that she had to slip around and slide over. And she couldn’t hear a thing. She wasn’t getting to the front fast, but she had made some progress, the space between feet being easier to navigate than the shoulder-to-shoulder press of people. 
 
   She started her slow progress to the front again, but the lights came back on, and Christiana’s mic, as well.
 
   “Praise the Lord!” Her voice had more fire, more verve, than Jane had heard in it before. “Don’t you agree?” She laughed, and the crowd, moments before almost a mob, started to laugh as well. “Please, don’t sit down for me. Aren’t we all here to praise the Lord? To thank him for the ministry of my husband?” Her voice broke on husband. 
 
   Jane, her head under one pew and her feet under the other, stopped. Had the pandemonium been orchestrated in advance? Prearranged theatrics? If so, would she be able to tell from what Christiana chose to say next?
 
   “I want you all to know that God was not killed that night on the stage. Just a man. A good man, but just a man.”
 
   Someone in the crowd, a man with a deep voice, booed.
 
   “No, don’t you see? There wasn’t anything special about Josiah Malachi. He’d have been the first one to tell you that. He was just a broken vessel.”
 
   Jane pulled herself forward to get her head out from under the pew and rolled over so she could see what was going on.
 
   The screens jumped to life, and a clip of Josiah holding a broken earthenware jug popped up, but there wasn’t any sound with it. 
 
   “We’re all broken jars. But that was the whole point of what he taught: God wants to do great things through us, through our broken vessels, so that he will get the glory, not man.”
 
   Jane scrambled forward and climbed out from under the pew. She crouched in front of the people seated, her chin resting on the wooden back of the pew in front of her. 
 
   How dare Christiana say something so…true? She narrowed her eyes and focused on Christiana’s face. Could she have gotten her hands on some drugs? Was she going to start freaking out?
 
   The screens glitched again, and heads turned away from Christiana. Jane turned away as well, but not to the screens. She looked back at the sound booth.
 
   Lucas was gone.
 
   The pew she had wormed her way into was crowded, but most of the folks were seated. She made her way to the middle aisle. Her mind revolted; a lifetime of church attendance told her it was very wrong to go rushing down the middle aisle in the middle of a service, but if Lucas had left his booth, Christiana was in immediate danger, and now was the time to act.
 
   It only took her two seconds, maybe less, to get to the altar; not having a plan of what to do once she got there, she dropped to her knees. 
 
   Only then did she notice that others had followed her, and were also dropping. 
 
   A man in a red flannel shirt stopped next to her. He pressed his forehead to the step and moaned.
 
   Christiana paused in her memorial talk to bless the repentant believers, but Jane wasn’t paying attention to her. 
 
   She scanned the stage, craning her neck to see behind the equipment, and looked for any door near the front that someone could hide behind. But she didn’t see a single spot where Lucas was, or could be, hiding.
 
   The crowd at the front rivaled the crowd in the side aisles now, so Jane inched her way up the stage. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself, but if the crowd surged forward, someone would attack Christiana, and Jane wanted to be close enough to protect her. 
 
   She was perched on the last of the three steps, crouched to look penitent. The crowd hadn’t surged; the lights hadn’t gone off again. 
 
   Her heart pounded, and even though she was near enough to a speaker that she could feel it vibrating with her knees, she couldn’t tell what Christiana was saying anymore. Platitudes, maybe. Sound bites. Things that could be stitched together to make an online video, and couldn’t possibly be offensive when held up to scripture. 
 
   Jane bowed her head again, but looked to the left and right. If it wasn’t her imagination, no one was moving.
 
   Then a heavy hand fell on her shoulder and a voice whispered in her ear, “I’ve been watching you.”
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   She held her breath and kept her head down. Fear had such a tight grip on her gut that it took every ounce of effort not to puke.
 
   “So I came forward. I don’t know what you suspected.” This time the speaker was louder, and his deep-voiced slight southern drawl familiar instead of terrifying. “But right now, I’m guessing you’re right.”
 
   She turned fast.
 
   “No, keep your head down. There are other cops here too, and we’ve all got our eye on Christiana. If someone is going to try something, we’ll catch them. I came to keep an eye on you and your cousin.”
 
   On his last word the lights and the sound died again, this time with an electric sputter of sparks and noise. The crowd at the altar jolted forward. 
 
   Jane lunged for Christiana.
 
   She knocked her down, landing on top of her, their weight echoing on the hollow stage with a deep, reverberating thud. “Christiana, it’s Jane, the maid. Lie low.”
 
   Christiana didn’t lie low. She rolled and clawed at Jane’s face. “Get off of me!” she hissed.
 
   “I want to protect you!” Jane pressed her knee to the ground and pushed Christiana off of her, but gripped her arm. “Stay low, please. Someone is going to try and hurt you.”
 
   “You are hurting me.” Christiana twisted her arm in Jane’s grip but couldn’t get free. She dragged Jane towards the back of the stage.
 
   “Were the power outages planned?” Jane’s knees burned as she tried to keep Christiana in one spot, but the preacher was strong.
 
   “No, of course not. This is an old building.”
 
   The beam of a high-powered light flashed across Christiana and Jane. “Okay, everyone, calm down!” The voice was amplified, as though it had been mic’d, and very confident. “Everyone take your seats. It’s just a power outage.” More flashlight beams crisscrossed the room, and the crowd began to settle back down. 
 
   Jane looked around for the source of the voice but got the beam of light in her eyes instead. 
 
   “You there, hands up.” 
 
   Jane dropped Christiana’s arm and held her hands up. She looked left and right for Detective Bryce but could see nothing. 
 
   “Come with me.” The man with the flashlight held out his hand to Jane, but she was still blinded from the flashlight he trained on her face. 
 
   She took his hand and let him help her up, since it was likely he was with the police.
 
   From behind her, Christiana screamed, like nails on a chalkboard.
 
   Jane spun, but the cop grabbed her.
 
   The crowd sprang to life again, with wailing, crying, and the sound of feet pounding everywhere.
 
   “You, come with me.” The cop tugged Jane away from Christiana, not violently, but leaving no doubt that she had to move.
 
   The room was still intensely dark, but the officer detaining Jane shone his flashlight on Christiana, prone on the floor, with a uniformed police officer bending over her.
 
   “You’ve got to find Lucas, the guy from the sound booth,” Jane said. “He’s behind this, and Josiah’s murder. I just know it.”
 
   “You’re the only one we saw lay hands on the woman.” The officer shoved her to the side of the stage. “Hands on the wall.”
 
   She placed her shaking hands on the wall and let the officer pat her down. 
 
   “Okay, everyone, let’s try something new here,” the amplified voice said. “Let’s all pray the lights come back on, okay? Everyone, let’s bow our heads…” He had a bit of a chuckle to his voice, but the crowd began to quiet down. “Okay, thank you, folks. If you can all stay where you are, maybe in silent prayer, for just a few more minutes…” As he started to give instructions, the lights came back on.
 
   Jane jerked her head around.
 
   “Face to the wall.” The officer in charge of her wasn’t messing around.
 
   She couldn’t see what was happening, but someone tapped a microphone. “Everyone? Everyone?” It was Lucas, his voice unsure and almost awed. “Look what your prayers achieved!” 
 
   The crowd responded with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “If we could all sit down, and allow the officers to make sure everything is okay…” Lucas looked behind him. “Christiana had a panic attack, and has gone to the other room with a paramedic. Praise God there was a paramedic in the crowd tonight, am I right?”
 
   Amens echoed.
 
   The cop tapped Jane’s shoulder. “Come along with me.” 
 
   She followed him wordlessly, looking around for Jake, or Bryce, Gemma, or Francine—any ally at all—as she was led outside.
 
   The cop parked her on a bench by the door. “Why did you attack Christiana Malachi as soon as the lights went out?”
 
   Jane took a deep breath, but it did nothing to stop her from shaking. “I wanted to cover her, in case someone tried to hurt her.” She closed her mouth, but her teeth clattered. 
 
   The cop narrowed his eyes.
 
   “I was afraid for her.” Jane wrapped her arms around herself.
 
   “So you’re a big fan of the Malachis, then?” The cop did not speak sympathetically.
 
   Jane contemplated the question and hoped her pause wouldn’t count against her. “I’m her housecleaner.”
 
   “So…more like a friend than a fan.”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.” Jane blinked the tears away, and bit her tongue to try and center herself.
 
   “Why don’t you and I go back inside and see if Christiana is ready to talk about what happened.”
 
   Jane nodded silently and followed him. 
 
   As the door swung shut, she heard sirens in the distance.
 
   They went past the meeting room, but Jane glanced in the window and saw Lucas preaching, just as she had suspected. 
 
   The officer led her to the kitchen. Christiana was laid out on the floor, her eyes closed and her breathing ragged.
 
   “What happened here?” the cop asked.
 
   “She was stabbed in the side, like Josiah.” The paramedic who had sprung up from the crowd was a young woman with black hair hanging in her eyes. Her face was pale despite her olive skin. “She was having a panic attack, but I was sure she was fine. I helped her in here, and then called for an ambulance. When I came back…” She waved her hand at Christiana. A huge knife stuck out of her side. “It looks like an amateur job. A killer would have gone for her heart, or her back.” The paramedic shook her head sadly. “She’s in a lot of pain, but I won’t touch it until…”
 
   As she spoke, the paramedics from the ambulance that had pulled in came streaming into the kitchen. Jane and the cop were pushed aside as they swarmed the injured woman. 
 
   Jane wavered, but a hand steadied her from behind.
 
   “I’ve got you, babe,” Jake said.
 
   Jane spun around and pressed her face into Jake’s shoulder. He patted her back. “Chin up. They’ll save her.” 
 
   Jane took a deep breath and let go of her boyfriend. “Yes, of course.” She wiped the tears that had sprung from her eyes at the sound of his voice, and then looked around the room to assess the situation. In the far corner she spotted the glossy black hair of her cousin, who leaned on the arm of Detective Bryce in a very familiar way. Jane was glad to see that she was safe, and somehow not at all surprised by the sight. 
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Interviews were exhausting. The fact that she had thrown herself on top of the injured woman as soon as the lights went out was rehashed several times, but as Christiana had been stabbed while Jane was technically in police custody, they eventually let her leave.
 
   Jake drove her back to his place first, but turned around in the driveway and headed back to her apartment. “Sorry. Habit. I want to bring you home and shelter you. Keep you safe from all this craziness, but it’s not my right yet.”
 
   Jane shrugged, and gave him a half smile. “I guess not, but right now, it’s the one thing I want, too.”
 
   Jake laced his fingers through her hand. “One day I will make a big romantic gesture, and you will have to say yes, but, if you wanted to say yes today, I would totally ask you to marry me in an unassuming, quiet manner.”
 
   Jane squeezed his hand. “Very tempting.”
 
   When they got to the apartment, they found Gemma and Detective Bryce on the couch, in what could only be called a “compromising” position. They untangled quickly, though, and Jane was pleased to note that all buttons seemed to be firmly in place and only Gemma’s hair was ruffled.
 
   Jake broke the awkward silence first. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.” The detective was quick to respond, and to scoot even a little further away from Gemma.
 
   “So…” Jane lifted her eyebrow.
 
   “Yeah…” Gemma blushed.
 
   “What happened back there?” Jake asked.
 
   Detective Bryce—though Jane thought she had better start thinking of him as Grant, after all—threw his arm across the back of the sofa. “Best as I could tell, a whirlwind of crazy. I came because Jane was pretty persistent in thinking something was going to happen there. Once she said that she and Gemma were definitely going to be at the event, I had to be there.”
 
   “Word,” Jake said.
 
   “I had my eye on both of them, but when I saw Jane lead the crowd to the front of the stage, I knew she was going to do something stupid.”
 
   “Thanks so much.” Jane poured herself a glass of cold water, and wished she had given Jake a different answer back in the car.
 
   “Well, you did. But I couldn’t do anything about it because once the flashlights started roving, I spotted Gemma here doing something even stupider.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” Jake took Jane’s glass and drained it.
 
   “Jane told me that she was suspicious about Lucas and Tiffany, so…”
 
   “So she tipped over Tiffany’s wheelchair.”
 
   “What?” Jane and Jake asked in unison.
 
   “You’re lucky she didn’t press charges.”
 
   “You said she could walk just fine, or that you thought she could. I saw her start to roll her chair away, and I just, I don’t know. I just tipped it. I wanted to stop her from getting wherever she was going, so I tipped her over. I didn’t think anyone saw.”
 
   “Was she hurt? What happened?” Jane leaned heavily on the counter. Her cousin could have just made everything so much worse. It was like her good intentions and her good sense hadn’t ever been introduced.
 
   “Stacy saw me and grabbed me and started yelling, and then Grant showed up and pulled me away from her.”
 
   “What did Tiffany do?” Jane asked.
 
   “Good question. By the time I had a chance to see if I had even stalled her, both she and the chair were gone.”
 
   “How many people were in wheelchairs there?” Jake asked.
 
   “I only saw Tiffany. I did see a lady in a power chair,” Jane said.
 
   “I saw a guy in a power chair,” Gemma added.
 
   “Well, I saw a wheelchair folded against the wall in the foyer when we left. Think it was Tiffany’s?” Jake asked.
 
   “Impossible to say now.”
 
   “While Lucas was preaching and I was getting interviewed outside, and Gemma was getting hauled away by Grant, and Tiffany was MIA, someone snuck into the kitchen and stabbed Christiana Malachi.” Jane pondered it. Was it wrong to accuse an orphaned woman in a wheelchair of murder? It felt wrong, but all of the pieces fit together so well. She acted worse off than she was. She played on sympathy. Her husband wanted power. She was able to do her deed because of all of the diversions with the power, which her husband controlled.
 
   “Do you think she’ll be okay?’ Gemma asked.
 
   “Christiana?” Grant pulled Gemma into his arms. “Yeah. She’ll hurt for a while, but it didn’t look like she’d die from the injury.”
 
   “So she’ll be able to ID the person who did it.” Jane was relieved. The pressure of figuring out who killed Josiah would be off of her shoulders.
 
   Grant shook his head. “Not if she was stabbed from behind. But we’ll know whatever she knows, soon enough. Until then, all we can do is wait.”
 
    
 
   The next day Jane had to play responsible student and part-time maid despite the overwhelming fear that coursed through her. 
 
   The second day after the camp revival, Jane went to the Malachi rental house uninvited. Just pushing the door open gave her an immense sense of relief, but the house was cold, dark, and empty.
 
   Of course it was.
 
   Christiana was still at the hospital. Theo was still missing, Nick had been staying at the hotel with the task force, and no one else lived there. She took advantage of the quiet and rummaged through the office. 
 
   The desk was full of paperwork for the camp revival and the third Portland area event, a “prayer revival” at a Foursquare church on the way to the beach. She was glad, for the sake of that church and everyone who worshipped there, that the false teachers wouldn’t be coming after all.
 
   Or would they?
 
   If Lucas and Tiffany had orchestrated this all to take over a successful and well-paid ministry, they would most likely show up for the next event as though nothing had happened.
 
   Jane picked up the phone and scrolled through the caller ID, not sure what she was looking for, but a feeling of desperation crept up her spine nonetheless. They had managed to take out Josiah, Theo, and Christiana. Nick couldn’t possibly be safe. 
 
   Evelyn’s name popped up on the caller ID, so Jane wrote it down. She called her from her own cell phone. “Evelyn, this is Jane, the maid. I was at last night’s event, and I’m scared to death for Nick.”
 
   “Slow down, sweetheart.” Evelyn’s rough voice was calm, and somehow soothing. “What are you scared about?”
 
   “Whoever killed Josiah tried to kill Christiana last night. And Theo’s still missing.” Her words were tumbling out. There was that motherly touch to Evelyn, that solid, down-home feeling to her voice, that drew out all of Jane’s fears and made her lay them on the table, though she would have preferred to be calm and professional right now.
 
   “I’m worried for Nick, too. But let me tell you: I am not letting him out of my sight. We’re staying at the hotel today. Eating our meals together and lying low. I owe it to my brother to keep my eye on his boy.” She cleared her throat. “Trust me, I won’t let anything happen to him.”
 
   Jane’s heart rate slowed down. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Thank you.”
 
   “Is there something else you need to tell me?”
 
   Jane thought about spilling the beans on her whole enterprise: being paid to find the killer, attempting to protect Christiana and failing…all of it. But then she remembered the way Evelyn had talked everyone out of calling the cops on Theo’s behalf, and she stopped. “No, that’s it.” While she didn’t think Evelyn was behind the murder, she wasn’t ready to confess all yet.
 
   “Okay, dear. Please call me if you hear anything.”
 
   “Of course.” Jane ended the call. 
 
   Call if you hear anything? So Evelyn knew about her investigations? And she was still willing to claim responsibility for Nick’s safety. 
 
   Jane went upstairs to snoop in Christiana’s room. A diary, a notebook, some kind of journal…if Christiana had been putting her personal thoughts down on paper, now was the time to dig them up. If she had any fears about her team, any theories on what had happened to her husband, Jane needed to know them.
 
   But the bedroom turned up nothing. The drawers at the bedside were empty. The closet had clothes in it, nothing more. 
 
   Jane sat on the edge of the bed and stared out the window. She couldn’t be the only one suspicious of Lucas and Tiffany. Not considering how closely these people all lived together.
 
   In the distance a cat crossed the yard. Not Haven’s cat, though. 
 
   Theo had been suspicious. For the last four years he had doubted everything. Maybe he had been keeping notes.
 
   His room had stayed clean—she had made sure of it. So she didn’t need to do an archeological dig through garbage this time. His desk drawers were fairly empty, though, and his closet only as illuminating as his mother’s had been.
 
   Haven’s cat slept on his bed, so Jane sat next to her and ran her hand down the silky fur.
 
   She toyed with the cat’s collar and wondered why it was there. Surely that cat had been chipped. Theo wasn’t about to lose this animal. 
 
   The cat had a bulky tag hanging from her collar. Jane gave it a closer look. It was a rectangle charm of sorts, about the size of a USB plug.
 
   Could it be?
 
   Jane undid the cat collar and pocketed it. 
 
   If Theo had been storing data on the cat’s collar…it explained his deep affection for the animal, and was exactly the thing she needed to find.
 
   But she didn’t dare try it out while in their house. 
 
   On her way out she stopped by the den to wipe her fingerprints off of the telephone. She could touch most anything in the house and look unsuspicious, but there wasn’t a single reason not related to snooping for her to be checking out the Malachis’ caller ID.
 
    
 
   Back at her apartment she hid away in her bedroom with her laptop. She tried to slide the plastic charm so that a USB plug would pop out. She slid her fingernail around the seam of the plastic case, and it popped off. 
 
   She was right. It was a USB plug with a three-millimeter chunk of plastic on the end…apparently just enough room for the smallest possible circuit board. Jane ran her fingernail around the other side to expose the whole plug. 
 
   The thin plastic cover popped off, taking the plastic chunk that probably had the circuit board off with it. 
 
   Jane stared at the plug.
 
   She tried to press the parts back together, but it didn’t seem to work like Legos.
 
   Whatever Theo had been hiding was…gone.
 
   She grabbed her phone and called Ben, the only guy she knew who really knew his way around computer stuff.
 
   Jenny, his wife, answered. “Ben’s phone.”
 
   “Hey! This is Jane Adler, Gemma’s cousin, you know?”
 
   “Sure.” Jenny sounded cautious.
 
   “I have a problem that maybe Ben can help me with.”
 
   “Is it about your murder investigation?’ Jenny’s voice dripped with sarcasm.
 
   “Um…”
 
   “I take that as a yes.”
 
   “I really need an expert.” Jane looked away from the evidence she had destroyed.
 
   “What a pity. We’re in Seattle all day on a job. We won’t be home until very late tonight.” She paused. “If at all.”
 
   “Could you just tell him to call me?” Desperation flooded Jane. 
 
   “He’s pretty busy, but I’ll let him know.” 
 
   Jane doubted that was true. “Thanks.” Her own words fell flat. She ended the call and stared at the broken memory drive. She should bring it to the police. They would know what to do with it. She stood up with a heavy sigh, sick of not doing her job right. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   The police station was quiet, and depressingly familiar. She kind of wanted it to feel like a second home, like she could pop in and chew the fat with someone whenever she wanted to, but that just wasn’t realistic. So far, in her life, she only came here to bail out her dad, or beg for help when she was in over her head.
 
   She stood at the window to the front desk while the nice lady who had greeted her looked for a form in duplicate that she wanted Jane to fill out. The waiting room was empty, and smelled, yet again, like the “relax” soap in an airplane bathroom. 
 
   It did not help Jane relax.
 
   The bells on the big glass doors jingled, and Jane turned to see who was coming in.
 
   Theo.
 
   Jane’s breath stopped.
 
   His hair was filthy. His pants were torn off at the knee. He cradled one arm in the other, and as he slowly recognized Jane, he whispered, “Help.”
 
   Jane shook away the cobwebs and ran to him. She put one arm around his waist and led him to a chair. “But where did you come from? Where have you been? Where is Robert?”
 
   Theo rubbed his forehead. “I need a cop.”
 
   “Of course, yes. Right away.” Jane ran to the window and rapped on it. “Excuse me, I’m sorry!” She raised her voice just loud enough to be heard in the distance. She definitely didn’t want to sound like she was yelling. “We’ve got an injured man in the waiting room. Is someone there?”
 
   The officer who had been manning the window took her time coming back. “What’s that?”
 
   “An injured man, my friend, my friend just came in and he’s hurt?”
 
   “Ooh-kay. Slow down, honey.” She set her forms in duplicate on her desk. “Your friend needs help?”
 
   Jane spotted Detective Bryce in the back. He had just come into the bull pen area and was reading some papers. “Grant! Hey, Grant!” 
 
   The woman frowned. “Excuse me?”
 
   But Detective Bryce looked up and smiled. “Hey, Jane.”
 
   “Detective, it’s Theo! He just stumbled in!” 
 
   Grant dropped his papers on the nearest desk. He crossed the room in two long strides and was out in the waiting area with Jane in seconds. He marched right past her to Theo.
 
   “Jane, go get him a glass of water.” 
 
   Jane didn’t flinch at the demanding tone. It only made sense. When she came back from the water cooler, Grant was taking Theo’s pulse and asking him questions about what the day was and what his name was.
 
   “And where have you been?” Grant asked, looking at his watch.
 
   “In the woods.” Theo closed his eyes.
 
   “An ambulance is on the way, Jane,” Grant said. “We’ll take his statements at the hospital.”
 
   Jane nodded and got up to refill Theo’s cup, even though he didn’t seem to want it.
 
   Then she called Nick and Francine, leaving messages for both of them.
 
   She paced the room while they waited for the ambulance, and texted Jake.
 
   “Theo Back!”
 
   No answer. 
 
   “Not Rbrt!”
 
   Again, no answer. She knew he was working and that the restaurant business waited for no man, but her inability to reach anyone was sending her anxiety into overdrive. 
 
   Theo was back. 
 
   He could tell them everything now. How he had disappeared, who was behind it, and what was in the thumb drive she had destroyed. She glanced at him again. His head was back and his eyes closed. Everyone would get answers…as soon as they could.
 
   The ambulance was quick, or at least it seemed so to Jane, and before she could send Jake a third text, Theo was gone. 
 
   “Did he tell you anything at all?” Grant joined Jane at the receptionist’s window, where she had paused.
 
   “No.”
 
   He nodded thoughtfully. “He’s a mess. Dehydrated, hungry, and pretty badly injured. I tried to find out what had happened to the other guy.” Grant shrugged. “He said something about the doctor, so I figure I’ll call around to the medical centers out by Sandy. If the boys were beat and abandoned out by where his phone was left, then maybe Theo meant he had gotten Robert to a doctor near there.”
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   Jane fiddled with the broken thumb drive. With the excitement, she had failed to fill out her proper forms and hand it over.
 
   “So what brought you in here?” Grant asked.
 
   “Ah, well…” She tossed the drive in the air and caught it. “I found this thing and thought it might be important.”
 
   Grant held out his hand so she could toss it to him, but she didn’t take him up on it. 
 
   “And then I broke it. So, it seemed like the right thing to do would be to bring it here.”
 
   “And Theo showing up was just a coincidence?” There was a note of disbelief in Grant’s tone that made her stomach turn.
 
   “Yeah. I honestly can’t believe it myself.” She felt her face go red. She didn’t have anything to hide, though; that was the point of coming here. And how could she have known Theo was going to show up?
 
   “You had better get that turned over, then. I have a report to go write, and some other detectives to confer with.” He frowned slightly. “How’s Gemma?”
 
   “Good.” 
 
   The receptionist handed Jane the papers she needed.
 
   “So…”
 
   “She hasn’t called you back, I take it?”
 
   “Not recently.”
 
   “She’s a doula, always on call. She might be attending a birth.”
 
   “Ah, of course. Sure.” Grant smiled. “Okay, well, say hi, if you see her.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “One more thing.” Grant paused in the doorway. “This is a murder investigation. And it’s escalating, so if I were you, I’d try and lie low.”
 
   Jane slipped the broken thumb drive into an envelope the receptionist passed her. “I’ll do my best.”
 
   Grant laughed.
 
   Jane gritted her teeth. If she went to the hospital, would they let her see Theo? Or would it be better to hunt down her cousin and find out why she wasn’t calling her new beau back?
 
    
 
    
 
   Once in the car, out of the professional atmosphere of the police station, it seemed crazy to go to the hospital. First off, she wasn’t family, so the docs would never let her go see him. And if he was not checked into a room and happened to see her, well, he hated her, so it wouldn’t do any good anyway.
 
   She drove home instead. If Gemma had suddenly developed a distaste for the cute cop, there might be something behind it worth knowing. 
 
   He claimed he was at the camp revival to keep an eye on the two of them, which was either a sweet gesture or a cover.
 
   Gemma was slumped over a bowl of cereal at the breakfast bar, watching HGTV with deeply shadowed eyes.
 
   “Just get up?” Jane helped herself to a cup of coffee.
 
   Gemma yawned.
 
   “Did you have a delivery last night?”
 
   Gemma yawned again.
 
   “I take that as a yes.”
 
   “Yes. I did. I was at the hospital until five this morning.”
 
   “And it’s not noon, so technically you didn’t even sleep in.”
 
   “I have a continuing ed class tonight.”
 
   “I ran into Detective Bryce today.” Jane sipped her coffee. Hot. Strong. Good.
 
   “And?” Gemma slurped a spoonful of cereal.
 
   “He told me to say hi.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “He hasn’t heard from you.”
 
   “At a birth. Until 5:00 a.m.” Gemma yawned again.
 
   “So it wasn’t like you didn’t want to call him, right?”
 
   “Sure.” Gemma shrugged.
 
   “Not right?” Jane took a seat next to Gemma.
 
   “Fifteen texts in one night. While I was working.”
 
   “That’s a bit much.” Jane winced. Uncomfortably obsessive for having just gone on a date or two; however, that was usually right up Gemma’s alley.
 
   Gemma put her spoon down. “What do you think of Grant?”
 
   “He’s cute. And has a good job.”
 
   “Those are good things.”
 
   “Did something happen?”
 
   Gemma sucked in a slow breath between her teeth. “I saw him at the hospital last night. And I think he saw me.” 
 
   “And then he texted you a million times. What am I missing? Did you see him with another woman?”
 
   Gemma crinkled her nose and shook her head. “I parked around back and had to walk through the main floor to get to the birthing center. He was at the info desk, and I heard him asking what room Christiana Malachi was in.”
 
   “Did you stop to say hi, or to ask him what he was doing?”
 
   “He’s not on the Malachi case. He told you that. And he claims to only have been at the revival to protect us. What was he doing visiting Christiana?”
 
   “Did you read his texts?”
 
   “The first couple, but then I was working and put my phone aside.”
 
   “And you haven’t looked at them since?”
 
   Gemma chewed her bottom lip.
 
   Jane’s heart sped up. “This is good news! Let’s read them together. He must have been telling you why he was there, right?”
 
   “What if he’s the murderer?”
 
   Jane laughed. “He’s not.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I guess I don’t know, but there is no evidence at all that indicates he’d be remotely interested in killing anyone in the Malachi family. Plus, when I was at the police station today, Theo showed up and Grant was there. He was concerned. He called the ambulance.”
 
   Gemma rested her head on her arm. “Appearances can be deceiving.”
 
   “But not that deceiving. Let’s read his texts.”
 
   Gemma put her phone on the counter. “Go for it.”
 
   Jane started at the beginning. A greeting, a “What’s up?” Then a few minutes later, an “RUOK?” followed by a “Meet me for coffee?” If all fifteen texts were just as boring and short as these, Jane would be very disappointed. 
 
   The first nine were. But the tenth text was a gold mine. “Went 2 C Xtiana. She’s OK. Badge got me in. Didn’t see anything. Had to run, cops on case showed up. Need to talk.”
 
   So…he didn’t have permission to go see her and used his badge to get in. Why? Text eleven didn’t clear it up, though, just another brief plea to connect. Text twelve was meatier. “Xtiana still in danger. And kids. Trying to call Nick, no answer. Do you know Nick?”
 
   “See?” Gemma said, when Jane was done reading it. “He went to see if Christiana was mortally wounded, and now wants to find her son.”
 
   “You’re reading the wrong things into this. He wanted to make sure she was okay, and is concerned for her kids.”
 
   “Just read the rest.”
 
   Jane continued. Text thirteen was terse. And text fourteen was a bit embarrassing. “Luv u already.”
 
   “Ew.” Jane laughed. “He loves you already?”
 
   “See? I told you. He’s a weirdo.”
 
   “Let’s read the last one.” Jane took a deep breath. “Meeting with detectives to share what I know. Wanted to talk to you first, to hear what you saw. Sorry I couldn’t. Can we get together? I think you are amazing. Brave, beautiful and smart. Sorry if this was too much, or too fast. But we really click, right? And I just needed someone to talk to about what I know. I’m sorry. But call, or text when you can.” Jane scratched her head. “How many times have you guys gotten together since you met?”
 
   Gemma looked away.
 
   “Have you been seeing him every day?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Have you guys been…hooking up?”
 
   “No! Of course not! Jeesh, Jane. I mean, kissing, sure, but not ‘hooking up.’ You’re not the only Christian in the family.”
 
   “What about him? Is he saved?”
 
   “Yes. He’s an old-school Southern Baptist from Texas. He takes God seriously.”
 
   “You sound convinced.”
 
   “Of course I am! Do you think I’d see so much of him if I wasn’t?”
 
   “Then why do you think he’s a murderer?”
 
   “Oh!” A look of surprise flashed across Gemma’s face. “I just…”
 
   “When kissing him, you are convinced he’s a good guy, but last night…the night you did not get even a minute of sleep, you doubted?”
 
   “Yes. Exactly. Let’s chalk it up to no sleep, okay?”
 
   “That sounds good to me. And can you please call him back? I’m dying to know what he knows!”
 
   Gemma laughed. “I’ll call him back, but I can’t tell you anything he shares in confidence.”
 
   “Humph.” Jane crossed her arms. “I probably should have grabbed him while I could.”
 
   “I’m going back to bed.” Gemma padded out of the kitchen and back to her room, leaving her phone on the counter.
 
   Jane stared at it. It would be so easy to text him back and pretend to be Gemma. So easy, and so wrong.
 
   She didn’t have to text him, though. After a long day of school, and begging her prof not to drop her for missing her morning class, Grant called her. 
 
   “Do you have a minute?”
 
   “I’m on the bus.” It was another hot, packed, and stinky bus, too. “We need to talk, but I don’t think I can here.”
 
   “Then hang up, and I’ll text. This is important.”
 
   “Okay.” She hung up, and he texted back immediately.
 
   “Be careful. Don’t trust Francine.”
 
   She stared at her phone. She was more confident of Francine than she was of this detective. He had better have strong evidence if he was going to warn her off. 
 
   “Y?”
 
   “I didn’t want to say, but I haven’t been able to talk to Gemma yet. I saw Francine flee the scene.”
 
   Flee the scene? Jane swallowed hard. Why would Francine have done that? “WHAT?”
 
   “She ran. Out back door. Hard and far. Didn’t make statement.”
 
   Jane racked her brain to remember exactly when she had last seen Francine.
 
   “And then she ran. Don’t. Trust.”
 
   And then another text immediately followed. “Protect Gemma, please.”
 
   Ahh. Gemma. He was afraid she would draw danger to his new girlfriend. It was sweet, almost. But so wrong. “Francine is safe.” She didn’t use all caps again, but she wanted to.
 
   “She’s not. Please. Beware.”
 
   Jane turned off her phone. So what Grant “knew” was that he thought he saw Francine running from the scene. She changed her mind and turned her phone back on. And she called Francine.
 
   “Please, meet me somewhere private. I’m on the bus going up Burnside. I will meet you anywhere.”
 
   “Okay.” Francine sounded defeated. “Meet me at my hotel suite. Do you know where it is?”
 
   “Of course. I can be there in about half an hour.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “And…just, take care of yourself, okay, Francine?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t talk now, but maybe get to your suite and stay put.”
 
   “I’m already here.”
 
   “Good. Sorry for being cryptic.”
 
   “You’re surrounded by people. I understand.”
 
   It took forty-five minutes to get to the hotel, and Jane ran from the bus stop straight to Francine’s room. 
 
   Francine let her in and locked the door behind them.
 
   Jane pressed her hand to her side and tried to catch her breath. “I shouldn’t have quit running.”
 
   Francine lifted an eyebrow. “It looks like. Do you need something? A glass of water?”
 
   “No, let me just sit down.” She took the edge of the desk chair. “You sit down, too.”
 
   “You sounded worried on the phone.” Francine sat on the small leather love seat under the window. 
 
   “Detective Bryce just called, or had just called, and said I shouldn’t trust you.”
 
   Francine ran her fingers through her hair. “Because I ran.”
 
   “But why did you do that? Why didn’t you stay and make a statement to the police?”
 
   Francine rubbed her lips together. “I saw someone else running away and wanted to catch them.”
 
   “But who?” Jane had got her breath back, but her pulse wouldn’t slow down. “Was it Tiffany?”
 
   “What?” Francine frowned. “No. It wasn’t.”
 
   “Who, Francine? You need to tell me who was worth running after.”
 
   “Can you keep this a secret?”
 
   “Of course not.” Jane stood up and moved to the sink. “This is a murder investigation, and the whole point of hiring me was to keep you from looking guilty.”
 
   “I understand.” Francine folded her hands on her knee.
 
   Jane helped herself to a glass of water and sipped it. “You have to tell me who you chased.”
 
   “Nguyen.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Jane sat down again. The name had hit her like a punch. The one person she hadn’t suspected, not even once.
 
   “Nguyen was running, and fast. I had to catch him so he wouldn’t do something stupid. I just feel terrible about that man.”
 
   “I need more information.” Jane’s leg was shaking, so she pressed her palms against it to calm down. 
 
   “Nguyen is terrified of police. Josiah, well, you know how Josiah threatened me to keep me around. He did the same thing to all of us, probably. I know he threatened Nguyen. Nguyen was legal. Perfectly legal. He had refugee status and could not be deported. But that’s not what Josiah told him.”
 
   “Oh!” Tears sprang to Jane’s eyes. Nguyen, with his slight frame and communication struggles, seemed so vulnerable. 
 
   “Exactly. Josiah knew Nguyen had nothing. No money for a lawyer, no family in this country. When Nguyen said he was going to quit, Josiah told him that he couldn’t because his green card depended on the job with the ministry. Josiah told him if he left, he would be deported. He taught him to fear the police at all costs.”
 
   The tears streamed down Jane’s face now. Josiah hadn’t done one pure, unselfish, Christlike thing in all of his ministry, and so many people had been, and were still, fooled. It was almost better that he was dead.
 
   She wiped her eyes. It was not better, because now he couldn’t repent.
 
   “Did you catch him?”
 
   Francine shook her head. “No, not that night. But we both went to the police the next day and explained the situation.”
 
   “And word just hadn’t gotten to Detective Bryce yet.”
 
   “Why did you ask if I had chased Tiffany?”
 
   “Have you ever noticed how…strong she seems to be?”
 
   “I know that polio has a really big range of effects. I know she uses the chair more than she really needs to, but that’s Lucas. He really babies her.” Francine’s tone was wistful.
 
   “I think Lucas and Tiffany killed Josiah.” Jane blurted it out. “I don’t think Tiffany ever had polio. I saw her run the other day. Lucas wasn’t in the sound booth when Josiah was killed, because he stabbed his boss. Tiffany was party to the kidnapping; that’s how they overpowered Theo and Robert, by surprising them. And while Lucas was on stage preaching—that’s been his goal, because he’s after the money and power of the job—the girl with the wheelchair slipped out, abandoned her chair, and stabbed Christiana. But she panicked because time was short, and she failed.”
 
   This time tears slid down Francine’s face. “Over the years I have really come to love Tiffany. Like a true sister.”
 
   Jane held her breath.
 
   “But…”
 
   “I could be right?”
 
   “You could be right.”
 
   “Theo is at the hospital. He stumbled into the police station while I was there today.”
 
   Francine’s eyes flew open. “What? Is he okay?”
 
   “Let’s go find out.” Jane grabbed her purse from the floor. “But you’ll have to drive. We’ll never get there while it’s still daylight if we take the bus.”
 
    
 
   Francine got them to the hospital as though there were no such thing as a traffic cop. They got his room number from information and headed straight for it. 
 
   Jane’s phone burst into song while they were in the elevator, headed towards Theo. It was Jake’s ringtone. She gripped her phone, but couldn’t decide if she should answer it. They had exchanged a few short, sweet texts in the last couple of days, but he was not caught up on the case at all, and she didn’t think she had time to explain it all now. She hit the power button instead and turned the phone off. Jake would have to wait, God bless him.
 
   A cop sat at the door to Theo’s room, punching the screen to his phone, a bored look on his face.
 
   “Can we go see him?” Jane asked.
 
   The cop gave her an apologetic half smile. “He’s asleep. I’ve been cooling my heels here for most of the day. I get to take a statement, if he’s ever up to giving it.”
 
   “They’re making you sit outside his door?”
 
   “Yeah, he gave us the impression there was a reasonable risk to his safety, right before he passed out and didn’t wake up again.”
 
   “So he’s not saying anything, then.” Francine swayed. 
 
   Jane reached a steadying hand out to her. “We think we know who did this to him, and to his parents. Is there someone we could talk to?” Her heart fluttered in her chest. The cop seemed disinterested in Theo, but now was her chance to lay out her theory, and she had to take it while there was still time.
 
   “Oh, yeah? Been playing cops and robbers?” He chuckled. “Go ahead. I’ve got time to kill.”
 
   Jane laid out her theory that Lucas wanted power and money and that he slipped away from his post at the sound booth during the first event to stab Josiah. Then he and Tiffany worked together to take Theo by surprise. Her theory that the young wife in the wheelchair took advantage of the chaos her husband had produced so that she could stab her boss brought another chuckle out of the cop, but Jane was relieved to get it off of her chest.
 
   Plus, she was sure when Theo woke up he’d corroborate her tale by pinning his kidnapping on them. She didn’t know how they had done it, but she was sure they had. 
 
   Whether the cop believed her right now or not, he’d have to believe Theo.
 
   Francine nudged Jane. “Let’s let Theo rest. I feel like catching up with Nick. Just to see how he’s doing, yes?” She looked scared, and fidgeted with her purse strap.
 
   Jane gave a parting glance to Theo’s room. She wanted to be there when he woke up and proved her right, but Lucas and Tiffany were loose, and on a roll. It was time to go make sure Nick was still safe.
 
   They paused in the parking lot. Francine called Nick and put him on speakerphone.
 
   “Nick—this is Francine. Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes…why?”
 
   “Your brother is here, at the hospital, and he’s safe, but we’re just worried about you. Between your brother, your mom, and Josiah...”
 
   “Relax. I’m fine.”
 
   “Well, where are you? I think Jane and I want to connect, in person, just to see for ourselves that all is well.”
 
   “I’m with Wendy.”
 
   “But are you safe? Can you maybe stay in one place, one public place? We’re very concerned for you right now.”
 
   “We’re at her apartment; is that good enough?”
 
   Francine worked her jaw back and forth. “Honestly? I don’t know. But if you see Lucas or Tiffany come to the door, whatever you do, don’t open it.”
 
   “Hold on—what is it, Wendy?”
 
   In the background they heard muffled voices. 
 
   “Wait, who’s here? Hey, Francine, um, Wendy just let them in. I’m going to try and, um, distract them? Yes?”
 
   “No! That’s not good enough! Hang up and call the cops! Or, better yet, stay on the line and call the cops with the other phone.” Francine’s eyes were bulging, and her voice had gone hysterical. “Whatever you do, try and overpower them.”
 
   Nick didn’t respond, but there wasn’t a dial tone yet, so Francine passed Jane the phone and they both got in the car. “Where does this Wendy girl live?”
 
   “Across the street from me. I can get you there fast.” 
 
   They hopped on the highway and raced to Jane’s neighborhood. 
 
   “What car do you think they are driving?”
 
   “They’ve been driving a turquoise Subaru, but I doubt that’s what they used to kidnap Theo and Robert.” Francine’s voice broke on Robert. They still hadn’t had word about him.
 
   Jane spotted a Subaru that matched the one she had seen them get in at Christiana’s house. “Park there!”
 
   Francine pulled her car up so it blocked the ride. 
 
   They ran to the apartment and barged in. 
 
   Nick and Lucas sat across the small dining room table from each other, talking in earnest. Tiffany looked up from her coffee cup and smiled at Francine and Jane. 
 
   “Hey.” She sat in her wheelchair next to the couch where Wendy sat with a coffee cup in a shaking hand.
 
   Jane gripped her side, panting. Again, taking up running had been a good idea. Too bad she had quit. The three flights of stairs to Wendy’s apartment were killer.
 
   “We need to talk.” Francine stepped into the center of the room and stared at Lucas with laser intensity. “Tell me where you were the day that Theo disappeared.”
 
   Lucas paled. “I was…”
 
   “He was resting,” Tiffany jumped in. “This has been a terrible experience, and he needed to rest. I left him in our room and went to the hotel computer bank to catch up with emails.” Her voice quavered like Francine intimidated her.
 
   Jane tilted her head and considered Tiffany. Why was she not giving her husband an alibi? Could she be more innocent than Jane had imagined? “How long were you in the computer lab?”
 
   Tiffany shook her head. “I don’t know. A long time. Maybe two hours? Maybe more. The computer timed out my session twice, and I know they give you an hour at a time. But I don’t remember how long I had stayed by the time I was done.”
 
   “That should be easy to confirm with the computer.” Francine’s voice was quiet, like she was taking notes for later reference.
 
   Tiffany shook her head. “Maybe. I don’t know. When it logs you out, it says it erases all cookies and memory and stuff. I don’t think they keep a record.”
 
   “It’s a computer, kiddo; it’s all saved.” Lucas smiled, his face so relaxed that Jane shivered. Could he be a true psychopath? A person who would willingly out his wife as a liar in a murder investigation?
 
   Or had he protected her alibi? Maybe he had sent her to the computer lab on purpose so there would be a record that proved she hadn’t been a part of the kidnapping. But if she hadn’t been there, how had he managed to overpower both Theo and Robert?
 
   Jane sat down. She let Francine continue her questioning while she ran different scenarios through her mind. 
 
   If Tiffany had absolutely been in the computer room at the hotel while Theo and Robert were being kidnapped, could Lucas have overpowered the two of them? Lucas wasn’t particularly fit, so it seemed unlikely. What if he had thrown the rock and then used the car to overpower them? Maybe he had run them over, or something like that.
 
   Or what if one of the other two men was in on it? Tiffany was safely in her computer lab, and Lucas was absolutely confident of not getting caught, so he completely vouched for her alibi. Then, he and Robert overpowered Theo, beat him, and dumped him to die. 
 
   But if they had already murdered once, why not make sure they had finished the job with Theo?
 
   Jane exhaled slowly. Who had stabbed Christiana while Lucas was preaching? Tiffany, who had managed to slip away after being knocked from her wheelchair, or Robert, who was supposed to be missing during the event?
 
   In the background she had heard Lucas and Tiffany make the expected lies. Resting and at computers, or together. Horrified by the stabbing. So relieved that Theo was back. Etc. etc. 
 
   “What happened after my cousin Gemma knocked you out of your wheelchair, Tiffany?” Jane asked suddenly.
 
   “What?” Tiffany jumped. She had been giving Francine her full attention and appeared to have forgotten Jane. “I did get pushed out of my chair, didn’t I? I don’t know, I just sort of got in the pew. It was fine.”
 
   “Could you see her from where you were preaching, Lucas?” Jane expected him to say yes, of course. But she wanted to see him say it.
 
   Lucas frowned. Then he turned to Tiffany and shook his head. 
 
   “Of course he did. I was right up front, in my usual spot.”
 
   “No, you weren’t.” Lucas shifted in his seat. “Are you sure you remember correctly, babe? I mean, you are pretty strong, really, and had been in the chair most of the day. Did you walk further away, to get a more comfortable spot?” His brows were pulled together in a look of concentration. 
 
   “Babe, I was too there, just like always.” Tiffany smiled, but her eyes were shooting daggers.
 
   “No, you weren’t. Why are you lying?” Lucas scooted his chair back from the table. His knees shook convulsively. “Tiffany, what aren’t you telling me?” He stared at her, his eyes huge.
 
   Jane’s own legs had begun to shake as well, and her heart rate was off the charts. Lucas was actually a psychopath. He had to be, and so none of them were safe.
 
   “Babe, relax.” Tiffany laughed softly. “You remember how bad the lighting was and all of that rigging and the screens and stuff. You just couldn’t see me.” She laughed again, but more awkwardly. “Especially with all of the lights in your eyes.”
 
   For a moment his face relaxed. Then he shook his head again, slowly, and a look of horror came over him. “Tiff, tell me you didn’t.”
 
   “What? What didn’t I do?” 
 
   Nick got up and crossed the room slowly until he was next to Wendy. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close.
 
   “Tiffany, we need to talk…” Lucas looked from Tiffany to Francine, and back to Tiffany again, fear fighting with disgust.
 
   “I think we all need to talk to the police.” Jane’s voice was much calmer than she felt. She had managed, for the first time this case, to master her emotions so she could project authority. She was so proud of herself that a grin broke out, but she quickly stifled it.
 
   “You just did.” Wendy’s voice quavered. “I dialed the cops just like Francine told us to, and they’ve been listening to this whole conversation.” She held up a cell phone that had been concealed in her hand. “Are you still there?” she asked.
 
   “We’re still here. We’re sending an officer to the location to clear up some questions.” The voice on the phone sounded distant, and alien, but wonderful at the same time.
 
   Tiffany stood up.
 
   She bolted for the door, crossing the room with that fleet-footed strength Jane had gotten a glimpse of once before.
 
   Francine stuck out her arm and caught her. 
 
   Jane, eyes on Tiffany’s feet, saw them waver and almost fail her, the appearance of strength being just that. Perhaps her disability wasn’t as bad as she put on, but she didn’t truly have the strength or power to overcome two men without the help of her husband.
 
   “Tiffany, don’t. Please.” Lucas’s voice broke. Then he buried his face in his hands and began to sob.
 
   “Stop it.” Nick stood up with force. “Stop the charade, Lucas. Stop blaming your wife for what could have only been your plan. I’ve watched you. I’ve been watching you. You wanted what my parents had. You wanted it from the beginning and did anything you could to get it.”
 
   “No, no, I didn’t. I swear.” Lucas fell to his knees, forehead to the floor, sobbing.
 
   Jane was disgusted, and from the look on her face, so was Tiffany.
 
   But why wasn’t she saying anything?
 
   She stood there, letting Francine hold her. Not accusing her husband, not saying anything about what he had done. Just…letting him cry with a look of pure disgust on her face.
 
   “Tiffany, where is Robert?” Jane asked.
 
   Tiffany shrugged.
 
   “Were you driving the car while he beat Theo?” Jane sat on the edge of her seat, fairly sure if she stood up, she’d be as weak as Tiffany looked. She was overwhelmed by the ideas rolling over her as she watched the drama unfold.
 
   Tiffany let the faintest of smiles cross her lips.
 
   “You knew Robert was a hired bodyguard. That he could be bought by the highest bidder.”
 
   Tiffany’s face resumed its disgusted look.
 
   “And Theo thought he got rid of the LSD when he gave it to you, but really you sold it to pay Robert to get rid of another Malachi or two, right?”
 
   Nobody moved, and even Lucas’s sobbing had stopped.
 
   “And he’s somewhere nearby to take out Nick, only we popped in, so you couldn’t keep going.”
 
   “Not Robert,” Francine whispered.
 
   “Robert wasn’t saved,” Jane reminded her. “He wasn’t…going to come around, even if you had fallen for him. I’m so sorry.” She tried to look sympathetic for Francine, but there was always a cost when you fell in love with someone unsaved, and Francine was going to have to accept that, and grieve it like everyone else who made the same mistake. “You hired Robert because you wanted Lucas to take over the ministry. Because he was better at it than Josiah.” She looked at Lucas, his forehead still to the floor, his shoulders shaking. “Because he is a better man than Josiah. Lucas…” Jane paused. “Lucas is as good as he seems. So you wanted more for him.”
 
   Lucas slowly pulled himself up and looked at Jane. “Please stop. I’m not good. I’m not better than anyone else.”
 
   “Oh, shut up.” Tiffany spit the words out.
 
   “Lucas really was resting. And when Lucas was out of the sound booth the night of the murder, it really was because he was too sick. Maybe even because you made sure he was too sick.” Jane stood up finally and moved to the window to watch for the cops. “You were protecting him because he is good, and because you love him. But, why aren’t you good?”
 
   Tiffany wrenched her arm from Francine’s, but she wobbled, and Francine steadied her again.
 
   “Oh no.” Jane’s mind had gone back to Psych 101. “Oh, Tiffany, when did you come to America? How long were you in the orphanage?”
 
   “She was there her whole life,” Lucas said. “I met her there, with the ministry. She was eighteen, and no one had ever adopted her.” He wiped the tears from his cheek with a fist. “I loved her immediately. Just look at her.”
 
   Jane did look. Tiffany was a stunning beauty with her cascading black hair and huge black eyes. She had full red lips, and perfect skin like a Photoshopped supermodel. Of course he had loved her at first sight.
 
   “Lucas, are you familiar with attachment disorder? When a person fails to bond with their caregiver as a baby, they develop attachment disorder, which ranges in severity, but in most cases leads to a sort of sociopathic inability to empathize with others and view them as actual people.” 
 
   Tiffany’s face didn’t register anything to this news, this claim that the life she was unfortunate enough to have been born into may have left her…crazy.
 
   “But that’s not Tiffany.” Lucas spoke soft, and gently. “Not my Tiffany. Everyone at the orphanage loved her. Adored her. They hated me for taking her away.” He sat back on his feet. “Tell them, Tiff, tell them that you bonded with your family there.”
 
   Tiffany stared at him with stony silence. 
 
   “They were her family, really they were.”
 
   “It’s just one theory,” Jane said. “But we’re all born sinners, and only Christ can make any of us any different.” Lucas needed to hear something else now; he didn’t look like he could take any more bad news about his wife. But Jane was pretty sure she was right. That the harsh conditions of her growing up could account for why she was able to do away with her bosses, and their sons, with such ease.
 
   A knock at the front door broke the silence. Wendy got up and opened it. Two police officers came in and took over the conversation.
 
   Tiffany confessed nothing, but Lucas refused to give her an alibi for any of the dates in question, so they took her down to the station for further questioning. Lucas stood by her side, though. 
 
   He demanded she tell the truth, but swore he would find a good lawyer.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Two days later Jane and Francine went to the hospital to sit with Christiana. The stab wound had necessitated surgery, and she was now resting in recovery. With Josiah long gone, Tiffany under arrest, and a warrant out for Robert, who Theo said had beat him and left him for dead in the thick of the forest on the mountain, everyone was ready to sit together and hear Christiana’s side of the story.  
 
   Theo had also said after hiking out of the woods and catching the bus back into town, he was pretty sure he had seen the car he had been hauled away in at a doctor’s office. Unfortunately, that lead had come up empty and Robert was still missing.
 
   “Theo, I owe you an apology.” Jane was getting good at these, which made them easier, but still not what she’d call fun.
 
   Theo gazed past her, his eyes still shadowed and tired. “What?”
 
   “I think I ruined something of yours. The thumb drive on the cat’s collar…I thought it might have evidence that could help us catch Lucas and Tiffany.”
 
   “And instead you found my sorry attempts at writing worship music.”
 
   “Not exactly.” She rubbed her thumbnail and willed herself to not look away from him. “I’m really sorry, but I broke it.”
 
   “Nick would say I broke it, by saving my sorry music on it.” Theo smiled wryly. “It’s not a problem, Girl Detective. You were just trying to do your job.” His shoulders were slumped and his face registered very little emotion, except exhaustion. He looked like a strong course of antidepressants wouldn’t be amiss.
 
   “Can I ask…why on the cat’s collar?”
 
   Theo shrugged. “Sis was the only one who ever liked my music.” He just stared at his hands, so Jane dropped the subject.
 
   Christiana coughed into her hand and then broke the awkward silence that followed Theo’s words. “Wilt didn’t like the ministry, so he took Haven from me.” She looked around the room with wide eyes, trying to get one of her boys to connect with her. “It was religious discrimination—but how could I fight it? I couldn’t.” 
 
   “It wasn’t really discrimination, though, was it, Christiana?” Francine’s voice was gentle, as it had been with Stacy. “Tell your boys the real reason why Haven had to leave.”
 
   Christiana shook her head. “No, that was it. Discrimination against our faith.”
 
   “What was it really, Francine?” Nick’s face contorted. As opposed to Theo’s complete disengagement, anguish seemed to eat at Nick from the inside.
 
   “You can tell us. I think it’s time.” Francine laid her hand on Christiana’s back, and Christiana did not move away.
 
   “I never wanted this life.” Christiana wiped her eyes. “You know that, right, boys? When your dad’s business took off, I couldn’t take it. It was wrong of me to leave my first marriage, but it was so scary. He was always gone, and the money was…it was just so unstable. One day we’d be rich, the next we’d be broke. I was overwhelmed with anxiety. I was better off alone. But then I met a nice preacher.” A sweet look of nostalgia passed over her face. “The quiet church life sounded perfect.”
 
   “But it hasn’t been quiet in a long time,” Francine said.
 
   “It was never quiet.” Christiana pressed her hand to her forehead. “I was confused. If this was what Jesus wanted, how could I want Jesus? I rebelled. When I met Wilt, I just wanted out. Leaving had worked once; I thought it would work again.” Her face went white; even her lips paled, bloodless. “But it was wrong. I begged for forgiveness, and received it, from God and Josiah. And I vowed—again—to be faithful to both of them.”
 
   “When did you realize that Josiah wasn’t who he claimed to be?” The tender look on Francine’s face nearly did Jane in. 
 
   Jane sucked back her tears and prayed that Christiana could have a new moment, be born again, all over again. Or something like that. That she could purge her demons and move forward with her life.
 
   “Josiah was never wrong.”
 
   “But the LSD?” Theo asked. “That’s not very much like any other church on earth.”
 
   Christiana took a deep, gulpy breath. “It looks bad from the outside. I know. But I think Josiah meant well. He did. He never meant to deceive or to harm.”
 
   “But what about the baking soda and vinegar?” His voice was ragged and matched the pain that worked over his features.
 
   “He just wanted to force people to believe. He was tired of excuses…” Christiana’s shoulders slumped. 
 
   The mention of the LSD was the nail that did her in. She had fought for Josiah for so long, but everyone in the room knew there was no way to excuse the drugs and the lying.
 
   “Did Haven’s father find out about the drugs?” Jane asked.
 
   Christiana nodded. “Yes. Wilt had agreed to let me put Josiah’s name on the birth certificate. His wife…his family…mine…” She sighed. “We had just agreed to act as though it had never happened, for everyone’s sake. But Wilt came to see her when we were in Ohio, where he lived. And he found out about the drugs. Someone told him, but I don’t know who.”
 
   “Did Josiah tell him?”
 
   Christiana’s eyes flashed. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Did Josiah tell him about the drugs so Wilt would take your daughter away?” Jane asked simply, without any extra emotion, either kind or harsh. She didn’t want to coddle Christiana. Not when so much of this had been her own doing.
 
   “He must have, because Wilt came to me and said he’d demand a DNA test. That he’d take me to court. He, he’s a doctor, you see. In the ER, and, and he didn’t want her around the drugs. What could I do? I explained and explained that the kids didn’t know, that they’d never know. But Josiah…oh, help me.” Her cry sounded like a desperate appeal to her savior. “He did it, didn’t he? He told Wilt about the LSD.”
 
   “He was a phony, Christiana. He was just out for money.” Francine kept her hand on Christiana, a soft but secure support.
 
   “Josiah told me I had to give her away. That I had to for the ministry, so that we could help people. He took her away from me…” She stopped, just silent. No sobbing, no sighing. No more words.
 
   “You can have her back now, Mom.” Theo looked up, finally. “I gave it all to Tiffany to get rid of. The drugs are gone. We can go back to Ohio, live near her. We can get Sis back. Okay?”
 
   Christiana nodded, but didn’t say anything. 
 
   “He’s right,” Francine said. “You can start over now. Go back to Ohio. Find your daughter. Mend that relationship.” She swallowed. “You can mend your relationship with God, as well.”
 
   Christiana looked up at her.
 
   “Right now, it doesn’t feel possible, I know. But you can. Whatever demons you have been fighting inside, after all these years with Josiah, they can be gone. Done. All of that is over, and God…remember the simple church life you longed for? God is the Prince of Peace, and you can have all of that now.” Francine stopped and let her words linger.
 
   Jane liked it. What Christiana needed, had longed for all this time, was the Prince of Peace. And if her guesses were right, Francine and Nick would help her, and maybe Theo, learn to believe again.
 
   But first they’d all have to go through the awful public trial sure to follow the murder of a world-famous preacher by the pretty orphan in the wheelchair. It was almost too much to think of. Jane prayed that God would give them the strength to weather the storms ahead.
 
   Then she slipped out of the hospital room, to give them privacy as they made plans for their future. She would add the Malachi family to her permanent prayer list. And Tiffany and Lucas as well, since they would need God now more than ever.
 
   As for herself, she needed Jake. He had been MIA too long, and she knew he was waiting at his big, lonely house for a little company, so that’s exactly what she intended to give him.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jane kicked back on the leather sofa in Jake’s den. She laid her hand over her eyes and let out a sigh. “I was totally almost right. I’ll never get any credit for it, but really, all things said and done, that was a good piece of detective work.”
 
   “Um hm.” Jake set his feet on the matching leather ottoman, one at a time, like his knees were bothering him, or he was ninety years old. 
 
   “It took a while, but who else would have suspected the sweet girl in the wheelchair? Sure, I was wrong about her husband, but that’s a minor point. And without any physical evidence. It was all observation and deduction, you know?” Despite her overwhelming fatigue, Jane grinned. “I could get used to being right.”
 
   “Um hm.”
 
   “What’s eating at you?” It had been days since they had exchanged more than a quick text, and though she was dying to rehash every detail of the case, it wasn’t any fun if he wasn’t going to listen. And, using her own skills of deduction, she thought it seemed like something was bothering him.
 
   Jake took a deep breath. “You know the Crawford Family Restaurant Corporation?”
 
   “Uh, yes, I do.” Jane laughed. “Founded by Robert Crawford Sr. in 1950, operating Roly Burger, the Burger with the Roly-Poly Bun, for over sixty years and, more recently, Yo-Heaven, what Yogurt will be like in Heaven.”
 
   “Yeah, those guys.”
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “They fired me.” Jake’s monotone voice revealed nothing, but his slumped posture and sluggish movements for the last fifteen minutes said he wasn’t happy about it.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Exactly my sentiments.”
 
   “Okay, hold on. You are the owner and CEO, right? How exactly can they fire you?”
 
   “The board of directors has had time to go over the many, many board meeting minutes from the year between Dad’s heart attack and his death. They found ‘compelling evidence’ to support turning the Maywood Roly Burger into a Yo-Heaven.”
 
   “Oh no.” Jane sat up. 
 
   “I wanted that location to stay hamburgers for Grandpa’s sake. And for memories and nostalgia. And because the burgers are great. And also so that that bum, the mayor of Maywood, wouldn’t get his own way.”
 
   “How could the board decide in the mayor’s favor instead of yours?”
 
   “All those meeting minutes. Dad’s intentions were loud and clear. And even though I inherited Dad’s shares, Phoebe got Mom’s. And unlike Dad and Mom, Phoebe and I aren’t a perfectly united front. The board had more votes than I did all by myself.” 
 
   “But that doesn’t explain why they fired you. That seems like a big overreaction.” 
 
   Jake just nodded.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “I’m just really bad at running a corporation. Apparently I’m not in my office doing office stuff as much as I should be.”
 
   “Ahh.” A wave of guilt washed over Jane. She was pretty sure most of the times the flashy Jag had escorted her on detective business were actually times it ought to have been parked in the corporate office parking lot, down in Maywood, and Jake ought to have been parked at his desk.
 
   “Did they give the job to your cousin Jeff?”
 
   “It’s that obvious?”
 
   “You once told me he would have been better at it.”
 
   “He is.”
 
   “That day I met Francine at your office, but the assistant wouldn’t let me in. Who were you fighting with?”
 
   “Aunt Marjory. It wasn’t my finest moment.”
 
   Jane moved to the floor next to Jake and rested her head on his knee. “It’ll be fine, though. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “The house is in a family trust.”
 
   “What does that mean for you?” Jane traced the seam of his jeans. She wasn’t sure about the house, but she was fairly sure he’d have to stop buying two-hundred-dollar jeans.
 
   “It means I have to get a job that pays the rent, or move out.”
 
   Jane kissed his knee. “That stinks.”
 
   “But it’s great about the murder thing. I’m proud of you.” Jake ran his fingers through her hair.
 
   “It feels a bit shallow considering your news.” Jane turned her head so he could wind the length of her straight hair around his hand, and hoped it was as calming to him as it was to her. “What do you need to do next?”
 
   “Remember the gig I had in Thailand?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Great Commission International, the parent organization, wants to talk to me about a position in fundraising and development. Their head office is in Colorado Springs. I’m leaving Tuesday for a week of conversation about possibilities.”
 
   Jane swallowed hard. “Would you have to move to Colorado?”
 
   “I guess I’ll find out after a weeklong conversation.”
 
   Jane pressed her face to his leg and didn’t say anything. Her thoughts swirled around like Dr. Seuss had written them. She loved Jake here or there, near or far. This wasn’t at all like when Isaac moved to Canada and her whole spirit revolted against it. When Jake said the word “Thailand,” her heart had said, “Yes!” And then, when he had said, “Colorado Springs,” her heart responded, “Anywhere!” It was a new, exciting feeling, and she liked it. Here or there, near or far. “Can I come?” she whispered, embarrassed to ask to tag along, but dying to hear him say yes.
 
   “Without a chaperone? Nope.” Jake laughed, but his voice sounded more relaxed, even happy.
 
   “Do you want to do fundraising and development for this missions organization?” Jane asked.
 
   “Yes. I’d rather run away with them again, but barring that, I would love to raise money to save lives and souls around the world. Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Jake slid off his chair and joined Jane on the ground. He kissed her cheek. “But you and I had better pray about it. No more jumping in with both feet and hoping God will like what we did.”
 
   Jane couldn’t agree more, so she closed her eyes, folded her hands, and hoped that the praying would be followed by a little more kissing, but even if it wasn’t, she was happy to be here, right now, praying with Jake. 
 
   In fact, she couldn’t ask for anything better.
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