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MORE THAN ANYTHING, CINDY PRESTON HATED MONDAYS. AS A KID Mondays meant that it was time to stop playing and go back to school. They were the day that her dad always left home on business trips, which he did a lot. On Mondays she had to take drama classes because her brother did, and anything he did she had to do too. She never got to act. Kyle always overshadowed her. Instead, she helped construct the stages he strutted around on.

As an adult, Mondays were even worse. Returning to any job wasn't pleasant after a weekend of freedom. But you could double that since she worked at a church, which meant Mondays were hell.

Of course, “hell” wasn't a word Cindy would use at church, unless she was talking literally about the place and its demonic denizens. She'd had a lifetime of paranoia pounded into her by her mother. “You don't curse at church. You don't fall asleep during the sermon. You don't look at boys. You don't wear slacks.”

Cindy knew exactly what couldn't be done at church, but she always felt a little unsure about what you could do. The first time a friend invited her to a Pentecostal service Cindy had spent the entire time telling people to put their hands down, because she was just sure you couldn't do that in church.

Cindy smiled grimly as she pulled into the parking lot of First Shepherd. She might not know what she could do at church, but she did know that in a pinch she could work there. Even if that meant she had to wear skirts and dresses every day. Slacks still didn't feel right in a sanctuary. She turned off the engine and leaned her head back for a minute, closing her eyes.

“God help me.”

Cindy had never had a job that was so rewarding or half as exasperating. At any ordinary job you could leave on Friday, lock the door behind you, and come back on Monday morning and expect to find things where you left them. Not so much when you worked at a church.

Last Monday had been one of the worst days yet. They were preparing for Easter week, one of the busiest times of the year with extra services, programs, and special events. As if that hadn't been enough, the church's furnace had quit working, someone had broken a key off in the nursery room door lock, one of the women's bathrooms had flooded, and her binder of master calendars and room assignments had somehow found its way from her desk to the pulpit.

Cindy contemplated sitting in her car until everyone else showed up for work. An extra half hour of quiet sounded good, but she knew she couldn't sit there. The one advantage of arriving first was the chance to assess the damage before anyone else, especially Pastor Roy, showed up and freaked out.

Maybe if everything is quiet I can play a quick game of solitaire.

She got out of her car and walked toward the main gate that shut off the parking lot from the church buildings. With her left hand she slid a deck of cards out of her purse and shuffled them with one hand. She'd learned the trick in junior high, and it always calmed her down.

Please, God, let the soda machine not be empty.

Given that the high school youth group had a big outreach the night before, only God Himself could have left a can in the machine for her.

When she inserted her key in the gate's lock and twisted, it didn't click. Cindy stood for a moment, puzzled, before she pushed open the unlocked door.

“Somebody's in trouble,” she muttered. Staff rarely forgot to lock the gate at night.

“Hello, anyone here?” she called as she stepped into the courtyard. No reply. She hesitated for a moment. The silence was always disturbing early in the morning, especially after the noise and clamor of Sunday services. She glanced around uneasily but didn't see anyone.

Cindy headed straight across the open breezeway toward the sanctuary, sticking to her normal routine. She shuffled the cards with her left hand faster and faster and prayed that the women's room wasn't flooded again. Without breaking stride, she scooped up a small piece of paper from the ground near the door and stuffed it in her coat pocket, intending to throw it away in the office.

She unlocked the sanctuary door, stepped inside, and moved along the wall toward the bank of light switches, which some “art-over-practicality” architect had discretely positioned beneath a portrait of Jesus twenty feet from the door. In the darkness her foot caught on something soft and out of place, and she crashed to the floor, smacking her elbows and one knee. Her cards flew from her hand, and she could hear them flutter down around her.

Now what? What had the youth group kids done to the sanctuary this time? Cindy scrambled to her feet only to feel her twisted knee give out from under her, and she fell against the wall. Her shaking hand reached out and caught the light switch. With a loud clunk, the overhead lights slowly came on, and she turned around to see what she had tripped over.

A man, wearing a long black coat, lay sprawled on the ground. Half a dozen of her cards had landed on him, but he didn't move. Cindy jumped backward, hand pressed to her chest.

“Oh! Sir, are you all right?”

As she approached him carefully, he still didn't move. Cindy bent down and shook his leg, like she had learned once in a first-aid class. Did he have a heart attack?

When he didn't move she took hold of his shoulder and rolled him onto his back. She gasped when her eyes met his vacant stare. One look at those eyes and she knew he was dead. She had seen that look before, eyes just like that, open and frozen. Then she saw the knife sticking out of his chest.

Cindy screamed and jumped backward, slamming into a pew. Her injured knee buckled, and she collapsed to the floor, still screaming.

The empty church sanctuary caught the sounds of her screams and bounced them around the high-ceiling room. Her own voice was all she could hear. The body was the only thing she could see. The coppery smell of blood nearly overwhelmed her.

Something flashed in the open doorway six feet away. A dark figure seemed to fly across the threshold, landed next to her, and rolled to a stop on one knee. His eyes blazed like black flame, and his black hair framed the murderous face of a devil.

Cindy screamed louder and tried to push away from her position on the floor, but her hand slipped on the glossy surface of a playing card and she fell onto the man-devil's shoulder. He wrapped one arm around her waist, and with the other he pulled her head down to his chest. She struggled against him, but he held her so tightly she couldn't free herself.

I don't want to die! She pummeled him with her free fist.

Through the haze of terror that enveloped her, she heard him speak. “I'm Jeremiah, the rabbi from next door. You're safe.”

Safe. Safe. The word rattled around in her brain until she finally remembered its meaning. No one is ever safe. She stopped screaming, but her body shook with gulping sobs. With her head pressed to his chest she could no longer see the body on the floor. She forced herself to take deep breaths.

The rabbi shifted slightly and let go of the back of her head. She heard him dialing three digits on a cell phone: 9-1-1.

“Yes, this is Jeremiah Silverman. I'm at the Presbyterian church on the corner of Main and Lincoln in Pine Springs. I'm in the sanctuary with a lady who just found a dead body here. Send the police. Yes. Yes. That's correct. Thank you.”

“The police are on their way,” he said still hanging on to his cell. His voice was calm and soothing.

She nodded.

“Are you okay? You're not hurt at all?” he asked.

“My arm hurts and my knees from when I tripped,” Cindy said. She forced out each word through chattering teeth.

“I think you're okay. You're just in shock.”

Of course she was in shock. She remembered how it felt. It was one of the only things she remembered about that day when she was fifteen and saw her first dead body.

“Let me help you up,” Jeremiah said.

Some morbid part of her wanted to look at the body again, to reassure herself that it was no one she knew. The rest of her was quite sure she'd never forget what she had seen.

I'm going to be sick. She stumbled a few feet away from the rabbi.

“Hold on. Where are you going?”

“I need to get out of here,” she said.

“I don't think that's a good idea. Wait until the police get here. In the meantime, this will keep you a little warmer.” Jeremiah slipped his coat around her shoulders. “Put your arms into the sleeves.”

“He's dead, right?” She knew the man was dead. Eyes didn't lie, and the dead man's eyes told her everything. Still, she needed to hear it, needed to know that she was right. Needed for someone else to acknowledge it.

“Yes, he's dead.” Jeremiah's voice was calm and authoritative.

Cindy nodded. He put his arms around her, and she gladly leaned into him again. They slid to the floor against the back pew to wait for help.
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JEREMIAH CONSIDERED QUESTIONING THE WOMAN ABOUT WHAT HAD happened, but realized he'd hear the story soon enough once the police showed up. He leaned back against the pew and held her. She had calmed down considerably, but he gently stroked her hair to soothe her.

He glanced over at the body: a man in his late forties, a black-handled Bowie knife sticking out of his chest, and playing cards fanned out around him. Whoever had stabbed the victim had used a lot of force to drive the weapon in that far. The blood that had spilled out onto his white shirt was dark and dried. He'd probably been dead for several hours before the girl found him.

Girl. He glanced down at her and smiled. She was old enough to be someone's mother. He guessed her age as close to thirty. Her long, light brown hair fanned out over his shoulder and chest. Her eyes were squeezed shut, but he remembered them as vivid green and wide with terror. He must have made quite a sight barreling through the door the way he did.

He had been the rabbi at the synagogue next door for almost two years and had seen her on many occasions in the parking lot, but he didn't know her name.

Jeremiah smiled grimly when the police arrived in less than five minutes. If his emergency call had been about a stolen car or a purse snatcher, they would have waited hours for the police, but mention “dead body” and watch them come running with sirens blasting.

Officers sealed off the area just in time. Outside the sanctuary Jeremiah could see several people he took to be other staff members showing up at the door for work. They had certainly gotten a lot more than they bargained for.

“Sir, could you and the lady step over here?” a detective asked, waving them toward a pew a little way from the body.

“We can move now,” Jeremiah told the woman. “Are you ready?”

Cindy nodded, and he stood. She struggled for a moment, and he could see the bruises that had already formed on her knees and her right arm. He stooped down, put his hands under her arms, and pulled her into a standing position. She gave him a fleeting smile before her eyes fixed on the body. He grabbed her chin and gently pulled her head around to face him.

“Come over here with me,” he said. He kept an arm around her and half-led, half-carried her over to the detective. Jeremiah lowered her into a pew and then sat beside her.

The detective took a seat in front of them and turned around. He passed a hand through his sandy blonde hair, and his sharp eyes looked her over before turning on Jeremiah.

“My name is Mark Walters,” he said, addressing Jeremiah.

“Jeremiah Silverman. I'm the rabbi from the synagogue next door.”

The detective nodded toward the woman. “I take it she found him?”
 “Yes.”

“Were you with her at the time?”

“No, I was getting out of my car when I heard her screaming. I ran over to see if I could help and found her on the floor next to him.”

“A real Good Samaritan,” the detective commented, not unkindly.

“Not quite. I'm Jewish.”

The detective just blinked.

“Sorry, bad joke,” Jeremiah said, mentally cursing. The last thing he needed was to anger the police. Neither he nor the synagogue needed that kind of attention, especially not with Passover about to start.

Mark stared hard at him for a moment and then nodded. “My wife makes jokes when she's scared or upset. I guess she's not the only one. Me, I find it hard to be funny when there's a dead man on the floor of a church and a killer on the loose.”

“I'm sorry,” Jeremiah said. “This is just a stressful way to start your day, you know?” 

“That I do know,” Mark agreed.

He turned his attention back to the woman who sat quietly, staring off into the distance. “I need to ask her a few questions.”

Jeremiah put his arm around her shoulder, and she turned to look at him. “The detective has a couple of questions for you.”

She seemed to wake up at that and blinked slowly, as though only now seeing him. She looked at the detective and cleared her throat. “Yes, of course,” she said, her voice hoarse.

“I'll make this as quick as I can,” the detective said. His tone was reassuring.

“Thank you.”

“Your name?”

“Cindy Preston.”

Cindy. It suits her, Jeremiah thought.

“Okay, Miss Preston, do you work here?”

She nodded. “I'm the secretary.”

“The man on the floor, do you know who he is?”

“No,” she said.

“Have you ever seen him before?”

“No.”

“Okay, that's fine. You're doing fine,” Mark assured her. “Can you tell me what happened this morning?”

“I fell over him.” Tears streaked down her cheeks.

“You fell over him?” Mark asked.

She nodded.

“Okay, how about before you fell on him. What were you doing?”

“I unlocked the sanctuary.”

“Is that part of your job?”

“Yes. I'm almost always here before everyone else, and I unlock the sanctuary and then the office and then any other rooms that are going to be used in the morning.”

“So the sanctuary was locked this morning when you got here?”

She nodded and wiped at her eyes. “Yes. The main gate wasn't, though.”

“You mean the gate out by the parking lot?” the detective asked.

She nodded.

Jeremiah and Mark exchanged a quick glance. Mark turned back to Cindy. “Is the main gate usually locked?”

“Yes. I mean, every once in a while the last person to leave forgets, but not often.”

“So, the main gate was unlocked but the sanctuary was locked?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. You unlocked the door and then what happened?”

“I tripped over him before I could reach the light switch,” she said. “My cards went flying out of my hand.”

“So, the playing cards are yours?” Mark asked.

“Yes. It's my lucky deck.”

“Not so lucky today.” Mark sounded grim. “So you fell, and your cards went flying. What next?”

“I got up and turned on the lights. I turned to see what I had tripped over, and there he was, lying face down.”

“Face down?” Jeremiah asked before he could stop himself.

Mark glared a warning but didn't say anything.

“Yes. I thought maybe he'd fallen or had a heart attack or something. I asked if he was okay, and when he didn't answer, I grabbed his shoulder like they showed us in the first-aid class and rolled him onto his back. That's when I saw the … the … knife.” She took a deep breath and bit her bottom lip.

“That's okay, ma'am. What happened after that?”

“I screamed, I think, and he came.” Cindy turned to look at Jeremiah.

“I see,” Mark said.

“I found her here on the floor beside him, and I called 9-1-1.”

“Have you seen the victim before?”

Jeremiah shook his head. “No.”

Jeremiah spied another officer checking out the crime scene. He watched the man walk the perimeter of the sanctuary; his eyes roamed over everything. In the background Jeremiah could hear Mark's droning voice, as he asked Cindy the same questions in three different ways. They trained police to do that. By asking the same questions, but varying the language and prompting for more and more detailed responses, they could often get more information out of witnesses than a simple narrative. They also could tell if a person was lying. It was hard not to slip up when being questioned like that. The second detective had made it almost all the way around the sanctuary when he stopped and bent down. The officer whistled low, and their detective turned to look.

“Miss, I'll be right back,” Mark said and hurried to join his partner.

The two bent over to examine something on the floor. Because Jeremiah's line of sight was blocked, he couldn't see what they were looking at. When they stood up, though, he could read their lips.

The cards belong to the woman. She tripped over the body, and they went flying. Still, make sure you tag them all.

Done. You get anything solid from her?

Not yet. She seems clean, but she could just be a good actor.

Her car was still warm when officers arrived, and this guy's been dead for several hours.

She could have killed him last night and come back today.

I don't think so. The pastor says that she was at the hospital most of the night with one of the elderly members of the congregation who was dying.

We got a confirmation on that?

I'll call the hospital. I don't think we have anything to worry about with her. How about the guy?

Works next door. Heard her screaming and came to help.

Mark walked back toward them. The detective crouched down and touched Cindy's shoulder. In his hand he held a small plastic bag. Inside was a silver cross and chain encrusted with dried blood. Etched into the center of the cross was a lamb.

“Have you ever seen this before?” Mark asked.

She straightened slightly and nodded. “That's a Shepherd's Cross.”

“What's a Shepherd's Cross?”

“The church gives them out to Shepherds. They're members who volunteer to visit the sick and the shut-ins.”

“Like you?”

“No, I'm not a Shepherd, just a secretary.”

“And just how many Shepherds are there?”

“Thirty.”

“Is there any way to know which Shepherd lost this? Any distinguishing size or markings?”

She shook her head. “They're all identical. You don't think—”

“Is there anything else you can think of? Did you see anything unusual?”

“I don't think so.”

Seeing the blood-covered cross had excited Cindy's interest, but Jeremiah could see she was about to cry again. If a Shepherd had been responsible for the murder, it would be devastating to her.

“I don't think she remembers much right now,” Jeremiah offered. “She's still in shock.”

Mark looked at him again with intense scrutiny. Even though it made him uncomfortable, Jeremiah knew how to sit quietly and stare back calmly.

“Okay,” Mark relented. “Ma'am, is there a place we can reach you if we have any further questions?”

Cindy nodded and gave the detective her home phone number. Jeremiah then gave his to the detective as well.

“One last thing, did either of you touch anything?”

Jeremiah shook his head no. Cindy nodded.

“The door and the light and … him … when I rolled him onto his back. And, of course, my cards.”

“Nothing else?”

“I don't think so,” she said.

Mark turned back to Jeremiah. “We're done with her for now, so she might want to go home. We still need to question the rest of the church staff. She should consider taking a day or two off. I'll call later this week if I have more questions for either of you.”

“But I can't take time off,” she said. “This is Easter week, and there's so much to do.”

“Cindy, you can call your pastor later today and make that decision with him, okay?” Jeremiah said.

“I suppose … ”

Mark continued to stare at Jeremiah. “We're not done talking with the other people who work here yet. I can get one of the other officers to take her home.”

“You probably need them here. I can run her home,” Jeremiah said.

Mark gave him the ghost of a smile. “Thanks, Samaritan.”

Jeremiah just nodded. He refused to let the detective bait him.

[image: Image]

As she walked out of the sanctuary, Cindy took a deep breath of fresh air, which seemed to clear her head. A crowd of strangers stared and whispered as she passed by. She had never felt so on display. Pastor Roy was talking with a detective, but he smiled at her and gave a reassuring nod. She'd call him later. What a sight she must be! She still wore Jeremiah's coat, and he had his arm around her shoulders, half-pushing her toward the parking lot.

Only a short hedge separated the parking lots of the church and the synagogue. A small gap in the bushes close to the buildings allowed people to cross from one parking lot to the other. The dirt pathway was a testament to the unspoken accord the two congregations had shared for nearly thirty years. On Sunday mornings the church used the synagogue's lot for overflow parking. On Saturday mornings the synagogue did the same.

Jeremiah steered Cindy toward his car, an older black Mustang. She hesitated a moment. Was it safe to leave with him? After all, he was really a stranger to her. She glanced over her shoulder, but no one looked their way. Her coworkers would be occupied by the police for quite a while. Jeremiah opened the car door, and she allowed him to help her inside. Moments later they drove out of the lot.

“Right or left?” he asked.

“Right. Then right on Stanton,” she said.

She looked at Jeremiah sideways. “I thought you were the murderer when I first saw you.”

“Lucky for you I wasn't.” He glanced at her and smiled.

“Yeah, lucky.”

“It explains why you tried to get away from me, though.”

“Sorry.”

“Don't be. You were terrified, and I came out of nowhere. You seem better now.”

“It helped to leave.”

“Not surprising,” he said. “Sometimes a little sunshine can chase the shadows away.”

“I like that.”

He turned onto Stanton Street. “Now where?”

“Turn right at the signal,” she told him, forcing her eyes back to the road.

He nodded and slowed as he made the turn. “You're the church secretary?”

“Yes.”

“So basically you run the church?”

She laughed, and the sound surprised her. “I'm not sure that the pastor would agree with you.”

“Then he's an idiot.”

“I wouldn't say that,” she said.

“I would. Marie, the secretary at the synagogue, is like the field marshal. She schedules meetings and events, makes sure everyone knows what they're doing every day, keeps the staff informed of what's going on, listens to everybody's problems and tries to solve them all.”

“That pretty much sums up my job. So, what is it you do at the synagogue? I think you probably said, but I don't remember much of the last hour.”

“I'm the rabbi.”

“Oh!”

He laughed. “It's really not that impressive. I just try to help people like you do. Then once a week or so I get up and make a speech.”

“You're being modest.”

“Am I?”

She nodded. “I've attended synagogue a couple of times, and I know there's a lot more to it than that.”

“Really? You better tell me so I can expand my job description.”

Cindy wished she had a witty response, but at the moment, she felt as if her brain were fogged like a windshield on a cold day. Instead, she just stared out the front window.

“It's left on this next street, second house on the right,” she said.

He pulled up outside her tiny yellow house with white trim. She stepped out of the car and felt a chill run up her spine. For a moment she had an image of walking into her home and tripping over another dead body.

Cindy jumped as Jeremiah's hand descended on her shoulder. She hadn't even realized that he had gotten out of the car.

“I'll walk you inside,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Thank you.” She took a deep breath and walked up to the front door, pulling her keys from her purse.

“Wait!” he whispered.

She stopped. Something in the tone of his voice commanded obedience. She turned and stared at him. His eyes were no longer deep and gentle but blazing, and his jaw was set.

“What is it?” Fear washed over her.

“The door.”

Slowly, she turned and looked. It stood ajar. Not much, just a crack, but it had been opened. Blood drained from her face. When she heard footsteps, she grabbed Jeremiah's arm. Someone was in her house!
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WHAT DO WE DO?” CINDY'S VOICE QUIVERED.

“You're not expecting anyone?” Jeremiah asked.

She shook her head no and fixed eyes dilated wide with fear on him. I should call the police, he thought. It was probably just a common burglar, but the timing was suspicious, and it could be the murderer.

He could hear one person moving around in the room just inside the door. If there was anyone else in the house he couldn't hear them. He crept closer to the door, squatting down slightly and presenting his right shoulder toward the house. Just as he reached the door he could hear the intruder start to whistle.

Staying well to the side, he motioned for Cindy to get behind him. Her breathing came fast and loud. He pushed open the door. A man stood in the hallway. He shouted as the door opened, and Cindy screamed.

Jeremiah could see both of the man's hands, and they were empty. He vaulted through the doorway and reached the stranger in two bounds. He shrank back from Jeremiah and raised his hands to ward him off. Jeremiah grabbed the man by the shoulder and stopped short before slamming his head into the wall.

“Mr. Grey!” he heard Cindy cry. “What are you doing here?”

“You know him?” Jeremiah asked, without looking at her.

“Yes, he owns the house.”

Jeremiah released him and took a step back but kept his eyes trained on the other man's face.

“Cindy, what's going on here?” Mr. Grey demanded.

“I'm so sorry, Mr. Grey. We saw the open door and thought you were a burglar.”

The older man's countenance relaxed. “I'm sorry I frightened you. I'm here to do the maintenance on the air conditioning.”

“What maintenance?” she asked.

“I'm checking it before summer gets here to make sure the ducts are clean. I left a message on your answering machine last week.”

“I didn't get it,” Cindy said. “I'm sorry. Harold Grey, this is Jeremiah, the rabbi at the synagogue next door to First Shepherd.”

“Rabbi,” Harold said, offering his hand.

Jeremiah shook it warily, still not liking the situation. He noticed that after the initial surprise Harold wasn't looking either him or Cindy in the eyes.

“Mr. Grey, sorry if we scared you,” Jeremiah said.

“That's all right. I figured I would just slip in and check out the system while Cindy was at work so I wouldn't have to bother her. Speaking of which, is everything okay, Cindy?”

“A man was killed at the church, and Cindy found his body this morning,” Jeremiah said.

Harold jumped slightly. “Killed! That's terrible! Was it a church member?”

“No,” Cindy said. “I'm sorry, the police sent me home after they took my statement. The rabbi was kind enough to drive me,” she said.

All the blood drained from her face, and she started to rock slightly. Jeremiah jumped forward just in time to catch her as she began to slump.

“She's fainted. Help me,” he told Harold.

Together they carried her to the couch. Harold headed for the kitchen and returned with a cold, wet cloth, which Jeremiah used to bathe her face before putting it around the back of her neck.

Cindy's eyes fluttered open. “What happened?”

“You fainted, but you're fine,” Jeremiah said.

“Is there anything I can do?” Harold asked.

“No, I've got it,” Jeremiah said.

“I should probably go then. I was just about to leave when you two arrived. Cindy, is there anything I can get you?”

“No, thank you. I'm sorry, Mr. Grey.”

He patted her hand. “Just try and get some rest. We'll talk later.”

Jeremiah saw the older man to the door and closed it behind him. Alone, he turned and looked at Cindy. “I'm just going to take a look around and make sure there are no other surprises.”

“Thank you,” she said with a voice full of relief.

From where he stood he could see all of the living room and the kitchen. He headed for the hallway and discovered two bedrooms and a bathroom. One bedroom looked like it was used as an office, with a filing cabinet, a desk, and chair. He moved over to the computer. The computer was off. He opened the closet and spotted a couple of board games and a few boxes labeled “crafts.”

From there he entered Cindy's bedroom. A bed, chest of drawers, and a dresser filled the small space. On the night-stand lay a Bible and a couple of other books that looked like they were retold fairy tales. Everything in the room reflected a pale shade of green. Only shoes and clothes filled her closet. Satisfied that nothing seemed out of place he returned to the living room.

Cindy sat up straight on the couch and looked much better. “Thank you for being my hero again.”

He smiled. “You know us heroes—never satisfied with rescuing the damsel once. As long as she's in danger we have to keep rescuing her.”

“This damsel is extremely grateful. Thank you, Rabbi.”

“Jeremiah, please, Ms. Preston.”

“Call me Cindy.”

He smiled. “You have a nice place here.”

“Thanks. Mr. Grey rents it cheap to staff members. I could never afford it otherwise.”

“How are you doing?”

“Better,” she said. “I've never seen a murder victim before.”

“I know,” he answered.

“I'm sorry. First murder, first unknown person in my house, first time fainting. You've really caught me at my best today.” Cindy shook her head.

“I think you've handled it pretty well, considering,” he said. It was time for him to go, but he found himself delaying. He wasn't sure if it was out of concern for her or curiosity about the murder.

“I just keep going over it in my head, you know?” she said. “I mean, who would want to kill that guy and in the church? It makes no sense.”

“I'm sure it made perfect sense to the murderer.” He smiled warmly.

“Probably. It's just, I usually feel safe in the sanctuary and now I don't feel safe. Do you know what I mean?”

“I grew up in Israel. Sometimes safety seemed like a luxury,” he said.

“I had no idea. That must have been hard with all the violence.”

He shrugged. “When a place is home and it is all you know, you don't stop to think about how it could be different.”

“You must have left when you were young.”

“Why do you think so?” he asked, letting himself smile at her.

“You sound American. I would have thought you grew up around here.”

“Thank you. Are you going to be okay?”

“I think so. I just wish I knew why that guy was killed.”

“You would feel better if there was a real reason, and it wasn't just some random act?” he asked.

“Much. I know that probably sounds lame. I'm just not a big fan of randomness.”

“Well, I wouldn't worry about it. I'm sure the police will figure out who did this and why,” Jeremiah answered.

“The door was locked. I know it was. There aren't many people who have a key to the sanctuary. How did he get in there?”

“Maybe the killer let him in.”

He regretted saying it as she turned pale.

“There was a youth rally last night,” she muttered.

“Would the kids have been in the sanctuary?”

“No, it should have been locked before they got there last night.”

“Hopefully, by the time you get back to work they will have caught this killer.” He edged toward the door. “You should put some antiseptic and bandages on your knees.”

“Thanks. How long have you been a rabbi?” she asked.

He smiled. “Two years. Speaking of which, I should get back before my secretary decides I'm what all the commotion is about.”

Cindy smiled wanly. “We can't have that.”

“Yes, when she gets going—” He let an exaggerated eye roll say the rest for him.

“Thank you again. For everything.”

“Don't worry about it. Us religious types have to stick together.”

“Interesting way of looking at it.”

He shrugged, fished a card out of his pocket, and put it on the kitchen table. “Here's a card with my office and home phone numbers. Please, don't give it to any members of my congregation.”

“Trying to avoid three a.m. phone calls from neurotic parishioners?” she asked, standing.

He nodded. “A year ago I changed my home number and now I only give it out discreetly.”

“I'll guard your secret,” she said.

“Somehow I think you will. Remember, call if you need me.”

“I will,” she promised.
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Two minutes after Jeremiah left Cindy regretted his absence. Her house was too quiet, yet every time a sound interrupted the silence, she jumped out of her skin. Her lunch bag sat on the kitchen table where she had forgotten it, next to the crossword puzzle she'd printed out from her online paper subscription. She'd ultimately skipped breakfast and the crossword so she could get to work early and deal with any messes. I had no idea what kind of mess I would find.

She glanced at the clock on the microwave and realized with a start that it was still well before noon. Maybe a shower would rinse all the horror of the morning away. She briefly contemplated burning her clothes, but since the navy skirt and jacket were one of her few matched sets, she decided to wash them instead.

Once she made up her mind, Cindy changed quickly and pulled on her fluffiest bathrobe. As she loaded the washer, she automatically checked her jacket pockets. Her fingers brushed against cold metal, and she pulled out one of her cross necklaces. She had rushed out of the house that morning before putting it on.

She stared at it for a moment in surprise, having forgotten all about it. She thought about the cross that the detective had shown her. Why had there been a Shepherd's cross covered in blood? The answer seemed obvious, but she didn't want to come to terms with it. At least not yet. There could be an innocent explanation. There were only thirty Shepherds, and the police were probably well on their way to tracking down the owner. Best to leave it all to them. In her other pocket she found the crumpled piece of paper she had picked up earlier.

The phone rang, and she jumped. She dropped the necklace and the paper on the shelf above the washer and rushed to her bedroom. She sat down on the bed before picking up the phone.

“Hello?” she asked, hoping that she sounded calmer than she felt.

“Cindy, this is Pastor Roy. Did you make it home all right?”

“Yes. Thank you for calling.”

“Is Rabbi Silverman still there?”

“No, he just left.”

“Do you need me to send somebody over? The police have finished questioning Geanie and Ralph.”

“No, I think I'm okay. I could probably come in this afternoon.”

“You shouldn't have to do that. Stay home.”

“Thank you,” she said, relieved. She wasn't up to going back there yet.

“If you could tell me where to find the Maundy Thursday program on your computer, I can pass that along to Geanie and she can make a couple of changes before we print it out.”

It was Easter week and with a special service Thursday evening, a prayer service Friday at noon, and events all weekend it was not a good time for her not to be there. She took a deep breath. “Why don't you have Geanie call me, and I can walk her through it.”

“Good idea,” the pastor said. He sounded relieved. “You take as much time as you need. We'll manage here.”

He might as well have said what Cindy already knew. Everyone's panicking because we don't know what to do. She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth in frustration. “I'll be back tomorrow.”

“Now, really, that's not necessary.”

“I'll be there.”

“Great! I'll have Geanie call you in a little bit.”

“Okay. Call if you need anything else.”

“You betcha.”

She hung up and stared at the phone. It would be good for her to go back to work in the morning. Get back on the horse, that's what her father would say.

The phone rang again almost immediately. It was Geanie, and Cindy told her where to find all the files on her computer that she would need. Geanie hung up without asking how she was.

Cindy held the phone for a moment and then dialed her parents. After the third ring her mother picked up.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Cindy, dear. I thought it was your brother calling. His plane landed an hour ago in Belize, and he said he'd call when he reached the hotel.”

“No, it's just me. So, Kyle's in Belize?”

“Yes, he's filming a new travel show this month. You know, I just don't know how he finds the time to fit it all in,” her mom gushed.

“Yeah, he's a superman.” Cindy stood up and closed her bedroom door. On the back of it hung a dartboard with a large, glossy picture of a blonde man in an explorer's vest. She pulled the darts out of the picture and sat back down on the bed.

“Did you get Kyle's TV Guide article I mailed you?”

“Yes, Mom, I got it.” Cindy threw a dart at her brother's picture.

“Doesn't he just look wonderful?”

“Yeah, Mom. Thanks, I really needed a new picture of him.” Cindy tossed a second dart that pierced one of her brother's pearly white teeth. “Is Dad back from Iraq yet?”

“Not until Wednesday. Then he's off again on Tuesday. I swear sometimes it feels like I live alone.”

Cindy's father worked for an engineering firm that was rebuilding infrastructure in Iraq. He always joked that he was part of the war clean-up crew.

“So, what's new with you, dear?” her mother asked.

“I found a dead man at the church this morning. He'd been murdered.”

“Honey, that's terrible!” her mom said, all attention finally focused on her. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I fell over him, and I'm a bit bruised, but I'm mostly just upset.”

“Were you close to him?”

“I tripped on him. I ended up on the floor right next to him,” Cindy said.

“No, I meant personally. Did you know him very well?”

“No, he was a stranger.”

“Well, that's a relief.”

“Yeah.”

“Do the police have any leads?”

“I'm not sure.”

“Well, I wouldn't worry, dear. They'll find the killer. You know, one time when your father … ”

Cindy zoned out and didn't hear the rest of what her mom had to say. A few minutes later she said good-bye and hung up.

After showering and puttering around the house for awhile, it was after one when Cindy stopped to eat her lunch. It still sat on the table next to the crossword she hadn't had time to work on that morning. She picked up a pen, needing something other than dead bodies to think about while she ate.

One Across. Utensil. Five letters. She grimaced as she filled in the letters for “knife.” That's okay, you're fine. Everything is just fine.

The phone rang, and she jumped again.

“Hi, it's Geanie,” the woman said when Cindy picked up the phone.

“Hi, Geanie. What is it now?”

“The Women of Faith want to know if they can use the Fireside Room Tuesday night for their meeting instead of the Round Room.”

“When it comes to the Fireside Room—”

“Just say no. I know. I was just checking.”

“The Digging for the Truth class is meeting there Tuesday night.”

“Thanks.”

“Geanie, is everything else going okay over there?”

“Yeah. The police left about a half hour ago. They've got the sanctuary cordoned off with that yellow police tape, like you see on TV.”

“How long do they plan on blocking it off?” Cindy asked. “It's Easter week, and we need to use the sanctuary.”

“I'm not sure, I heard Roy talking to them about it, but I don't know what they told him.”

“Well, call if you need anything else.”

“Thanks, I will.”

Cindy hung up and returned to her sandwich and the crossword. One Down. ____ Instinct. Six letters, begins with a K. She wrote down “killer” and just stared at the word for a minute. Her kitchen window rattled, and she looked up to see a man staring in at her.
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Jeremiah found it nearly impossible to concentrate after returning to work. Marie, his secretary, walked into his office without knocking. He sighed and sat back as she frowned at him over the top of her gold spectacles. Her short brown hair was brushed back from her face.

“You're not eating enough,” she pronounced.

He shook his head and forced a smile. “Marie, you say that about everyone. Honestly, you don't have to worry about me. I have a mother.”

“Some mother if she lets you go around all skin and bones.”

“Marie—”

“I'm only saying,” she said with a shrug. “Lots going on next door today.”

He smiled. The stack of papers in her hand was just an excuse. Marie knew he knew what was going on, and it was killing her. He coughed and took the stack of papers from her, flipping casually through a dozen phone messages, none of them important. He could tell her curiosity was only growing more intense.

“Was there anything else, Marie?” he asked, looking up finally.

“So, are you going to tell me or not?” she asked.

“You mean about the murder next door?” he asked.

“Murder! I knew it! I said to Ruth that there were too many police over there for it to be anything else. So, who was murdered?” She settled down in the chair across from him.

He laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back as she leaned forward.

“Nobody at the church seems to know him.”

“A stranger, huh? What was he, trespassing on church property? Did he attack somebody? Did the pastor shoot him?”

He stared up at the ceiling so as not to laugh. Marie should have considered a job in journalism the way she could ask questions.

“They don't know who he was or who killed him. He was found this morning in the locked sanctuary, stabbed to death.”

She sat back in her chair with a small, triumphant sigh. “Then it had to be one of the Gentiles who did it.”

“Marie, I think you're the only one who still uses that word.”

“Who do you think did it?” she asked, ignoring him.

“I don't know.” He shook his head.

“It had to be an inside job, someone who had keys to the sanctuary.”

“Or someone who could pick a lock,” he said, half to himself.

“How many lock pickers work at churches, or even attend them for that matter?”

“I don't know, Marie. You just might be surprised.”

She harrumphed as she rose to her feet. “By the way,” she said as she got to the doorway, “Ms. Goldsmith is on line two.”

He dove for the phone. Ms. Goldsmith would not be amused that she had been left holding so long. He needed a good talk with Marie about that.

“Ms. Goldsmith, so good to hear from you. No, we're all fine here. No, the police are actually right next door at the church. No, no one here needs an attorney, but I will pass along your generous offer. Thank you. Good-bye.”

After hanging up he closed and locked his door. He needed some time to think, and he needed a little privacy. He considered going home but dismissed the idea. The best place to hear everything that was going on was at the synagogue. If there was anything most churchgoers loved more than God, it was good gossip, and that extended to both Jew and Gentile. He could only imagine what the pastor next door was going through. If Marie had received several phone calls already, the lines next door had to be completely tied up. No, the gossip would be spreading, and it wouldn't take long to spread across ecumenical lines right into his office.

The practical side of his nature told him not to involve himself anymore than he already had. He should thank Yahweh that it had happened next door instead of in the synagogue. That was the kind of attention the church didn't need. And I certainly don't need it either, he thought, tipping back in his chair.

It was a big week. Wednesday night was the beginning of Passover. The first two nights were marked by celebratory feasts. Jeremiah smiled grimly. He had received a stack of invitations from his congregation to dine at their homes for the first night. This year, though, he was far wiser. Last year he had caused quite an uproar by choosing a home to dine in each of the first two nights. He'd been a new rabbi and naïve despite his thirty-three years. He had no idea how political temple life was at that point. The jockeying for position to gain his attendance this year had been even fiercer. He was not one to forget past mistakes, though.

This year all members and their families were invited to celebrate the first night's feast together at the synagogue's multipurpose room. Marie had been quick to point out the potential pitfalls in that plan. If seating was on a first-come, first-served basis then people would be showing up in the morning to get good table position at the front close to Jeremiah. If seating was assigned, then the favoritism problem of the year before would rear its ugly head. Jeremiah prided himself on the solution. The head of each attending family was given a raffle ticket. Numbers would be drawn randomly and tables assigned that way. No favoritism, no politics. At least, that's what he hoped. For the second night he would join Marie's family. It made sense, and few people could argue with that decision.

The one drawback with the plan was that the next few days were going to be very busy for everyone. He glanced at his watch. It was almost time to meet with the committee that had graciously agreed to plan and prepare the meal.

With a sigh he got up and left. Marie glanced up at him as he passed her on his way out of the office.

“They're meeting in the multipurpose room,” she offered.

“Thanks.”
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Detective Mark Walters hated Easter. While most people were busy celebrating life and resurrection, all he could see was death and destruction. Of course, he saw death every day. It was brutal, ugly, and part of the world. Resurrection, on the other hand, he had never seen. In his view those kinds of miracles, if they ever had happened, were part of a long ago past.

He sat in his car in the church parking lot as he dictated his notes, thoughts, impressions, even his plans for dinner, into his digital recorder. Back at the office he would plug it into his computer and let his computer type it all up for him. Then he'd edit his report and call Francesco's for reservations.

Mark let his eyes drift from the church to the synagogue next door. “And run a background check on Jeremiah Silverman, rabbi, just for good measure,” he said. He shut off the recorder and yawned as he started the car.

He had been up half the night investigating another murder at a park about three miles away. A man by the name of Miguel Jesus Olivera had been found dead on an ivory-colored donkey on Palm Avenue, one of the streets bordering the park.

“It's gotta be some kind of political statement,” Keenan, one of the other detectives, had surmised.

Mark knew better, though. The religious significance of a donkey on Palm Avenue the Sunday before Easter had not been lost on him. The discovery that the dead guy's middle name was Jesus had clinched it. That significance and a few well-chosen words had gotten the editor of the local paper to sit on the story for twenty-four hours. Now there was a second murder to deal with, this one actually inside a church. It smelled to him like a wacko with a big-time hatred for religious types. Either that or someone who hated Easter as much as he did. Either way, it wasn't good, and Easter was still a long way off.
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