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CHAPTER ONE
Wednesday Night
Bernice Coleman knew an argument by the silence that followed it.
For thirty-one years at the Alameda County courthouse, she had watched people come out of conference rooms wearing the careful faces of those who had agreed to nothing. They carried folders against their chests. They thanked one another too politely. They waited until the elevator doors closed before letting the truth return to their mouths.
Pastor Elijah Grant wore that face when he stepped into the hallway after Wednesday-night Bible study, one hand still flat against his office door behind him. His smile arrived a moment late. “Sister Coleman,” he said. “You still here?”
Bernice held up the attendance sheets she had promised to leave in his mailbox. She did not point out that he could see why she was there, or that nobody who had known her more than fifteen minutes called her Sister Coleman unless he wanted the title to do work on his behalf. “I was putting these in order.” She let her gaze rest on his hand. He had not taken it from the door. “You all right?”
“Long day.”
Behind him, something struck the desk hard enough to make the framed photograph of New Covenant's first building tremble on the hallway wall. The pastor's smile held, but his fingers spread against the wood.
“Councilman Hale and I are finishing a private conversation,” he said.
The answer was not an answer, and they both knew it. Bernice slid the attendance sheets beneath her left arm. At sixty-seven, she had lost the courthouse badge, the sensible paycheck, and the daily privilege of asking a second question without anybody calling her nosy. Retirement had not relieved her of the habit. “Sounded finished from here.”
Pastor Grant looked toward the fellowship hall. Most of the Bible-study group had already gone, leaving behind the soft disorder that followed church people out of a room: chairs angled away from tables, paper cups with one swallow of coffee cooling at the bottom, two abandoned lesson sheets, and a child-sized denim jacket no child had claimed. The kitchen doors swung open and shut as Ruthie Mayfield put away what everybody else had enjoyed. “Give us five minutes,” he said. “Then I'll take those.”
The office door opened behind him before Bernice could decide whether five minutes was a request or an instruction. Victor Hale stood in the narrow gap, his suit coat unbuttoned and a white handkerchief gathered in one fist. He had the gray, damp look of a man who had walked too quickly from a warm room into a cold one. His other hand worked once at the knot of his tie.
“You don't get to call it protection because you hid the cost,” Victor said.
He spoke to Grant, not Bernice, but his eyes found her and changed. The anger did not leave his face. It rearranged itself into public shape. “Ms. Coleman.” He pressed the inner fold of the handkerchief to his lips, held it there a beat, then lowered it. A faint orange scent reached the hallway—anointing oil, Bernice thought, though she could not imagine why Victor would have it on his handkerchief. “Didn't mean to keep the building open.”
Victor had been a trustee at New Covenant before the city learned to put Councilman in front of his name. He still knew which apology made a church woman feel responsible for forgiving him. Bernice had never liked that kind of efficiency. “The building closes when Ruthie says the kitchen is clean,” she told him. “The rest of us just leave.”
From the fellowship hall came Gloria King's laugh, bright and deliberate. Somebody answered too softly for Bernice to hear. Then Maxine Porter said, “That isn't what I asked you,” in the flat tone that had frightened undergraduates for twenty-six years and now frightened members of the hospitality committee for free.
Victor's mouth lifted at one corner. “Some things don't change.”
“Enough things do.” Bernice looked from him to Grant. “Five minutes.”
She walked away before either man could dismiss her. At the end of the hall, she stopped beside the display case where New Covenant kept photographs of pastors, choirs, mortgage burnings, and children who had grown old without ever being moved from the youth-program row. The glass gave her a dim reflection of the office door closing again.
The argument resumed beneath the hum of the ceiling vents.
She could not distinguish every word. Victor's voice traveled farther because anger had loosened his training. Grant kept his low, the way he did during hospital visits and difficult business meetings, forcing the other person to quiet down or look unreasonable alone. “—not yours to decide.”
“And what was I supposed to do?” Grant answered. “Wait on a committee?”
“You were supposed to tell the truth.”
Bernice looked down at the attendance sheets as though any of the names required her immediate attention. Twenty-three people had signed in. Gloria had drawn a line through the space for her telephone number and written You have it. Ruthie had signed for herself and then added Deacon Price, who never remembered. Maxine had printed her name with the same severe clarity she used on condolence cards.
A different voice moved at the edge of the argument—too low to place, perhaps only the television Victor sometimes watched with the sound turned down. Bernice lifted her head. The office had a second door that opened into the pastor's small private study, and the study connected to the fellowship corridor. The church had accumulated doors the way it accumulated committees: one for every problem nobody had wanted to solve directly.
The fellowship-hall door clicked.
Marlene Hale stepped through it with her phone in one hand and her camel-colored coat folded over the other arm. Victor's younger sister had managed every one of his campaigns and most of his public expressions since his first school-board race. She had the rare ability to appear perfectly dressed without seeming to have dressed for anyone present. Tonight her dark green blouse caught the weak hallway light at the collar, and a small gold pin rested there like punctuation.
She stopped when she saw Bernice.
The pause lasted less than a second. Bernice had spent too long watching defendants recognize court clerks to miss it. “Mrs. Coleman.” Marlene smiled and crossed the hall. “I thought everybody had gone.”
“Not everybody.”
“Victor still with Pastor Grant?”
The question sounded casual because Marlene knew how casual was built. Her eyes did not move toward the office.
Bernice shifted the papers back into her right hand. “You didn't see him?”
“I came through the fellowship hall. Campaign call ran long, and this building is the only place in Oakland where my phone believes walls are a personal attack.” Marlene lifted it as evidence. “I was looking for my coat.”
The coat lay over her arm.
Marlene followed Bernice's glance and laughed softly. “Which I found. Long week.”
Orange and something warmer clung to her as she passed, a fragrance Bernice did not recognize beneath the church oil. Marlene turned toward the side exit instead of the front doors. Before pushing it open, she looked back. “Tell Victor I'm in the car.”
Bernice could have asked why Marlene had not told him herself. She could have asked why a woman retrieving a coat had come from the corridor connected to the pastor's private study. Instead, she said, “If I see him.”
The side door closed. Its old hydraulic arm pulled too slowly, letting in a strip of cold air and the wet hiss of tires on MacArthur Boulevard before the latch caught.
Bernice remained beside the display case.
The corridor from which Marlene had emerged was not forbidden space. It led past the pastor's private study, the finance room, two classrooms, and a storage closet that had not closed properly since the children's Christmas pageant. On Sunday mornings, ushers used it to carry extra programs without cutting through the sanctuary. On election nights, Victor's volunteers used it until Bernice reminded them that campaign work did not become church work simply because both required folding chairs.
Marlene knew all of that. She had grown up in New Covenant's former building and helped label the rooms when the congregation moved. If she wanted the side exit, the fellowship corridor was the sensible route. What unsettled Bernice was not the route but the pause—the instant in which Marlene had seen her and adjusted to being seen.
Victor and Marlene had always adjusted faster than other people. At their mother's funeral, Victor delivered the family remarks while Marlene quietly removed two names from the printed acknowledgments after an argument nobody admitted having. During Victor's first council campaign, he spoke about neighborhood memory while Marlene made certain every camera faced the surviving businesses rather than the vacant properties behind them. Victor supplied the moral sentence. Marlene controlled what appeared beside it.
Bernice had respected the arrangement when it served something honest. She had never trusted the speed with which it could make inconvenient facts look poorly timed.
She had not accused Marlene of anything because there was nothing to accuse her of. Churches were full of doors. People left by the one nearest their car. Coats were forgotten, calls ran long, and siblings conducted half their business through whoever happened to be standing in a hallway.
Still, Bernice placed Marlene's answer in the private part of her mind where she used to keep testimony that had arrived before its supporting document.
In the fellowship hall, Gloria stood beside a stack of foil pans talking to a young woman Bernice recognized from Victor's campaign office. Gloria's silver bracelets chimed when she moved her hands. Ruthie was at the long counter wrapping the last of the pound cake in wax paper, her motions unhurried even though everyone else had left her the work. Maxine waited by the coffee urn with her coat already buttoned, studying a brown crescent on the carpet.
“You planning to examine that stain into a confession?” Gloria asked her.
Maxine did not look up. “I'm deciding whether it was here Sunday.”
“It was,” Ruthie said. “Brother Lewis tilted his cup when the choir came through. He apologized to the carpet and not to me.”
That settled, Maxine straightened. Her gaze moved to Bernice. “What happened?”
Bernice disliked people who could tell she had noticed something before she had decided what it meant. Maxine had been back at New Covenant for only six weeks and had already become one of them. “Victor and Pastor Grant are talking.”
Gloria's attention sharpened. The campaign worker beside her found sudden interest in fitting lids onto pans. “Talking like Wednesday talking,” Gloria asked, “or talking like somebody needs to move the good vase?”
“Like something should've been said earlier.” Bernice set the attendance sheets on the nearest table. “Marlene was here.”
The young campaign worker snapped a lid crooked. Gloria corrected it without breaking eye contact with Bernice.
The worker's name came back to Bernice then: Nia Walters. She had stood beside Marlene at the housing forum three weeks earlier, passing note cards without once needing to be asked for the right one. Tonight Nia's hands had lost that precision. She pressed one corner of the foil lid, released it, and pressed it again while listening toward the hallway.
“You waiting for somebody?” Bernice asked.
Nia looked at Gloria before answering. “Ms. Hale said I could ride with the media team. They already left.”
“Which Ms. Hale?”
“Marlene.” Nia tucked her phone beneath the folder she carried. “Councilman Hale had another meeting.”
The answer placed Nia near the family without telling Bernice what she knew. Bernice did not ask a third question. The campaign office paid Nia, Marlene supervised her, and Victor had just argued behind a closed door. Pressing her in a church kitchen would produce either loyalty or fear, both of which could sound like information to someone eager enough.
Gloria noticed Bernice stop. Her expression changed by the smallest degree. She understood restraint as well as anyone when it was visible in another person.
Ruthie cut a smaller piece of pound cake from the end of the loaf and wrapped it separately. “She didn't come through the kitchen.”
“Fellowship corridor,” Bernice said. “Said she was finding her coat.”
“Maybe she found it,” Maxine replied.
“She did.”
Gloria's mouth moved, not quite a smile. “You got that courthouse look.”
“I have one face.”
“Bernice, you have seven faces. You just believe six of them are confidential.”
Ruthie slid the small wrapped piece of cake toward Bernice. It was not a peace offering because they had not argued. Ruthie simply believed most human conditions improved after a person had been fed, and decades of contrary evidence had not discouraged her.
Bernice rested her fingertips on the package but did not pick it up. The office voices had stopped again.
This silence was different. The first had been controlled, two men gathering themselves behind a closed door. This one seemed to spread through the hallway and enter the fellowship room, thinning every ordinary sound. Even Gloria heard it. Her bracelets went still.
Ruthie turned off the faucet. Water continued to travel through the pipes after the handle stopped, a fading rush inside the wall. Nia stood with the crooked foil pan against her chest. Maxine removed one glove finger by finger, eyes fixed on the doorway. Nobody spoke Victor's name, though the absence of his voice had become the loudest fact in the building.
From the pastor's office came a scrape, then a heavy metallic blow.
The campaign worker gasped. Ruthie lowered the knife she had been wiping. Maxine reached the hallway first, but Bernice passed her at the door.
She moved without deciding to move, past the display case and the long row of photographs, toward an office whose door now stood open by the width of a hand. Pastor Grant said Victor's name once from inside. There was no sermon in his voice, no hospital calm, no practiced reassurance. Only disbelief.
Bernice pushed the door wider.
CHAPTER TWO
The Brass Cross
Pastor Grant was on his knees beside Victor when Bernice entered the office, one hand at Victor's neck and the other wrapped around the stem of the brass cross.
The cross had always stood at the corner of the pastor's desk, too heavy for the narrow space and polished often enough that generations of fingerprints had never become part of its history. Now its square base rested on the carpet beside Victor's shoulder. Blood darkened one edge. Grant held it as if he had picked it up without understanding what it was, or as if he meant to put the room back the way it had been and had finally discovered that some things became worse when moved.
“Put it down,” Bernice said.
He looked at her. His face had lost the public expression he wore even in grief. The man kneeling on the carpet was breathing through his mouth, and his collar had pulled loose at one side. “I was trying to get it off him.”
“Put it down where you found it.”
Grant lowered the cross. Not precisely where it had been—Bernice could tell by the shallow track its base had pressed into the carpet—but close enough that she could see the impulse to obey had arrived before the question of whether she had authority.
Maxine stopped just inside the doorway. Her eyes moved over Victor without touching the cross, the desk, or the overturned chair. “Has anyone called nine-one-one?”
Gloria already had her phone out behind them. Ruthie said she would clear the hall and moved away, her voice changing before Bernice could see her reach the fellowship room. Calm, useful, impossible to argue with. She began directing people toward the front entrance and telling the campaign worker to stay where she was.
Maxine crouched on Victor's other side. “Elijah, move back. Give me room.”
“He was breathing.” Grant's hands hovered over his knees. “I heard him fall. When I came back in, he was—he was trying to breathe.”
Maxine placed two fingers against Victor's neck, then bent close enough to watch his chest. She did not pretend to find what was not there. “Bernice, tell the operator we have an unresponsive adult male. No normal breathing. Possible head injury. We need an AED.”
Gloria repeated the words into the phone. Grant shifted forward, and Maxine stopped him with one raised palm.
“Did you strike him?” she asked.
The question entered the room with more force than accusation would have. Grant stared at her. “No.”
“Then stay back and let us preserve what we can.”
Bernice heard the sentence as a retired professor's instruction. Grant heard it as something else. His gaze went to the cross and remained there.
Victor lay partly on his right side, one arm trapped beneath him. His white handkerchief had fallen near the open office door. The inner fold was turned upward, marked by a translucent stain that caught the desk lamp. His lips looked swollen, Bernice thought, though she did not trust a first impression formed after seeing blood. One cufflink had come loose. The empty buttonhole showed at his wrist.
She made herself step backward. Courthouse years had taught her that people ruined truth most often while trying to help it. They gathered dropped papers. They returned a chair to its place. They agreed on what had happened because disagreement felt indecent in the presence of injury.
The church's AED cabinet stood across from the choir room. Ruthie returned with it and a pair of disposable gloves from the kitchen, then paused when she saw Victor clearly. Her gaze went first to his face, next to the handkerchief, and finally to the desk where a paper cup of coffee sat untouched beside a covered dessert plate.
“His pen,” she said.
Maxine looked up. “What pen?”
“Epinephrine. He carries one. Brown leather case, usually inside his coat.” Ruthie glanced at Victor's jacket but did not reach for it. “He won't eat anything without it close.”
Grant pushed himself upright. “He said he couldn't breathe. I thought he was choking. Then he fell against the desk and the cross came down.”
“Did he use the pen?” Maxine asked.
“I didn't see one.”
The dispatcher instructed them through the beginning of resuscitation until the paramedics arrived. Maxine and Ruthie worked because work was possible; Gloria held the phone and repeated instructions; Bernice kept Grant and the gathering congregation out of the doorway. She did not watch Victor's face. She watched the room surrender itself to necessity—gloves torn open, shirt cut, pads placed, furniture pushed only when required. Every movement that might save him also changed the place where he had died.
The paramedics took over without ceremony. One asked Grant what happened while another checked Victor's airway and monitor. Grant began with the argument, stopped before saying what it concerned, and started again at the sound of the fall. The omission was small enough to pass as shock. Bernice heard it because she had been waiting for it.
Sirens brought red light across the stained-glass windows. Uniformed officers entered through the front of the church, and one of them began moving everyone except the medical team into the fellowship hall. Bernice went because refusing would have made her another problem to document.
The campaign worker sat at a table with both hands around a foil pan she had forgotten to take home. Gloria had positioned herself beside her without appearing to ask questions. Ruthie stood near the kitchen doors, apron still tied over her navy dress. Maxine washed her hands at the sink for longer than soap required.
“Marlene is in the car,” Bernice said quietly.
Gloria looked toward the side exit. “Not anymore.”
Through the fellowship-room windows, Bernice saw Marlene outside the yellow wash of a streetlamp, speaking to an officer. Her coat was on now. One hand covered her mouth; the other clutched her phone against her chest. Grief had found her quickly and fit perfectly.
“Did you call her?” Bernice asked the campaign worker.
The young woman shook her head. “She called me. I didn't answer because Ms. King was talking.”
Gloria's expression did not change, but Bernice felt the first rule of their not-yet-formed agency arrive between them: there would be time later to decide whether a detail mattered. First they had to keep from changing it.
The paramedics remained in the office twelve minutes. Bernice counted because counting kept her from imagining. When they stopped, no one came to announce death to the fellowship hall. The closed equipment cases and the slower movement said enough.
Detective Andre Coleman arrived twenty-three minutes after the first patrol car.
He entered through the fellowship hall wearing a charcoal overcoat over his suit, rain stippling his shoulders. At forty, he had Bernice's brother's height and none of his willingness to use it for intimidation. Andre became quieter under pressure. People mistook that for gentleness until they realized he had allowed them to fill the silence with facts they could not take back.
His eyes found Bernice, registered the women around her, and moved on. The recognition was family. The refusal to approach was police.
“Who first entered after the fall?” he asked the uniformed officer.
Bernice raised her hand before the officer could consult his notes. “Pastor Grant was inside. I came next. Maxine Porter behind me. Gloria King and Ruthie Mayfield remained at the threshold until they were needed.”
Andre's jaw tightened at the completeness of the answer. “Aunt Bernice, I'll speak with you separately.”
“I assumed you would.”
“And until then, don't discuss what you saw with anyone else.” His gaze included Gloria, Ruthie, Maxine, the campaign worker, and every listening person who pretended not to be listening. “That applies to everybody. Officers will take names and keep witnesses apart.”
Gloria opened her mouth. Bernice pressed two fingers against her wrist without looking at her, and the mouth closed.
Andre spoke with the officer, then went into Grant's office. He returned several minutes later carrying nothing, followed by a crime-scene technician with a camera and numbered markers. Grant came out after them between two officers. Someone had allowed him to straighten his collar. It did not improve him.
Keisha Grant pushed through the front doors before the officers could stop her. She wore a long cardigan over house clothes and one earring, as if she had dressed while running from room to room. The congregation shifted to make space, then watched her cross it. Keisha saw Victor's sister outside, the police at the hallway, and her husband with his hands visible at his sides. She did not ask the room what happened. She went directly to Elijah.
“Tell me,” she said.
Grant looked at Andre.
That was the wrong answer.
Keisha's face remained composed, but the hand at her side closed. “Elijah.”
“Victor is dead.”
She waited. When nothing else came, she asked, “And why are they standing with you like that?”
Andre approached with the expression Bernice had seen him practice as a young patrol officer before delivering bad news. He explained that Grant was being detained while they clarified the evidence. His language was exact and humane. It did not disguise the handcuffs one officer removed from a case.
The church reacted as one body. A woman near the kitchen cried out. Deacon Price said the pastor had rights, then repeated it as though volume strengthened law. Marlene entered from outside at the sound, rain bright on her coat. She moved toward Victor's office and stopped when Andre blocked the hallway.
“My brother,” she said.
“I'm sorry, Ms. Hale. You can't enter.”
Her gaze went beyond him to Grant. “What did he do?”
Grant flinched. Not because the question was true, Bernice thought, but because it had been asked in the voice most likely to survive the night.
Andre read Grant his rights. The words changed the room more completely than the sight of the cuffs. Grant listened without interruption. When Andre asked whether he understood, he said yes. “The cross fell,” Grant added. “I picked it up. That is what you saw.”
“We can discuss that at the station with counsel present.”
“I did not kill Victor.”
Andre's face gave him nothing. “Then preserve your right to prove it.”
Keisha stepped close enough to straighten the collar Grant had already straightened. Her fingers trembled once against his neck. “Was he here about the money?”
Grant closed his eyes.
The silence after that question was worse than the handcuffs.
Andre looked from Keisha to Grant, and Bernice watched a new fact take its place inside the investigation. Grant had not been arrested when he entered the fellowship hall. Not yet. There had been a dead man, an apparent weapon in Grant's hand, an argument he would not explain, and evidence still being gathered. Keisha's question did not decide guilt, but it gave the room a motive before anyone had earned one.
Grant opened his eyes. “I can't tell you that here.”
“You could have told me at home.”
He had no answer for her.
Keisha dropped her hand from his collar. The distance she created was no more than six inches, but Bernice saw Grant register it. For years, Keisha had corrected his crooked ties, supplied names he forgot at receptions, and stood near enough during hospital visits that frightened families understood the pastor had arrived with somebody who remembered practical things. Now she looked at him as if every familiar gesture required new permission.
“The children are at my sister's,” she said. “They heard police were here before I did.”
Grant's face tightened. “Keep them away from the news.”
“I will decide what to tell them.”
“Keisha—”
“Do not give me instructions while refusing the sentence that put us here.” Her voice remained low, forcing the nearest congregation members to lean if they wanted what did not belong to them. “Was Victor asking about church money?”
Grant looked past her toward the hallway officer. “I need a lawyer.”
It was the correct legal answer and the worst possible answer to his wife. Keisha nodded once, not in agreement but in recognition that the conversation had moved somewhere she could not follow.
Bernice wanted to take her arm. She did not. Comfort offered publicly could become another claim about what Keisha should feel, and the church had already gathered around her with enough expectations. Keisha remained upright by choosing where to look: first at Grant, then at the cuffs, then at the door through which reporters' lights flashed against the wet pavement.
Andre gave the signal, and the officers turned Grant toward the front doors.
As he passed, Bernice saw a smear of Victor's blood at the edge of his right cuff. She also smelled the faint orange oil that had followed Marlene through the hallway and risen from Victor's handkerchief. The details occupied the same moment without explaining one another.
Outside, camera lights had begun to gather beyond the police tape. Victor Hale had been dead less than an hour, and Oakland was already receiving a version of the night.
Keisha followed as far as the vestibule. She did not call after Grant. When a reporter shouted whether the pastor had stolen from the dead councilman, she closed the inner doors with both hands and stood against them until the lock caught. Only then did her shoulders move.
Marlene crossed the fellowship hall toward her. Grief had reddened the skin around her eyes without disturbing the rest of her face. “I need to know what Elijah did to my brother.”
Keisha turned from the doors. “So do I.”
The answer denied both women the alliance the room expected. Marlene had lost Victor. Keisha might lose her husband, her church, or the version of their marriage she had carried into the building. Neither loss gave the other woman ownership of her uncertainty.
Bernice stepped between them only when an officer requested separate waiting areas. She directed Marlene toward church counsel and Keisha toward the choir room, then wrote the assignments on the back of an attendance sheet so no one later confused where either woman had gone. Procedure felt cold until it prevented grief from becoming contaminated testimony.
Bernice watched her nephew guide Pastor Grant into the rain. Andre did not look back at her. She understood why. She also understood that by morning, the cross, the money, the pastor's silence, and the dead councilman would harden into a story simple enough for strangers to repeat.
Inside the office, the coffee remained untouched.
CHAPTER THREE
Four Women and a Pound Cake
By nine the next morning, Gloria King had heard that Pastor Grant killed Victor Hale over stolen money, an affair, a zoning vote, a secret child, and a disagreement about where to park during choir rehearsal.
Only the last story came from someone willing to admit she had invented it.
Gloria stood behind the reception desk at King's Crown Salon with her phone facedown beside the appointment book. Rain silvered the front windows and made every arriving client bring the smell of wet wool into the room. Three dryers hummed along the far wall. Tasha, Gloria's first stylist, was pressing Mrs. Bell's hair while refusing to answer a question about whether blood had been found in the sanctuary. The murder had occurred in the pastor's office, but corrections had become too slow to compete with appetite.
“We are not discussing an active homicide over anybody's exposed scalp,” Gloria announced.
Mrs. Bell looked at her in the mirror. “Nobody asked you.”
“You asked Tasha.”
“I asked whether she heard.”
“Hearing is the first cousin of repeating, and both of them need to sit down until the police finish their work.”
The salon fell quiet for four seconds. Then a dryer clicked off, and a woman underneath it said, “Keisha knew about that money.”
Gloria picked up her phone and walked into the supply room before her better nature lost jurisdiction.
She had spent thirty-eight years learning how information traveled when people believed they were discussing something else. A client mentioned a cousin's new job while explaining why she needed a cheaper service. A city employee complained about parking and revealed which building inspectors had been reassigned. A campaign aide changed her usual appointment by thirty minutes, and a council vote moved the next week. None of that made the salon a gossip shop. It made the salon a place where people arrived carrying the rest of their lives on their heads.
The distinction mattered to Gloria, particularly when she was the one making it.
King’s Crown had survived three landlords, a street redesign, and the arrival of a chain salon that offered champagne beneath lights bright enough to resemble a clinic. Gloria survived by remembering what service meant beyond hair. She kept an emergency phone charger behind the register, knew which clients needed a back exit when home felt unsafe, and allowed job interviews to begin in her waiting area because confidence sometimes required witnesses.
That history made information inseparable from care. A woman might reveal an eviction while asking for a less expensive style, or mention bruising while deciding whether bangs could cover her forehead. Gloria had learned when to ask one question, when to offer a number, and when the most ethical response was to forget a detail in public while remembering what help had been requested.
Victor’s death threatened that discipline because everybody believed urgency changed the rules. Clients arrived wanting confirmation from a woman who had been inside the church, and reporters called appointments “background conversations.” Gloria refused both, yet part of her enjoyed possessing what others wanted. She named that pleasure privately because unnamed appetite was how gossip learned to call itself duty.
Outside the salon, MacArthur traffic pushed rain through the gutters beside businesses Victor once promised to protect from redevelopment. His office had helped Gloria contest a construction assessment that nearly closed her doors, then featured King’s Crown in a campaign advertisement without asking whether she wanted gratitude made public. She owed him thanks and resented the invoice hidden inside it.
She called Bernice. “Church kitchen, eleven o'clock,” she said when Bernice answered. “Ruthie's bringing what was left of the pound cake.”
“Why?”
“Because if I have to listen to one more woman accuse a man of murder while waiting for her deep conditioner, I will become part of the investigation.”
Bernice allowed a silence to express several objections at once. “Andre told us not to discuss what we saw.”
“We won't discuss what we saw. We'll discuss what everybody else claims they saw and why most of it is foolish.”
“That is discussion with extra steps.”
“Eleven.” Gloria ended the call before Bernice could turn refusal into minutes.
New Covenant remained closed except to police and the people authorized to keep the building from falling into disorder. Ruthie belonged to the second category so completely that the officer at the front doors checked her name against a list and then waved in the three women behind her.
The kitchen looked wrong without noise. Stainless-steel counters had been wiped dry, but one foil pan remained where the campaign worker had left it. Yellow evidence tape crossed the hallway entrance beyond the fellowship room. Ruthie carried a cake plate from the refrigerator and set it on the long worktable.
The four women had occupied that kitchen together for years without becoming a group. Bernice handled sign-in sheets and corrected totals. Ruthie controlled food and the human traffic surrounding it. Gloria arrived with news disguised as conversation. Maxine, before moving away and then returning, had corrected ingredient labels with a professor’s intolerance for approximation. Familiarity had given them roles without requiring trust.
Victor had known those roles too. He asked Bernice to review public language, Ruthie to protect his food, Gloria to explain what merchants would not say at hearings, and Maxine to make technical claims sound safe enough for speeches. He valued their knowledge while keeping authority elsewhere. His death had placed the same knowledge at the center of a question none of them were authorized to answer.
The police tape altered the social meaning of the room. Yesterday a person could enter through either door, borrow a chair, and ask Ruthie for foil. Today every threshold required a name and reason. Gloria understood how quickly community access could become evidentiary exposure when a building had never clearly decided who belonged where.
Ruthie had covered the remaining cake not because anyone wanted dessert, but because discarding food while its ingredients were under suspicion felt too much like destroying a witness. The surviving loaf stayed in the church refrigerator under police release, separate from the office slice already in custody. Even ordinary leftovers now required a history.
“Nobody is eating until we decide why we're here,” Bernice said.
Gloria removed her coat. “We're here because Pastor Grant is sitting in county jail while every person with a telephone is building his motive for him.”
“He may be released after questioning.” Maxine kept her coat on, although the kitchen was warm. “Or charged. We do not know.”
“That is the problem. We don't know, and ignorance has become energetic.”
Ruthie cut four slices of cake with the knife she had brought from home. The police had taken the one used the night before because it had been on the counter near the fellowship corridor. Ruthie had complained about losing a good knife and then apologized to the officer for complaining, which Gloria considered an unnecessary surrender.
Bernice placed a legal pad on the table. “If we're going to speak, we separate what each of us personally observed from what we heard afterward. We don't contact witnesses. We don't touch anything. We don't interfere with Andre.”
“You brought a legal pad to a conversation you objected to having,” Gloria said.
“I object to unorganized mistakes.”
That was as close to consent as Bernice offered. Gloria sat.
They began with the office. Bernice described Grant's position, the cross, Victor's handkerchief, and Marlene's exit. Maxine described Victor's lack of normal breathing, the swelling she believed she saw around his mouth, and Grant's account that Victor had complained he could not breathe before he fell. Ruthie described the untouched coffee and covered dessert plate, then stopped.
“Say the rest,” Bernice told her.
Ruthie folded her napkin into a smaller square. “Victor asked me what was in the cake before Bible study. I told him butter, flour, sugar, eggs, vanilla, sour cream. Same recipe I have used since before he could afford those suits. He watched me cut his piece with the clean knife. Then he left it covered in the office.”
“Maybe he changed his mind,” Gloria said.
“Victor did not change his mind about dessert. He changed his doctor before he changed his dessert.” Ruthie spoke without humor. “He had a severe tree-nut allergy. He asked every time because people improve recipes by adding things nobody requested. He kept an epinephrine pen in a brown case inside his left coat pocket. Last night it was not where I could see it.”
Maxine leaned forward. “The police will inventory his clothing.”
“I know.”
“Did you tell them?”
“The paramedic heard me ask. An officer wrote it down.” Ruthie looked toward the taped hallway. “But everybody in that room decided the cross mattered most because blood is easier to understand.”
The four pieces of cake remained untouched.
Bernice wrote coffee, cake, pen, and handkerchief on separate lines. “We are not deciding cause of death.”
“No,” Maxine said. “We are identifying questions the physical evidence can answer.”
Gloria heard the alliance form between them and did not object. Bernice wanted rules. Maxine wanted testable propositions. Both women distrusted anything that arrived through another person's mouth, which meant Gloria's contribution would have to defend itself early. “Marlene's campaign worker was here,” Gloria said. “Nia Walters. She stayed after Victor died and received a call from Marlene before anyone in the fellowship hall told her what happened.”
Bernice looked up. “Marlene was outside with police by then.”
“Correct. I don't know who called her first. I know she called Nia, and Nia didn't answer.”
“That proves she called her employee.”
“I did not say it proved murder, Bernice. I said it belongs on the paper.”
Ruthie put a fork beside Gloria's slice. “You two can have this fight without making it the first thing we do.”
Maxine removed her coat at last. “What exactly are we doing?”
The question quieted Gloria more effectively than Bernice's rules. She had summoned them because motion felt better than listening to rumor. Motion without purpose was how innocent people became material. “We find out whether the story hardening around Elijah is true,” she said. “Not whether we like him. Not whether he moved money. Whether he killed Victor.”
“That is a police investigation,” Bernice replied.
“The police investigation is already happening,” Gloria said. “What is also happening is every person in this church deciding which truth benefits the person they came in loving.”
Bernice's pencil rested above the page. “And you believe we are exempt from that?”
The question found its target. Gloria had known Elijah since he arrived at New Covenant with two suits, a young family, and sermons that ended before the choir director began checking her watch. She had defended him when older members called him ambitious and criticized him when younger members called every change progress. Victor had helped secure the small-business grant that kept King's Crown open during a six-month street project. Marlene had sent Gloria more campaign clients than any advertisement she ever purchased.
There was no side of the case on which Gloria owed nobody.
“No,” she said. “That is why all four of us are sitting here.”
Maxine folded her arms. “Four biased people do not automatically create objectivity.”
“No, but four different biases have a harder time hiding from one another.”
Ruthie pushed the cake plate toward the center of the table. “Then everybody names what she wants before she starts asking questions.”
Bernice wanted the arrest tested against evidence and wanted Andre protected from the accusation that family had shaped his work. Maxine wanted the medical facts separated from the bloody object everyone had already chosen as cause. Ruthie wanted Victor's habits remembered accurately and Kayla left beyond the reach of church curiosity. Gloria wanted the rumors slowed before they destroyed people, and beneath that respectable purpose she wanted to prove information could be used without becoming gossip.
Writing the wants down made each of them less noble and more trustworthy.
Bernice read the four statements aloud and asked each woman whether the wording was fair. Gloria revised hers twice, removing protect the church because a building and institution could not outrank the people harmed inside them. Maxine changed find the cause to identify questions professional evidence can test. Ruthie left hers untouched.
They marked conflicts beside the wants. Bernice was Andre’s aunt and Grant’s longtime member. Gloria had benefited from Victor’s office and Marlene’s referrals. Ruthie held protected history about Kayla. Maxine possessed expertise that could cause others to defer even when she moved beyond it. A conflict did not disqualify them automatically; hiding one did.
The exercise made no one objective. It created a record against which later choices could be measured. If Gloria pursued Marlene more aggressively after learning campaign business threatened the salon, the reason would not disappear beneath enthusiasm. If Bernice protected Andre from criticism, the ledger would show whose reputation had entered the room.
Ruthie insisted they also record what each woman could lose. Gloria named clients’ trust. Bernice named her relationship with Andre. Maxine named professional credibility she thought retirement had made irrelevant. Ruthie named Kayla’s safety and then refused to explain further. The refusal remained inside the record as a boundary, not an invitation.
“Andre can subpoena telephone records. He cannot make Mrs. Bell admit why she changed hair appointments three weeks in a row. He can interview Deacon Price in a room with a recorder. Price will tell him what belongs in minutes. He will not tell him what was said while they counted the building fund after everybody went home.”
“And you think people will tell us?” Maxine asked.
“People have been telling us for thirty years. They just didn't believe we were keeping track.”
Gloria's phone vibrated against the table. Nia Walters's name appeared on the screen.
All four women saw it.
Gloria reached for the phone, then stopped with her fingers above it. Nia had not called the salon in eight months. Last night she had stood in New Covenant's kitchen listening toward a dead man's office while Marlene called her unanswered phone. Whatever brought her to Gloria now would arrive before police had finished separating facts from fear.
“If I don't answer, she may call somebody who will,” Gloria said.
“If you answer, she may believe you are speaking for the church or the police,” Bernice replied.
“I can tell her I'm not.”
Maxine looked at the vibrating phone rather than Gloria. “Can you listen without supplying what we know?”
That was the harder question. Gloria turned the phone faceup and let the call end. A voicemail notification appeared almost immediately.
They agreed she could preserve the message without playing it aloud in the kitchen. Gloria sent Andre a screenshot of the call log with the words No contact returned; voicemail unopened. He replied that an officer would contact Nia and instructed Gloria not to play, forward, or delete the message. The decision frustrated Gloria because it treated access as a responsibility before it became an advantage.
Bernice added a fifth line beneath the first four: No one uses another member as a shield for something she would not do under her own name.
“That rule is about me,” Gloria said.
“The fact that you know proves it is written clearly.”
Ruthie finally took a bite of cake. She chewed, swallowed, and said, “Then we need to decide what not to repeat.”
Bernice drew a line across the pad. Beneath it she wrote four words: access is not evidence. “We do not promise anyone confidentiality we cannot protect,” she said. “We do not conceal physical evidence. We document where information came from. We distinguish what somebody knows from what somebody believes. If a person is in danger, we stop and call Andre.”
Gloria read the list upside down. “You had rules prepared.”
“I had a sleepless night.”
“Same thing, with you.”
Maxine ignored them. “No testing police evidence. No samples collected from the church. If there is a chemical question, we formulate it and give it to the proper laboratory.”
“You own a laboratory,” Gloria said.
“I retired from a university. I do not own its instruments because I remember where the keys used to be.”
Ruthie added, “No asking Kayla's mother anything.”
Three heads turned toward her.
Ruthie placed her fork down. “I did not say I knew where she was. I said we do not
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