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John

“TELL ME, MY FRIENDS, who here has opened their heart to God and prayed for Him to offer His hand to help? I know, I know we all have seen His graciousness—we have all witnessed His kindness. Let us each pray, in His heavenly spirit, that He will appear here with us today as we heal another soul,” Reverend Ezra Abel bellows into his microphone, slamming his palm against his podium for emphasis. “Now, who of us needs His guidance today?”

He steps from behind the podium, holding one arm open as if presenting his body as some sort of stand-in for God. I’m sure there is a God, but Ezra Abel’s church is the devil’s territory. In his khaki pants and navy-colored suit coat, he looks unassuming, but his salt and peppered hair is too gelled, his unemotional, slate eyes too quick, and jaw too stern. He’s a predator dressed up as a good guy. Nobody, except for me, can see the truth in his heartless ways. 

The woman next to me nearly throws herself into the row of people ahead of us—which wouldn’t be too disastrous, considering that row is just as frantic. The man beside me has already elbowed me in the head and rib cage, not even bothering to apologize. There’s not a single person in the audience—other than me—who wouldn’t kiss at the man’s bare feet just because he’s in their presence. I’d rather set myself on fire and wrestle with the devil than approach Ezra Abel with anything other than hate. 

“Now, now,” he says, offering a grin that shows his too white, too sharp teeth. “Let’s not be greedy. We all know our God would not want that of us. All He wants is for everyone to show Him support and love—to give Him what He has given to you.”

An intrinsic message—when the hat comes around, put in money or a check. I know from personal experience the higher the check, the more likely you’ll be chosen to be healed. 

He holds his hand up to his head, careful not to mess up his grooming. That will come later—it always does. “Bea Pierce, the Lord Jesus has asked for your audience. Please join me in His presence.” 

The crowd becomes quiet as a woman several rows ahead stands and begins making her way toward the aisle. People let her through easily but not without patting her on the shoulder or hugging her. For these people, she’s basically a lottery winner. 

The audience sits down in a wave, eyes glued to Ezra Abel. A chunk of me wants to scream at them to open their eyes and ears—but there’s no use. They probably believe Ezra created the ground they walk on. 

As the woman is walking up the aisle to the podium, she develops a limp and her shoulders hunch over, her arms wrapping around her waist. As she disappears further into herself, I can’t help thinking she’s getting into character. 

Honestly, she’s probably not a character Ezra or his bazaar family created—she’s probably doing this all on her own. The natural instinct is to play the big-fish game, where you make your problems seem worse than they are. I doubt it’s on purpose; it’s probably just a way to feel more important—an opportunity to monopolize the spotlight. 

As Bea takes the stage, the lights closest to Ezra brighten. He’s always careful in his stage presence, but I’ve seen his wife and daughter motioning to the wall on the right. There’s a huge picture of their crazed family, larger than the painting of Jesus on the opposite wall. I’ll bet there’s a camera hidden near there, someone on the other end waiting for stage direction. Ezra doesn’t need lighting to make his presence known, but it does make him seem larger than life. 

“Please stand beside me, child,” he says, even though Bea’s got a decade or so on him. She immediately takes the spot next to him. He faces her, imposing on her space. “Are you, Bea Pierce, willing to accept God into your heart? Are you willing to sacrifice all for Him and forever be His servant to save your soul and your life?”

He holds the microphone out. Every time this part comes, I have to pretend to scratch at my chin, or else I’ll roar with laughter. If you read between the lines, it sounds as though he’s more concerned with gathering an army than filling a church. 

Not that anybody else ever notices. 

“I’ll serve God, but I’ll also serve you eternally.” 

He purses his lips as if trying to hold back his emotions, but then gives in and places his palm flat against her cheek. What an actor. 

“Then you’re ready to accept God’s solutions,” he tells her. 

He motions for his wife, Michelle, and daughter, Prudence, to join him on stage. His wife has always seemed enthralled by Ezra’s power, but also as though she has no other choice than to go along with it. Her crystal eyes are always bleary and never focused, and she’s always wearing a haunting smile. Her mass of tight blonde curls is pulled up into a ponytail. She also has a strange affinity for floor-length dresses, which makes her resemble an extra for a horror movie.

Unlike Michelle, Prudence is more than physically here—she’s enjoying every second of it, too. My research puts her at about seventeen, which is old enough for her to already be a cruel human being. There’s something to be said about the glee in her dark brown eyes when somebody down on their luck walks onto that stage. She’s the type to feed on misery. She’s wearing a pair of corduroy pants with a cream sweater, her light brown hair perfectly styled. Seventeen or not, she’s in line to be a Stepford wife. 

Michelle and Prudence take their usual positions beside Bea. They’re there in case something hazardous happens. I learned that the hard way when they tried to heal my father and failed.

My dad was so sick, he could not walk, let alone stand. However, this was against the façade Ezra wanted to present. He asked two parishioners to hold my father up while he healed him. He humiliated a dying man—treated my dad as though this entire thing was anything other than fake. But I’m not here for my dad, I’m here because of him. None of this is about revenge, it’s about stopping Ezra before he hurts more people. 

“Bea, please tell us all what ails you so we can know what our gift from God will be.”

John Smith, Sr., he had said during my dad’s healing, your family has pleaded with me to heal you of your ALS, and I will use my hand—directly touched by Gods—to do so.

Prudence offers Bea another microphone. Bea takes it, face twisting into a grimace as she prepares her words. “My arthritis is so bad I can hardly walk. All I want is to be able to stand straight and sleep through the night. This pain is too heavy to carry.” 

“The Lord Jesus doesn’t want you to carry it,” Ezra tells her. If this ordeal ended here, this would all be perfectly acceptable. This is what faith healing should be—a reminder you are never alone. 

Michelle hands Ezra his bible and he starts searching for a passage he undoubtedly already marked. By seemingly happening upon it, he’s playing into the narrative of the miracle. He begins reading aloud, his voice growing louder and deeper. He certainly emphasizes words—ones that shouldn’t be emphasized, which makes him indecipherable. But the man has a presence like no other. He knows how to become the only voice in the room that matters—to isolate every single person and grip their attention. 

When he finishes, he closes the bible. People flinch at the sudden noise in the silence following his recitation. The woman beside me, who’s all elbows, is on the edge of her seat. 

He places his hands on Bea’s shoulders. “Heavenly Father, please help relieve this woman of her suffering. She is your faithful servant.” His voice is a building murmur. Bea leans her head back, not to look toward Heaven but toward Ezra. “Let her love for you, Lord, heal her. Your blood courses through her veins—through mine—ours. We exist to serve you and ask for you to serve us in the name of Bea.”

The lights grow brighter. Another organized tactic. It probably feels similar to the light of God to the parishioners, but it feels more like an alien abduction to me. 

“God is here; can you feel Him?” Ezra asks. Regardless of whether he’s asking Bea or the parishioners, the entire church answers with a “yes.” “God is here with us—in us—to save us all by helping Bea. Through my hands, Bea, you will be healed.”

He pushes at her shoulders with enough force that she stumbles back two short steps. Her body seems to lurch forward, making her seem as if she’s folded into herself. Ezra’s audience is completely still, completely quiet, waiting. I’m sure none of them are thinking what I am: what if he just made her worse? Her body seems to be more tortured than it was before. He pushed her, for love of God. How is that supposed to help her?”

Bea slowly straightens, revealing a face full of joy. 

“Bea...” Ezra says, “How do you feel?”

“I feel healed!” she declares. 

The whole church erupts in cheers. It’s hard to tell the parishioners apart—it’s just a faceless group of followers who are feeding off each other. 

I rub at my temple, fighting the urge to throw my notebook at them and yell until my voice is hoarse. Ezra went through this same sermon, almost verbatim, during Dad’s healing.

Please step aside so we can see the glory of God. 

Back when it was my dad being healed, not Bea, the parishioners had stepped aside at Ezra’s cue, letting go of him. I knew in an instant that the healing hadn’t worked. Pain and terror twisted my father’s expression into the face of someone who was already a ghost of a man. Then he fell—fell so hard the church instantly went silent, and his fall echoed for what felt like days. 

When his skin brushed against the stage floor, it tore and blood began to flood the area around him. He was in so much pain, he passed out. 

To my whole family’s horror, the moment only worsened when Ezra pointed his menacing finger in my dad’s direction. 

You cannot be healed. You have not allowed God into your heart. You will go to hell. 

Bea’s voice removes me from the past. Thank God I haven’t had to witness something as what happened to my dad again. 

“Thank you, Ezra,” she says, then kneels—throwing a grin toward the crowd—to kiss his hand. No one notices she isn’t thanking the big guy upstairs. 

Ezra pats her head as if she were a child and says something to her that no one else can hear, before stepping around her and holding his arms up similar to a ring leader in the grand finale. Behind him, Bea exits back off the stage. She is walking perfectly straight, although slower than I’d imagine someone who is “healed” might walk. Instead, it’s as if her mind is telling her something that her body isn’t.

I don’t think false confidence or mind over matter are entries in the bible, although Ezra brandishes them like weapons.

When Ezra faces us all, he’s toting a deadly sin—pride. Maybe he believes he did heal her—not God. Him. 

“The Lord Jesus will always answer our call so long as we hold our faith in God. As long as I lead this church, God will be in our audience. I promise you all that He will heal and help those who have opened their heart to our church.”

And their wallets.
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Kinley

“DID YOU SEE HIM? HE was here again,” my father—Ezra, as he prefers me to call him—says to us as we clean the church. He’s counting the donations with his greedy hands. The last parishioner left ten minutes ago, allowing Prudence to lock the doors and for me to come out of my “effects” room. 

Michelle nods absently. I’m not sure if it’s the pills or her blindness from Ezra’s shine, but she’s extra spacey today. She nearly didn’t make it on stage because it was as if she forgot how to walk. Ezra was furious with her, even though he’s the one who encourages her to take another pill whenever he doesn’t want to deal with her. 

He’s not looking for an actual answer. Instead, he slams his hand against a dollar bill to flatten it, his nostrils flaring. “Same row, same seat, with that damn notebook of his, writing in it like he’s a reporter. He won’t get a goddamn thing out of us. There ain’t nothing illegal about practicing religion.”

“No, Daddy, there’s not,” Prudence offers. 

“Don’t speak when you've not been spoken to, Prudence,” he growls. 

Prudence sputters and returns to stacking the bibles. Each has a Church of Life sticker on it. Years ago, when Prudence and I put those on, she’d hated Ezra, too. But now she’s another one of his followers—hanging on his every word and doing her best to impress him. She knows it’s all fake—that he’s fake—but I think she would easily believe him if he said it was all real. She wouldn’t even blink. 

“I swear if he makes one false move against us ...” Ezra continues, trailing off and shaking his head. The vein in his neck is pulsing with fury. He’s excellent at faking emotions around everyone else, but he doesn’t try to around us. We get the brunt of it all. “I will not let him burn what I’ve built.”

What he’s built? Goodness, it’s the truth, even though he stole the church from its original minister. None of this would exist without his cruel ingenuity. I’m currently sorting through “Letters to God” he tells parishioners to write when they need help, but we only use them as a tool. Nobody even questions how we know all their problems—they don’t even suspect we read the letters and use them as information sources. He built trust with these people by showing interest, even though he wasn’t necessarily taking an interest. He built this congregation by putting on a show no one could resist. He built our income through “donations” and deep pockets with big problems. He built this church on the framework of a con scheme. 

Everything about us—including my and my sister’s adoption—is a carefully-engineered move in a never-ending chess game. 

“I thought for sure we’d gotten rid of him by sending Officer Aims to talk to him,” he grumbles.

He sent Officer Aims? My heart slams on the breaks, coming to an abrupt and painful halt. Officer Aims is one of Ezra’s original followers but also the creepiest. The man never shows any emotion and has arms that could lift a car—intimidating is too soft of a word to describe him. Even though he made an oath to protect and serve, the only person he truly serves is Ezra. He’s corrupt—willing to scare away anyone who crosses the church, namely Ezra. 

I didn’t think the man Ezra’s been so worried about warrants a visit from Aims. Some of the people Ezra’s feared have just been curious or shy or just wanted to wait before becoming a member. We don’t even know if he’s doing anything against us, let alone what his real name is, because he just puts J.S. in the attendance book each week. 

I could measure my lifetime in the number of people Ezra has found suspicious. He seems to discover a new obsession every time he rids himself of another. All of the people he thinks are against him usually end up disappearing—whether it is because they’ve lost interest, he’s scared them off, or he’s done something else, I never know. I remember him once thinking that an elderly woman was trying to turn the church against him—really, she was just an extreme gossiper—so he ended up pulling strings to have her committed to a nursing home facility. There have been countless others who have mysteriously been sent to jail, come upon illnesses, or been hospitalized. This is often where Ezra enlists Aims as his heavy. 

J.S. appeared on Ezra’s radar slowly, as most do. He noticed the odd initialing in the books rather than putting a full name, then that he never offered money to the till (a high crime in his court), and that he often didn’t cheer and chant like the other parishioners. 

Those were only small occurrences—things Ezra noted as suspicious but probably wrote off because J.S. was new. It takes some longer than others to fall under Ezra’s spell. But I think that Ezra’s deciding factor about J.S. happened last weekend. 

On occasion, Ezra will take time to walk down each aisle to offer individual congregates a direct phrase from God. These are often repeated, counterfeit affirmations or warnings that don’t relate to anyone—The Lord has his hand on your shoulder. You will find you your way. Things will work out ...

People rarely, if ever, turn this down. Whether they follow Ezra’s word or not, it is hard not to see the magic of the moment. The room is wrapped up in hope and happiness and promise. How do you deny yourself that?

J.S. did. 

I was watching Ezra because he prefers the spotlight to follow him when he does this. When he made it to J.S.’s row and eventually brought his hand up to touch J.S.’s shoulder, J.S. dodged away from him. Even though I had witnessed this, it still seemed impossible. No one ever rejected Ezra. 

They stared at each other for a moment, but not long enough for anyone who isn’t accustomed to the cues that Ezra is angry to notice it. His fists were balled, his cheeks were hollowed, and his chin was raised. 

But so were J.S.’s. When J.S. turned his back toward him and weaved his way out of the crowd—rejecting Ezra entirely.

“We need to figure out who he is,” he continues. There’s a glint in his eyes that makes me uncomfortable—especially because he’s looking right at Prudence. Ever since she turned seventeen, he’s been weaponizing her as a siren. “Prudence, what do you think about befriending him?”

He means more than befriending, of course; he’s disgusting. But what feels even worse is that he’s taking advantage of Prudence. She wants to do this, and instead of playing the role of father, he’s going to let her. 

She grins. “I’d love to.”

“Whatever you do, make sure there’s evidence,” he says as if she needs reminding. 

Blackmail. My stomach turns over. Good or bad, J.S. is going to be put in a bait trap. If Prudence finds out he’s against us, she’ll do her best to sway his opinion. If that doesn’t work, she’ll lead him to believe she’s older and put him in a position that can potentially ruin him. 

But just because he’s against the church doesn’t mean he’s the villain. 

“No,” I say, some of the letters falling to the floor. 

Everybody looks over at me as if they just remembered I exist. Before the Church of Life, I used to be the favorite. “You’re vulnerable,” Ezra would say, meaning that people were more willing to give to the vulnerable. Michelle would matt my hair, then pull it half up into a ponytail so the burn on my cheek, ear, and neck would be prominent. My clothes always came from thrift stores that she would also leave out in the elements to make them look authentic. They put me on busy street corners, where I would beg for money—My family is hungry, please help. That stopped when a good Samaritan tried to take me to a children’s home. 

Nothing they made me do mattered, because as long as I did what they wanted, they’d foster Prudence, too. But then they started the church, Prudence started to change and stopped caring, and they didn’t want their unhealable, broken daughter in the public eye. 

Ezra looks like he’s about to say his “do not speak” mantra, but I open my mouth before he can. Words tumble out. “I’ll do it—I’ll befriend him. Prudence can’t because he’s seen her. There’s no way he’s going to trust her, let alone be convinced of anything. But if I go, he won’t know me. I’m a complete stranger, and that will—”

“Stop talking, Kinley, and let me think,” he says, cutting me off. He runs his hand through his messy hair. Throughout the service it always goes from perfect to, well, chaos. He pulls on the ends, scrutinizing me. “What about your face?”

“Oh, honey,” Michelle says, voice faint, “people love ugly nowadays.”

Reflexes order me to touch the rough, always-warm scar, but I keep my hands at my side.

Ezra nods, then stands straight. “That’s what you will do, then—and you will do it right,” he orders. “I’ll call Aims and find out what he knows.”

As soon as Ezra’s left to go to his office, the atmosphere electrifies in the most painful way. My sister, who suddenly became the forgotten one, stomps toward me, her nostrils flaring and her cheeks blood red. 

“What are you doing?” she demands. “That was my job—how dare you take it away from me!”

I glance over at Michelle, who’s happily humming to herself while she takes up counting the money. 

I keep my voice low, just in case. “You’re too young, Prudence.”

“That’s never mattered before!”

“I know, which is why it’s stopping now,” I say. “I’m doing this out of your best interest.”

Her glossy lips purse as she places her hands on her hips. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t understand anymore.”

Standing face to face, it feels as though I don’t understand her anymore. But I can’t think that way. Somewhere underneath all of Ezra’s brainwashing, she’s still the giggly little girl who was always scraping her knees and dreaming about chocolate palaces. 

“Please let me do this,” I say. 

She looks over my shoulder, at the door Ezra went out. “There’s nothing I can do about it; Daddy already gave the job to you.”
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HE—J.S.—EATS AT A DINER every day called Velma’s Vittles. 

Velma’s is one of a few storefronts in a busy, historic district of a town three counties away from the church. Each store has its own distinct look, but Velma’s stands out with its teal-colored paneling around the doors and wall-to-ceiling windows. The second-floor exterior is white-bricked, with yellow flowers in the window boxes. Since it’s the far most building in the line, there’s greenery growing up one part of the wall and onto a yellow canvas overhang. The place is homey—unique. 

I’ve been trying to avoid eye contact with the alley next to it, which leads to a small parking lot, where Officer Aims tried to scare him off with his taser. I didn’t want or need to know this, but Ezra never tries to spare our feelings. 

Whether it’s the cold chill in the air or my nerves, I bundle down into my peacoat. I’ve been trying to talk myself into walking across the street and into the diner for about ten minutes now, but I can’t seem to find the courage. I even pushed the street light button, thinking this will be the time, and then I freeze. 

I haven’t talked to anyone outside of my family in years—probably since Ezra put me on house arrest for my “disfiguration.” I don’t even know how to approach this man, let alone talk him down from his potential DEFCON 5 mission against my family.

My sister tried giving me a makeover because she lives a world where being pretty gets things done. She didn’t do it out of love as much as she did it because it was a demand from Ezra to make me presentable. All the makeup and hair products made me feel more false—as if I was back on the corner begging for money, only instead of being made down, I was being made up. So, I got off at another bus stop and washed my face completely, then pulled half my hair up. The truth is, I don’t care about the scar on my face. It’s my family that’s self-conscious about it. I also changed out of my sister’s pick for an outfit—all pearls and flowers—and into a fluffy white sweater with tights. 

If I’m going to accomplish anything, I’ll do it as myself. There’s enough falsities in my life as it is, I don’t need to be fake, too. 

“Do you have agyrophobia?”

I blink multiple times, then look from the diner where J.S. should be and up at where he actually is, which is beside me. I would recognize him anywhere, and not just because my dad’s been having me keep a camera on him during our services. It’s just that he’s the only person who’s ever stepped foot into the Church of Life and seemed authentic.

He has thick eyebrows that are always so expressive, even when the rest of his face is impassive. Below them are warm, brown, puppy-dog eyes that seem both playful and mindful. His dark, dirty blond hair is usually short. I’ve noticed he always scratches at a spot behind his ear whenever he’s listening closely to Ezra. He doesn’t smile a lot in church, but when he does, it’s bright and turns my mind inside out, showing off the dimples in his cheeks and his wolfishly sharp teeth. Whenever someone was at the church with a truly bad illness, he would always take extra time to talk to them—offering his kind grin. 

“E-e-e-xcuse m-m-me?” I ask, stuttering. 

“It’s a fear of crossing the street.” He offers me that grin as he holds up his phone. “I looked it up before I walked over here. Guess I don’t seem as smart now, huh?”

“No,” I say, then quickly shake my head. “I mean, yes. I’m sorry, I’m just—”

“It’s the hyperthermia kicking in, isn’t it?”

“It’s hypothermia,” I correct, offering him a small, unconfident smile. 

He chuckles. “Guess I should’ve looked that up, too.” 

In person, he seems warm and inviting, nothing like the evil disruptor Ezra portrays him as. Not that evil is the word I would ever use to describe him. He’s just blank, critical, an onlooker. 

That’s not evil. Evilness is a disease that spreads darkness throughout your mind, body, and soul. Just because you do or don’t follow, Ezra Abel can’t be the deciding factor as to whether your soul will be saved. Not when Ezra is veritably the bad one. 

“Not to sound stalkerish, but you’ve been standing out here for a while,” John prompts, rubbing his gloved hands together. 

He wasn’t inside? I bury my chin in my pink scarf, using the cold as an excuse not to answer automatically. “I was waiting for my sister.”

“You couldn’t do that inside the diner?” he asks, but then shakes his head. “Sorry, I’m too curious for my own good.” He turns around and points at the recently restored apartments above the string of stores opposite the diner. “My window’s up there, and I have a dog who’s even more curious than I am. She’s been barking at you since you started standing there.”

I glance back, looking up at the windows for the dog, but I don’t see her. I think I might hear her barking somewhere, but it could just be the cold air howling against my ears. 

“It’s not just you. She barks at everyone,” he says. “You’re not that special.” He tries to say that with a blank expression but ends up smirking. I fight not to touch my own face. He’s not referencing my scar, is he? Prudence’s words echo in my mind, saying dysfunctional is the in-style. I never cared about my scars, but J.S. has me more self-conscious than I’ve ever been. He’s a job given to me by Ezra, so my face, my relationship to Ezra—anything—can ruin this entirely. 

But he hasn’t looked at my burn once. With that in mind, I try to at least show a smidgeon of personality. That’s harder than it sounds because I haven’t shown any personality since before my adoption. 

“I’m sure your neighbors must love you,” I say.

He chuckles. “I’ve had two warnings in the last month. All of it’s eased over by earning my way into their stomachs.” He steps closer to me as a car barrels in front of us, ignoring the twenty-miles per hour speed limit. “How about I treat you to a coffee? At least you might be thawed by the time your sister gets here.”

“Okay,” I say. My inner voices are saying everything but “okay.” In theory, this all seemed doable, but I don’t have Prudence’s confidence. However, I started this, and I can’t just stop.

We walk across the street, side by side. It’s weird because Ezra always leads people, whether it’s by being in front of them or by putting his hand on their back. It’s as if he always has to be in control. 

I don’t think I’ve ever been around a man other than Ezra to know how they should and shouldn’t act. Growing up, Ezra wouldn’t even let us watch movies. Instead, he filled our time with new schemes and made us transcribe his sermons. The only real taste of pop culture either of us had was Sundays at church. Prudence, of course, gained more experience from that because she was actually allowed to interact with the congregation. She was even allowed to date one boy when she was fifteen, but only because he was the son of an influential man on the city council and Ezra needed zoning for an old-time Church Revival. 

J.S. jogs ahead slightly to open the door for me, hunched over from the cold. 

“Thank you,” I breathe as I cross the threshold between chilly winter winds and heat. 

The bell dings as he steps inside and closes the door behind him. There isn’t a lot of space for him to maneuver, because I’m too busy trying to take in my surroundings. The walls are covered with pictures, both new and old, of different customers, along with tons of little signs and wall art. One of the walls has an ornate, brass clock with flowers painted on the face. The room smells heavenly, like chicken noodle soup. This isn’t only a diner, it’s a microcosm for small-town eateries.

“John, there you are!” 

So, John is his first name. It fits him. Simple, familiar. The woman who spoke passes by us with a half-empty coffee pot. She’s older, blonde hair turning gray at the roots, but her posture is straighter than mine, and she moves faster than anyone I’ve ever seen. 

“I know, I know, I’m late, Tonnie. But I was rescuing—” John starts. 

“Kinley,” I provide.

“Kinley,” he repeats slowly, my name sounding mystical coming from his lips. His country accent reminds me of soft cotton—soothing and warm. “I had to save Kinley from evolving into a polar bear.”

“Aren’t you a regular knight,” Tonnie says, although her tone is more mocking than admiring. “Are you eating together or separately?”

“Together, and I’m paying,” he tells her. 

“Wow, saved and fed.” Tonnie laughs. 

“Actually, we’re just getting coffee. Her sister’s coming later.” 

I hold up my phone, hoping nobody notices I haven’t looked at it. “She just canceled on me.”

“All right, so we are eating.”

Tonnie leads us back to a booth with dark green seats and an overhanging light with a stained glass aesthetic. “I shouldn’t be joking, considering this is the first time you haven’t gone straight to a booth and unloaded that backpack of yours. We all need saving from that Goliath.”

John rolls his eyes as he sits down. “I’ll have you know, I didn’t even bring it today.”

“I see that,” she says. “A good thing, or else Kinley might go running off.”

She takes our drink orders and then leaves us to look over the menu. I should’ve done more reconnaissance before coming here. I have no idea what type of food is sold here or what’s good.

Luckily, John’s too busy paying attention to his menu. I eventually settle on the tuna salad sandwich, while John picks a bowl of chili with a grilled cheese sandwich. Once Tonnie’s walked away with our order, he sets his forearms on the table and leans in. 

“You haven’t been here before, have you?”

“No,” I say. “How’d you guess?”

He motions vaguely at the inside of the restaurant. “Because you stopped when we came in. This place is a lot to take in at first. Velma, Tonnie’s sister, wanted a place where everybody had something that they could relate to. Then she went overboard on the idea.” 

“It is a little much,” I agree. “But I do like it. I like that there are just so many ... options to look at.”

“Options, yeah, I never thought about it that way.” 

“So I guess you’re a regular?” I already know, obviously. 

“Let’s put it this way: if I didn’t show up, they’d probably notify the police.” He scratches his chin and points up at a black and white photo directly over the booth. A very young Tonnie and a woman who looks almost identical to her are standing beside a little boy. “Velma was my dad’s step-mom. She often said my dad was her first employee. He bussed tables.”

I note that in my mind. If I don’t get any more information today, at least I might be able to track John’s history by looking into Tonnie and Velma. Ezra suspects he’s a journalist, which should make it even easier to narrow down exactly who he is and find out his motives. 

“She’s passed, isn’t she?”

“Yeah, a couple of years ago.”

“I’m very sorry.” I try to think of something else to say, something profound or helpful, but nothing. Instead, all I can hear is Ezra asking if her soul was saved. It can be saved for a fee. 

“It’s all right,” he says. “Her memory lives on in a place like this.” He carefully lays his palms flat on the table. “I don’t want to be invasive, but are you all right?”

My heart does something close to a car colliding at a hundred miles per hour with a wall. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“Okay,” he says slowly. “You just seemed lost before.” I focus on keeping my gaze leveled with his, summoning all the strength I’ve had to gain through the years as Ezra’s daughter. Finally, he nods and repeats, “Okay.”

My relieved sigh is hidden by Tonnie as she sets down our plates. I lean in, almost breathing in the food. “I’ve never smelled anything so wonderful,” I whisper, more to the food than Tonnie or John. Michelle’s tried to cook for a few church outings, but it’s always half-done, burnt, or just plain wrong, so most of her “home-cooked” food is store-bought. 

“Well, it tastes even better, right, John?” she asks, hitting John on the shoulder. 

John rolls his eyes. “Even if I didn’t feel required to say yes, the answer would be yes. I’m already ready for seconds.”
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Chapter 3
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John

“SO, ARE YOU GOING TO tell me what all that was about?” Tonnie asks with a gleam in her eye as she slides into the booth across from me, apparently on her break. 

“I’m not following,” I lie. 

“Oh, hell, of course you follow. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

When I still don’t answer, she crosses her arms and gives an impatient huff. 

“John Smith,” she says. “You and I both know that you don’t bring girls around anymore. That was out of the ordinary. 

“What? No, it wasn’t. I’m friendly.” I turn my attention back to my stack of papers and laptop, even though I’ve lost all my concentration. I went and grabbed my backpack so I could get back to my research. I might have left the house without all of this, but I always had the intention to go back and get them after Kinley left. 

Kinley: the subject of my obvious weird behavior, despite what I’m trying to lead Tonnie to believe. 

“You are very friendly, but you haven’t been out on a date since ...” She trails off, obviously trying to remember. 

“Since Katie Marceline, who ran fleeing when she saw my closet full of files on Ezra Abel,” I finish for her, because why not humiliate myself before she can? 

“That’s very specific, but yes.”

“Well, lunch with Kinley was not a date.”

“You’re right. Sometimes you just happen to eat
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