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Prologue

[image: ]


ALLEGHENY COUNTY, VIRGINIA, November 1, 1986

The church burned like a sacrifice. Flames clawed at the steeple, swallowing the cross first, as if Heaven itself had turned its face away. The stained glass wept molten color. Charred beams split like ribs, exhaling the soul of the sanctuary into the night sky.

He watched from the roadside, hands clasped loosely before him the posture of prayer learned long ago. Smoke curled around him like incense. To those who glanced his way, he appeared a man in mourning: a pillar of faith brought low by tragedy.

They saw only what he wanted them to see.

Deacon. Treasurer. Shepherd. A middle-aged man, kind, a little slow to speak, a little too fond of sweets. No family of his own, just the church. The sort who remembered birthdays, cried during baptisms, and made his quiet loneliness look holy. A man trusted with spare keys and whispered confessions. A man no one would ever suspect.

He wore each title with the solemnity of ritual. He bent his head in prayer.

But today, on All Saints’ Day, even the venerated ones had forsaken their vigil, leaving nothing but empty shadows in their stead.

He had destroyed Holy Covenant Baptist Church from within slowly, methodically, like termites in the pews while the sheep of Oakville, Virginia, smiled and nodded, mistaking his hunger for holiness. He knew how to make piety look honest, how to turn guilt into gold.

He could have walked straight out of Chaucer, relics and all Radix malorum est cupiditas, and all that.

Accounts shifted quietly. Insurance policies drafted under the names of companies that never existed. Donations rerouted, laundered, sanctified with forged signatures and seals pressed from dust and age. The books always balanced if you knew which set to open, and which to keep locked behind the vestry door.

And now, the fire. The final sacrament.

Behind him, someone sobbed. Someone else lifted their hands to heaven. The air reeked of smoke and scorched hymnals. A siren wailed in the distance, slow and solemn as a processional.

“Such a loss,” a voice murmured beside him.

He did not look. “God’s will,” he replied, his voice like velvet.

The east wing collapsed, and the fire leapt high, ecstatic, unrestrained.

He turned then, his coat catching the wind like a preacher’s robes in revival. “I’ll help rebuild,” he said softly, as if to the ashes themselves. “With all I have left.”

And then: “But first... I must go out of town for a bit.”

The lie tasted sweet.

His car waited at the end of the gravel road. The engine was still warm, the trunk already packed.

Behind him, the bell tower fell, groaning like something ancient and betrayed. A single bell tolled as it died. Once. Just once.

He smiled faintly, reaching into his coat pocket, fingers brushing the charred edge of a small, warped object: a fragment of stained glass, sharp against his skin. Red, like blood.

He had pulled it from the grass, still warm. A warped souvenir of melted faith and misplaced trust.

A relic.

It would rest beside the others, tokens from other sanctuaries, other flocks, other towns that never saw him coming.

He kept them in a narrow, velvet-lined box, tucked away in his luggage. Small enough to hide.

Not for God.

For himself.
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​VIRGINIA BEACH, VIRGINIA, May 14, 1997​

Danica Jones tapped her pencil against the edge of her worn wooden desk.

“All right, class, let’s keep going with The Canterbury Tales. Last night, you were supposed to read the prologue to The Pardoner’s Tale. Can anyone tell me what a pardoner is?”

Outside, a gull screeched, thin and distant, through the open windows. The spring breeze carried the scent of salt and wet grass, laced with a thread of honeysuckle from the overgrown fence beside the teachers’ parking lot.

High in the tall oak behind the school, a faded red kite fluttered where it had been caught for over a week, tangled like a secret no one had claimed. Dani watched it twist in the wind before scanning the room, absently tucking a strand of her dark brown, shoulder-length hair behind her ear. It held a bit of a wave, always threatening to frizz in the coastal humidity.

Room 212 wore its age like an old cardigan, patched in places but still comfortable. The paint was chipped around the doorframe, the linoleum tiles dulled by decades of shoes. Book posters lined the back wall in various states of curl, and a crooked “READ” banner sagged above the chalkboard. The corner bookshelf was messy, littered with books and magazines tossed every which way. Over it hung a vintage class photo from 1952 that Dani had found in the supply closet her first year and never quite had the heart to throw away.

Only two hands were raised, as expected.

Mark, the ever-eager know-it-all. He would either become a tenured professor or a professional brown-noser.

The other belonged to Taneika, brilliant but solitary. She already wrote better literary essays than most college freshmen.

Dani let the silence stretch a moment longer, hoping for a surprise. Her warm brown eyes flicked from desk to desk, amusement glinting behind them. The easy curve of her smile lingered, even when her students didn’t answer right away.

But the final bell was fifteen minutes away, and the room had begun its quiet drift toward dismissal, eyes on the clock, minds already elsewhere.

“Ashley?” Dani asked, her tone a gentle nudge. She’d read enough of the girl’s writing to know there was something sharp beneath the quiet.

Half-slouched in her seat, Ashley had one arm stretched across the desk, the other absently twisting a strand of long black hair. At the sound of her name, her eyes flicked up, guarded.

She blinked. “Um, I’m not sure,” she said, her voice barely rising above the soft rattle of the old A/C unit grinding beneath the sill.

Dani knew that look, the tilt of the head, the wary eyes, the voice gone small, as if it didn’t want to be noticed. It wasn’t laziness; it was camouflage. She’d mastered it herself in classrooms just like this one, a long time ago, when her father’s moods swung sharp and sudden and it was easier to live unnoticed.

Ashley didn’t need to be called out. She needed to be seen.

Maybe nothing was wrong. Maybe it was just a spring afternoon, a restless body and a head full of things more interesting than medieval literature. Or maybe it was something more.

Dani had learned not to assume, but she also knew when a kid was trying not to be watched.

She offered a small, encouraging nod. “That’s all right,” she said. “Let’s walk through it together.”

Ashley nodded, looking relieved. Dani made a mental note to talk to her after class, not to scold, just to check in. Teaching wasn’t only essays and vocabulary; half the job was reading the silences.

She turned her gaze back to the class, wondering not for the first time how many secrets a roomful of twelve-year-olds might be keeping right beneath her nose.

“Ms. Jones, I know!” Mark blurted, nearly launching himself from his chair with the force of his enthusiasm.

A chorus of groans drifted across the room like the sigh of an old house settling in the wind. Even Taneika rolled her eyes. Dani caught it and filed it away. The kid was smart and hardworking, but middle school politics were a minefield. Being too clever, too fast, too eager could make you a target. She’d keep an eye on that dynamic, too.

“All right, Mark,” Dani said, stifling a sigh with a small smile. “Enlighten us.”

He sat up even straighter, if that were possible, and launched into his answer like a miniature professor at a podium. “A pardoner worked for the Church in medieval times,” he declared. “He traveled around selling pardons to people for their sins.”

His tone was precise and practiced, as if he’d rehearsed in front of a mirror, possibly more than once.

“Right.” Dani nodded, folding her arms and leaning lightly against her desk. “But how does Chaucer’s pardoner... bend the rules?”

She let the question hang in the air like bait. This was the moment she always looked forward to, the instant when a spark might catch and someone would connect the dots. She watched the room, scanning for any flicker of recognition.

Silence settled over the classroom like dust.

A few students shifted in their seats. Someone coughed. Outside, the gull shrieked again, offering its own commentary on the lack of participation.

Dani glanced at the clock. Nine minutes until the bell. The tide was already going out on their attention spans. She sighed inwardly with quiet resignation. She loved this work, but there were days when teaching felt like throwing breadcrumbs into a storm.

A chair creaked. Brian raised his hand, fingers hesitant at first, then steady. The room stilled, curiosity rippling through the class.

“Uh... I think he’s lying to people and stealing from them,” he said, his voice low but certain, as if testing the weight of his own knowledge.

Rumors always clung to Brian: strange late-night visitors, unmarked packages, whispered disappearances. Nothing ever confirmed, just enough to make people wary but careful not to cross the line. Unconventional, sure. Private, definitely. Not openly unkind.

Whatever the truth, his mind worked like a quiet engine, always running deeper than the surface. Dani made sure he knew she saw it.

“Great answer, Brian. And if he’s stealing, how does he get away with it?”

“No one questioned it,” Taneika responded, “because he was from the Church.”

“Yeah,” Ben smirked, “no America’s Most Wanted back then.”

That cracked the class wide open. Seventh-grade laughter is a strange, contagious sound—half shriek, half bark, entirely uncontainable.

Dani let it ride for a moment, then raised her voice over the noise.

“Okay, literary detectives-in-training,” she said, half teasing, half serious. “Tonight’s assignment: write a paragraph on what makes The Pardoner’s Tale funny and what message you think Chaucer was trying to send. Bonus points for spotting anything suspicious.”

A rustle of papers and the screech of chair legs filled the room.

“Any questions?” she asked, knowing full well the answer.

No hands. Of course not. No one wanted to be the one to delay escape.

“All right then,” Dani said, stepping aside as the tide of students swept toward the door. “Have a good afternoon. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The sudden noise was deafening. Books slammed shut, backpacks unzipped and zipped with frantic energy, and voices rose in bursts of laughter and mock arguments. Students hollered over one another about forgotten math homework, plans to meet up at the spring dance, and, of course, teasing remarks about who was going with whom.

Endless middle school theater.

Dani leaned against the edge of her desk and watched them spill out into the hall like a tide breaking through a dam. She loved their energy, truly, but God, it could be exhausting.

She couldn’t blame them. The weather was gorgeous, the surf was up, and summer vacation loomed like a promise just a month away. Even she found herself longing for long mornings with no bells, no copy machine jams, no arguments over who had stolen whose notebook.

The oceanfront sparkled this time of year, and Dani never forgot how lucky she was to live and work so close to it. Twenty-one miles of coastline, fresh seafood on every corner. But beneath the salt air and sunny charm, there was something else, something most vacationers never noticed: a quiet, persistent sense that the town had been built on shifting sand.

Not just literally.

Back in the ’60s and ’70s, developers had rolled in like a second tide, sweeping away charm and wilderness to make room for the hotel strip. The skyline changed. Concrete swallowed dunes. The crash of waves gave way to the hum of traffic, and an ocean view became something you had to buy.

Sure, the beach was still public. But to reach it, you had to feed the meter and run the gauntlet of souvenir shops, sunburned tourists, and overpriced lemonade, unless you were one of the lucky few who lived or worked nearby.

Like Dani.

Her school, one of the city’s oldest buildings, sat just six blocks from the water, close enough to smell the salt on the breeze, close enough to flood when the tides rose too high, when hurricanes rolled in and the storm drains choked.

Sometimes, after class, she walked down to the boardwalk and let the wind pull the day from her shoulders. The ocean always cleared the static left behind by too many voices, too many questions. Maybe she’d go today.

The thought of that cool, briny breeze was tempting.

Still, as the last student’s voice faded down the hallway, Dani lingered at the window a moment too long. The classroom, once buzzing with life, settled into a silence that felt too complete.

It raised the hairs on her arms.

“Ms. Jones, please report to the office. Ms. Jones, please report to the office.”

The announcement snapped through the classroom like a slap. Mrs. Haley’s voice, flat and tinny, crackled from the ancient speaker above the door, then fizzled into silence.

The quiet that followed was louder than before.

Dani exhaled slowly. Of course.

She flicked off the lights. Some part of her had felt it building all day, like pressure behind her eyes, like the hush before a storm broke.

​
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AT THE FAR END OF THE long, quiet hallway, Dani gently closed her classroom door.

The corridor stretched ahead, leading to the main hall, where the office sat just across the intersection.

From the open door of the neighboring science classroom, Dot’s teasing voice floated into the hall. “What’d you do this time, Danica?”

“We’ll see,” Dani replied, peeking into the room. “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, send a rescue team.”

Dot grinned with the easy confidence of someone who’d taught middle school science for over three decades. Her short, swept-back gray hair, skinny legs, and round belly gave her a familiar, unbothered charm. She and Dani had hit it off immediately and had been on the same team for nearly ten years.

“Rescue? Nah,” Dot said with a wink. “You’re on your own, kid.”

Danica smirked. She’d been teaching for twenty years and had turned forty-three last April, definitely not a kid. But Dot called everyone “kid,” even the principal, so she let it slide.

Her small heels tapped steadily against the tiled floor as she hurried down the corridor. The walls were a patchwork of student artwork, flyers for the upcoming dance, and wrinkled notices begging for library books to be returned.

But the closer she came to the front office, the more the colorful clutter faded, replaced by a heavy stillness. A familiar prickle crawled up her spine, a warning she couldn’t name.

Just beyond the glass doors of the office stood a man.

Her first thought was sharp and clear: he didn’t belong here.

Her second, even more certain: he was trouble.

Middle-aged and heavyset, he wore his long gray hair loose and greasy, hanging past his shoulders in tangled waves. A scraggly beard, patchy with brown and gray, clung unevenly to his jaw. His clothes carried a musty scent. The old flannel shirt with fraying cuffs, heavy jeans, and brown, scuffed boots looked like they hadn’t seen sunlight since the mid-1980s.

With rigid arms crossed, he stared through the glass as if daring Dani to come closer. His dark eyes dropped to meet hers.

She slowed instinctively, then reached for the handle and opened the office door.

The front office smelled faintly of copier toner and the lemon cleaner the custodian used. A long counter divided the reception area from the inner offices beyond.

The man didn’t move. He just stood there, his eyes tracking her with an unsettling, measured calm. Up close, he loomed at least six inches taller than her five-foot-seven frame, his presence as heavy as the boots planted on the linoleum floor.

She glanced toward the front desk, where Mrs. Haley sat behind her typewriter, working with calm precision. The older woman didn’t look up, but her eyes flicked briefly toward Dani, then back to the screen. One hand moved subtly to the large black telephone beside her, resting there, not dialing, but ready.

Relief flickered. Whatever this was, she wasn’t walking into it alone.

Squaring her shoulders, Dani met the man’s eyes. In her twenty years of teaching, she’d handled hallway fights, a raccoon trapped in the ceiling tiles, and a furious PTA mob with a bullhorn. She could handle this.

“Are you Ms. Jones?” No hello, no attempt at civility. His voice was like gravel, sharp and accusatory.

Her stomach gave a small, involuntary twist, but her voice stayed calm and even. She fixed her expression into her best teacher poker face.

“Yes, sir,” she said evenly. “What can I do for you?”

“You can explain why you’re forcing my nephew to read this religious propaganda,” he snapped, jamming a dog-eared paperback of The Canterbury Tales an inch from her nose.

His fingers were grimy, nails chewed to the quick.

The cover of the book was smudged with fingerprints.

“It’s all in here, priests, pardoners, sermons, damnation. You think I don’t see what this is? Indoctrination. You’re pushing medieval Catholic garbage on impressionable children. Teaching religion in school is against the law, so what you’re doing is illegal, Ms. Jones.” He spat the last word, sharp and wet. His breath carried the sour tang of old coffee.

His eyes blazed not with conviction but with the erratic, ritualistic fury of a man who measured every gesture, every word, as if casting judgment.

Dani felt her jaw tighten. She’d faced down plenty of angry parents, ones who wanted to ban books, rewrite the curriculum, or shield their kids from uncomfortable truths.

But this felt different. Fanatic.

Still, she didn’t flinch or step back. She held his gaze, steady and calm, letting the silence stretch just long enough to make it clear she wasn’t afraid.

“Mr.?”

“Rendell,” he snapped, slamming the book onto the office counter with enough force to curl its corners. His glare sharpened, daring her to challenge him.

At the desk, Mrs. Haley lifted her head. Her hand slid to the phone’s receiver as Dani asked evenly, “Mr. Rendell, which student did you say was your nephew?”

“Brian Fenz.” His voice rose, sharper now, as he jabbed a finger toward her. “Teaching him this trash is a crime. You’re poisoning his mind, Ms. Jones, just like the rest of you so-called educators who think you know better than parents.”

Danica didn’t react. She didn’t shift her weight or even blink as he ranted, his words spiraling into something more frantic, more accusatory.

“I bet you think you’re some kind of enlightened teacher,” he sneered, his tone caught between mockery and menace.

“Always pushing them, making kids think for themselves. Opening their little minds... as if that gives you power, as if it changes anything.” He stepped closer, the book clenched in his fist like evidence in a trial. “Too bad the truth doesn’t fit your little agenda.”

“Mr. Rendell, I assure you, the lessons I’ve taught on The Pardoner’s Tale focus on the literary and cultural significance of biblical allusions and themes,” Dani said carefully, keeping her tone even.

Her pulse thudded beneath her collarbone.

It wasn’t the first time a parent had bristled at a text, but this was different. He wasn’t asking for clarification, he’d already chosen his enemy.

All she could do now was hold the line, stay calm, and hope logic might succeed where empathy clearly wouldn’t.

Rendell’s eyes narrowed, his mouth twitching with the weight of his next accusation. “Dress it up however you like, literature, critical thinking—I see it for what it is. Lies. You think you’re better than the rest of us, hiding behind your degrees and lesson plans as if they make you untouchable, as if you’re some kind of priest dispensing truth.”

Then, with a sudden shift, his voice dipped, almost pitying. “You’re leading them off a cliff and calling it education.”

Dani stayed still, her expression unreadable, though tension knotted low in her stomach. This wasn’t a parent seeking dialogue.

This was a man looking for a target.

His insult landed harder than she wanted to admit, but she didn’t let it show. Her stance remained steady, her gaze unwavering. His words were meant to rattle her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“The lessons on The Pardoner’s Tale examine the literary and cultural role of biblical allusions and themes,” Dani said, folding her hands tightly on the counter to keep them from fidgeting. “The curriculum was developed by the city to be respectful and aligned with educational standards.”

She nodded toward the dog-eared paperback, still creased at the chapter in question. “Many works of classic literature reference religion not to mock it, but because it was central to the worldview of the time. Chaucer wrote from within his own world. That’s why The Canterbury Tales is studied.” She paused, forcing her breath to steady.

Rendell’s shoulders remained taut, his jaw locked. He hadn’t come here to listen; he’d come to accuse.

And the way he gripped that book, as though it were proof of some moral crime, sent a thread of unease crawling up her spine.

He didn’t want context. He wanted confession.

Still, Dani kept her voice calm. “No one is being taught to reject or ridicule faith. The purpose of the lesson is to understand how literature reflects the complexities of the time it was written. That includes religious influence, both sincere and satirical.”

But even as the words left her mouth, Dani knew they weren’t landing. He wasn’t here for nuance. No explanation, no curriculum citation, was going to make The Pardoner’s Tale less offensive to the story he’d already written in his head.

Rendell’s nostrils flared, jaw tight, bracing for another outburst.

Then something shifted. The fire in his eyes wavered, flickering like a candle in the wind. His chest rose sharply, then sank, the rigid line of his shoulders slackening. Something inside him had unraveled, a hidden thread snapping.

When he spoke again, the venom was gone.

His words came slower, tighter not defeat, more like exhaustion, or the low simmer of something waiting to ignite.

“Ms. Jones,” he said, voice low, “children shouldn’t be taught to question religion. Teaching it insults those who believe in the will of God. And it confuses the children.”

Dani met his gaze evenly. “Teaching literature isn’t the same as teaching belief,” she said. “And questioning isn’t the same as rejecting.”

She softened her tone, but not her conviction. “Children are smarter than we give them credit for. They can hold a story in one hand and their faith in the other.”

She let that settle, then added carefully, “It’s not about telling them what to think. It’s about showing them how to think for themselves. That’s my job.”

The room held its breath, silence prickling at the edges.

“Brian’s a thoughtful young man,” Dani continued. “He asks meaningful questions and backs up his ideas in his writing.”

Rendell’s mouth twitched. His jaw worked.

“I don’t need him bringing those questions home,” he said, voice edged with something brittle. “I’m already having a hard enough time with Brian’s fa” He cut himself short, blinking hard, as if the word had slipped free before he could snatch it back. His jaw locked. “I just don’t need more arguments. Not right now.”

Then his eyes flicked toward the door.

Dani caught it. He’d said too much, and he knew it. Father? Family? Farm?

She wished he’d finished the thought. Whatever it was, this was bigger than a grumpy uncle arguing Chaucer.

“I can prepare an alternate unit for Brian,” she said slowly. “But I’ll need written permission from his parent or guardian.”

“That’s no problem.” His reply was too fast, too loud, the sound itself trying to hold the world at bay. He dug into his coat pocket and pulled out a battered ballpoint pen. Its barrel was cracked, the white plastic stained with years of use. Faded navy script spelled out Eastern Church of God, the ink rubbed nearly away.

“Are you Brian’s legal guardian?” The question wasn’t a formality anymore. It was a thread, and if she pulled it, Dani had the sinking feeling something tangled would unravel.

Rendell blinked, caught for a fraction of a second before the scowl returned.

“He’s staying with me. While his parents are out of town.”

She didn’t buy it. Out of town was too vague.

Too practiced. Her instincts, sharpened by years of navigating evasive parents, pressed hard on the brakes.

“I’ll give them a call tomorrow,” Dani said evenly. “Do you have a number I can use to reach them?”

Her tone stayed calm, but the warning behind her eyes was deliberate.

She didn’t trust him, not his evasiveness, his wild swings between fury and retreat, and certainly not with Brian’s safety.

Rendell’s eyes narrowed to slits. “There’s no need for you to go digging, Ms. Jones.” His voice cracked on her name.

The anger was still there, but fading, smoke now, where fire had been.

“You’ll get your note Monday. I’ll make damn sure of it.”

Dani took a measured step back. The air in the room felt stretched thin. She needed to end this.

“All right.”

She opened the door before he could speak again, the metal handle cool against her palm. The hinges groaned softly, breaking the silence.

She stepped aside, making it unmistakably clear the conversation was over.

He followed, slow and heavy-footed, the soles of his scuffed boots dragging against the floor with each step.

Almost as an afterthought, he muttered, “May God be with you.” His voice was low and hoarse, each word dragged out as though it scraped his throat on the way out. The syllables dropped like stones, soft in volume, sharp at the edges.

It wasn’t a blessing. It was a warning. Not a prayer for her safety, but a promise.
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THE PHONE BEGAN RINGING just as she reached the landing in front of her apartment door. Her keys jangled as she fumbled with the lock, trying to balance the bags of groceries in her arms.

“How does she always know the exact moment I’ve got my hands full?” Dani murmured with a tired smile as she nudged the door open with her shoulder and stepped inside, catching the phone just before the answering machine clicked on.

“Hi, Mom... of course I knew it was you. You’re right on time,” she said, affection threading through her voice despite her exhaustion. “Listen, can I call you back in a little bit? It’s been a long day, and I’ve got groceries to put away before the ice cream melts.”

She hung up with a soft sigh, already picturing her mother perched in the sunny kitchen on Martha’s Vineyard, tea in hand, worrying that her youngest daughter was alone and that she was too far away to do anything about it.

They talked often. Her mother needed that connection, and, if she was honest, so did she. Even when the timing wasn’t perfect, the love behind the calls never wavered.

Dani closed the door, dropping her keys into the ceramic bowl by the entrance. The second-floor apartment, part of a remodeled beach house six blocks from the ocean, was small but welcoming. Sunlight filtered through gauzy curtains, casting golden patches across the worn hardwood floors.

A tall bookcase leaned slightly in the corner, crammed with literature anthologies, teacher’s guides, and dog-eared mysteries and romances. Across from it sat a faded corduroy loveseat, its cushions sunken in the middle and a crocheted throw draped over one arm. A mismatched armchair stood nearby, its legs a little uneven, propped up by a folded magazine.

A low coffee table held a half-burned candle, a World’s Greatest Teacher mug, and a stack of lesson plans marked up in red ink. The kitchenette, visible from the living room, featured teal cabinets and a small two-seater table pushed against the wall, where a lone houseplant leaned dramatically toward the window.

From below came a chorus of barks from Mrs. Caster’s three plump corgis. Her landlady was kind and spoiled the dogs with treats all day long.

Setting the brown paper bag on the kitchen counter, she moved through the familiar motions, placing milk in the fridge, cans in the cupboard, and fruit in the wire basket by the window. Lost in thought, the scene from that afternoon’s conference replayed in her mind.

What a pompous blowhard, she thought, placing a box of cereal into the pantry with more force than necessary. Brian’s Uncle Rendell. His logic had twisted and bounced through so many contradictory avenues that she could hardly keep track. Had his anger come from some rigid religious conviction? Possibly—but it hadn’t felt righteous. It was too sharp, too personal, like a knife disguised as a sermon. Then again, maybe he was offended by Chaucer? But that didn’t make sense either. He owned a well-worn copy of The Canterbury Tales, its margins scribbled with notes. Maybe he was an atheist or one of those smug agnostics who believed faith of any kind had no place in public discourse.

If she let them, her thoughts would spiral, looping back over the conversation continuously, like a scratched record stuck in the same bitter groove. She hated that she always did this, picking at conversations until the edges frayed. A habit born from too much anxiety and a lifelong instinct to make sense of what didn’t sit right, as if clarity might soften the sting.

Closing the pantry door with a soft click, she took a deep breath, counting to four like the therapist had taught her. Her thumb traced the edge of a chipped nail, a nervous habit she barely noticed anymore. Something that kept her anchored when her mind started to drift too far.

Enough, She told herself, letting the thought settle like a stone dropped into still water.

She glanced at the clock on the wall, nearly five-thirty.

Reaching over, she flipped on the radio beside her bread machine, and a burst of George Jones’s He Stopped Loving Her Today filled the kitchen with twangy country before fading into the evening news brief. Dani leaned against the counter, rubbing her temple absently as the announcer took over.

The familiar voice filled the room, smooth and calm, with just the right hint of warmth. Dani found herself smiling faintly. There was something oddly grounding about Gavin Larkhurst’s voice; it settled into the space around her like sunlight through a kitchen window—unnoticed until it wasn’t there.

She’d never seen his face. He was just a voice on the radio, tucked behind static and station jingles, a man reading headlines and local events. Yet somehow, she’d been tuning in to him almost every day for months. Not out of habit exactly, more like ritual. A quiet, dependable ritual.

She wondered, not for the first time, what he looked like. Was he older? Younger than he sounded? Did he smile when he spoke, or was that just something her mind added, a trait she assigned to the warmth in his tone?

It was silly, she told herself. He was just a voice on the airwaves, a local anchor with a good cadence, part of the background noise of her day.

“...and now, the local headlines.” Gavin’s voice shifted into a brisk, measured cadence.

“A fire broke out this afternoon at the Eastern Church of God in Virginia Beach. Fire crews responded quickly and were able to contain the blaze, but the sanctuary and church offices sustained significant damage. At this time, authorities have not determined whether the incident was an act of arson or connected to a series of similar church fires in the Hampton Roads area. This marks the third church fire in the past five years.”

Danica froze, one hand resting on a loaf of bread she hadn’t yet tucked away.

Eastern Church of God, the name echoed strangely.

The pen Carl Rendell had pulled from his pocket. The name of the church was printed on it.

She frowned, her eyes drifting toward the window, where dusk had begun to gather at the edges of the sky.

Church fires....

Gavin Larkhurst continued, “In other news, volunteers are still needed for the upcoming Clean Up the Bay Day next Saturday. Organizers hope to make this year’s event the biggest turnout yet in its six-year history. If you’d like to pitch in, give us a call at 555-1050 for more details on how to get involved. This is FM100 WKNS, Country’s Best Music. I’m Gavin Larkhurst. Stay tuned, we have all your country hits coming your way after the break.”

Dani turned off the radio, muting the clatter of jingles and chipper ads that followed the news. Blowing out a breath, she took out a can of cat food just as two furry shadows padded in from the hallway.

“There you are, you tubby monsters,” she said, softening despite herself. “Big day of napping and judging humanity from the windowsill?”

The larger of the two, a smoky gray named Shakespeare, leapt lightly onto the counter to sniff the empty grocery bags. His tabby companion, Lady Rosalind, made a slow circuit around Dani’s ankles.

“All right, all right, you’re not here for small talk,” she murmured, stepping around the half-unloaded groceries. She crossed to the cabinet beneath the sink, pulled out two mismatched ceramic bowls, filled one with dry food, and opened a small can of salmon pâté with a satisfying click for the other.

The moment the lid peeled back, Shakespeare dropped to the floor with a thud, while Rosalind’s meow turned insistent.

“Yes, I know. I am scandalously late.” She set the bowls down on their feeding mats and watched as they moved in with ravenous grace.

Dani moved into her bedroom, already tugging her green school dress over her head. She tossed it carelessly into the laundry basket, slipped out of her flats, and let her bare feet touch the cool floor. She pulled on a well-worn James Taylor T-shirt and loose cotton shorts, comfortable armor after a long day. The wire-rimmed glasses stayed perched on her nose; she never took them off unless she was asleep or in the shower. Contacts felt like too much work for someone who spent most of her life behind books and whiteboards.

In the bathroom, she paused before the mirror, gathering her hair into a low ponytail. A few stray strands slipped free, framing her temples. Her brown eyes met her own gaze clear and steady, but tinged with fatigue.

As she wiped the makeup from her face, Dani felt the quiet truth settle in. Her body wasn’t the same one that had walked the brick paths of her college campus: lean, quick, full of restless energy. At forty-three, she was still learning to live with softened curves and a slower pace. She wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous, never had been, but she liked her face: the gentle slope of her nose, the way laughter crinkled the corners of her eyes.

Wandering back into the kitchen, she opened the fridge, mentally assembling a salad, romaine, grape tomatoes, half a cucumber, a few stray olives. She pulled items out one by one and began to rinse and chop with automatic rhythm.

The phone rang.

She dried her hands on a dish towel.

“Hello?”

“Hooray! You’re alive! I heard that guy yelling in the office and thought I should check,” Dot Swan replied, her voice bright and nosy, with just enough concern to make it real. “You okay?”

Dani sighed and dumped the lettuce into a bowl. “That was Carl Rendell, and he came in ready for battle. Accused me of indoctrinating his nephew. Claimed the story we read mocked Christianity.”

“Oh my God,” Dot said. “Wait! Rendell? I taught a Carl Rendell my first year, way before your time. I remember him because he was a total rage goblin.”

“Sounds about right,” Dani huffed a laugh. “You’ve got a connection to everyone near the oceanfront.”

“Yeah, yeah. I should be the mayor,” Dot muttered. “So, what happened?”

Dani reached for the vinaigrette and gave it a good shake. “He stormed in like he was on a crusade, raving about morality and corruption. Said the book was disgusting.”

“He hasn’t changed a bit,” Dot said dryly.

“Did you hear about the church fire?” Dani asked, folding her arms.

“I did,” Dot replied, fanning herself with a magazine. “Heard it on the radio from that sexy-voiced Gavin Larkhurst. I swear, that man could read my grocery list and I’d still get goosebumps.”

Dani didn’t smile. “Carl had a pen with the name of that church on it. Probably a coincidence,” she said, though her voice lacked conviction.

“It’s the fourth church,” Dot said, her voice lower now. “It led the six o’clock news. First was St. Jude’s, a white Catholic church in Chesapeake. Then Greater Elm Baptist over in Portsmouth, a Black congregation. Third was that little Presbyterian chapel in Norfolk. And now this one, Eastern Church of God in Virginia Beach.” She paused. “You know, they were the ones who fought so hard to bring prayer back into the schools.”

“The Eastern Church of God was the one that petitioned the school board about putting prayer back in school?” Dani asked, brow furrowed. “I don’t remember that.”

Dot nodded. “They’re the reason we added the moment of silence last year.”

Dani glanced out the kitchen window. The sun had dropped below the horizon, and darkness was filtering in. Downstairs, the landlady’s dogs gave a soft bark.

She pictured Rendell’s face again, his gray hair and unkempt beard, the wildness in his eyes, and that final parting shot: May God be with you. Not a comfort. A warning.

“You still there?” Dot asked.

“Yeah. Just thinking.” She gave the salad a quick mix and grabbed a fork.

“Well, don’t think too hard. You’ve already had a day. I don’t want to keep you.”

“Thanks for calling, Dot,” Dani said quietly.

“Anytime. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night.”

She hung up, the salad bowl cool in her hands. Then, finally, she sat, fork in hand, and ate, slowly and quietly, her mind still circling like a whirlpool.

Minutes ticked by until Dani finally picked up the phone, dialing her mom back.

Balancing the phone between her ear and shoulder, she took a bite of her salad. “Hey, Mom. I’ve got my salad, and you have my full attention now.”

“Thanks for calling me back,” her mother said. The line was a little staticky, coming from thirteen hours north in Massachusetts. “I saw something on the news about a church fire down your way. Fourth one in five years, they said?”

Dani sighed and popped a piece of pepper in her mouth. “Yeah, it was on the radio earlier, too. Eastern Church of God, not far from here.”

“That’s terrible. Is it racially motivated?”

“I don’t know, Mom. I’m sure there will be more news as they have a chance to investigate.”

Her mother was quiet for a beat. “Eastern Church of God. It sounds evangelical.”

“Maybe. They were loud at school board meetings two years ago, made a big push to bring prayer back into the classroom. The board added a daily moment of silence during the morning announcements to appease them.”

“People can be so reactive when it comes to religion,” Mom sighed.

Dani stared at her hands, the weight of her mom’s words pressing on her chest like a stone. She wanted to tell her about Carl Rendell and the way he’d cornered her in the office, how his voice had shaken with anger when he accused her of mocking his religion.

But she didn’t.

Telling her mom would only worry her. No matter how old Dani got, her mother still saw her as her baby, a child to protect, not an adult who could handle ugly confrontations.

And Dani knew exactly what would happen if she said anything: the frantic questions, the late-night phone calls, the well-meaning spiral. She’d been through it before, in college, when the panic attacks first started and therapy became a lifeline.

She was better now.

But she’d learned a hard lesson about which things to say out loud and which to swallow quietly.

Dani gave a dry chuckle as she sat down at the table. “You and me both.”

“Still planning to help with that beach cleanup next weekend?” her mom asked, changing the subject.

“Yeah, I think so. It’ll be nice to get outside and get my hands dirty.”

Her mother’s voice warmed. “Just be careful, sweetheart. Don’t stretch yourself too thin. You know how you get.”

“I’m fine,” Dani said. “It’s only Wednesday, but it’s been a long week. Seventh graders, you know how it is.”

“I do,” her mother replied fondly, her voice warm and steady. “And for what it’s worth, I think you’re doing more good than you realize.”

Dani could almost picture her mom on the other end, sitting at the kitchen table, one eye on the clock to make sure the call didn’t run long and rack up the charges.

A soft thump sounded beside her as Shakespeare leapt from the floor onto her lap, rubbing his head against her arm. She scratched under his chin.

A second later, Roz piled on. Dani gave her a slow stroke along the back as she wormed in beside her sibling.

How could she explain to her mom that sometimes doing good didn’t feel so simple?

She couldn’t. So instead, she said, “Thanks, Mom. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Hanging up, she patted the cats until the silence of her apartment pressed in, the questions whirling through her mind again.

Why had Carl Rendell come to see her?

How was he connected to the Eastern Church of God?

She needed to let it go. Move on. She didn’t have all the answers, probably never would, and puzzling over the questions wouldn’t change a thing.
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