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			There are two women that I dedicate this book to. One is my mother Edna, who the mother character was named after. To be quite honest there is more fact than fiction in the Edna line of the story. 

			The other is Marylee. I started the book right after heart surgery, and she has listened and commented on every word of it since the day I began. Thanks, Marylee. And Mom, I miss you.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Mahmood rose early from his thin floor mattress and breathed out a cloud of warm, moist air into the cold Afghanistan morning. He knew the work ahead of him and had made peace with himself over it. Yet doubts, guilt, and sadness consumed his soul.

			On this beautiful day, under the bright blue sky of his homeland, he had purged his soul of his sinful thoughts. Soon he would step through the gates of paradise. Instead of intensely desiring a single slender, pretty infidel virgin, he would be in paradise with seventy-two who shared his faith.

			So his faith promised, but his heart screamed in anger.

			Mahmood removed a package from its hiding place, the first time he had touched it since the day he picked it up from a messenger of Sabawoon Habibi, leader of the local Taliban. He unrolled the chador from around the thick package and re-rolled it around the note he’d struggled to write last night. 

			He unwrapped the front page of a local newspaper underneath the cloth, the last barrier between him and the explosives that would bring his death. He had not touched the vest since the day he had picked it up.

			As he strapped the explosive vest across his chest and placed his perahan tunban tunic over it, his mind went over and over his instructions regarding the group of college-aged American missionaries from Co-Exist, for which he had worked as translator and guide these last three months. He pushed his way through Jalalabad on that brisk morning and finally arrived at the compound for the Americans. The Taliban guards who had kept the Americans alive and safe, as agreed by Sabawoon Habibi to Rev. Amin, ignored him, as usual. As with previous groups, no one had questioned how Rev. Amin was able to forge a deal with the Taliban to provide for the safety of the Co-Exist groups, even though war and guns filled his country. Instead, the foolish American politicians, leaders, and pastors who supported his ministry thanked him for the protection that allowed them to work freely in the countryside around Jalalabad, constructing homes, digging wells, and teaching the male children.

			Mahmood entered the gates of the American compound, and the twenty missionaries due to leave later that afternoon rushed into the courtyard to welcome him one last time. He had befriended each...even Gloria Beck. When she neared, his skin tingled, his words became stiff, and her presence clouded his mind.

			To them, he was their friend who had taught them Afghan culture and tutored them in the Pashto language. In their eyes, he had helped them accomplish their mission to show both Christians and Muslims how they could work together to meet the needs of the poor and weak.

			As required by the Taliban, Gloria and all of the young females wore a chador wrapped around their heads, and their clothing appropriately covered their skin. But their adherence to each of the restrictions meant nothing. Today they would discover why Rev. Amin was able to forge a deal with the terrorists, what his end of the bargain entailed.

			He knew what he had to do, but his overwhelming desire to protect Gloria from it had driven him to adjust the instructions given to him.

			He dared to brush a hand against the fabric wrapped around her head. “Gloria, I noticed your chador was fraying, and I picked up another for you at the market in town.” He handed her the gift.

			She smiled under her veil. He couldn’t see it on her mouth, but her eyes expressed it.

			“I thank you deeply. I will treasure this, and my time here, the rest of my life,” she responded in Pashto.

			“I must also return to you your phone. It must have fallen out of your pocket while we worked yesterday. I picked it up, but I forgot it was in my tunic when we returned.” His smile dimmed at the thought of the video he had recorded on the phone to explain his actions to her, but she seemed not to notice.

			“Oh, thank you! I looked all over for it last night. Now I will be able to watch movies during the long flight.” She laughed, and it sounded like music to Mahmood, a music forbidden on many levels, but it momentarily made him happy.

			“Go and place the chador in your room and join us again before our last meal together.”

			Gloria trotted the one hundred yards to her dwelling. As the door closed behind Gloria, Mahmood, believing she would be safe, ripped open his tunic and cried the prayer, “Allahu Akbar!”

			* * *

			Right before the door clicked behind her, Gloria thought she heard Mahmood call out to her. She opened the door halfway when a bright light exploded outside.

			Fire ate the air. An intense shock wave pounded against the door. It knocked her back inside with such intensity that she hit the floor, the last thing she remembered before blacking out.

			When she roused, she peered out the door at the smoking devastation. Dead, her friends were all dead. Except her.

			One thought filled her. Her dear, sweet Mahmood had been a terrorist—someone who viewed her people only as infidels who deserved death. Someone who hated her people enough to kill himself in order to accomplish it.

			They thought he’d been like them, wanting to help the people of the world. Instead, he left this earth and took them with him. She pulled her knees up to her chest and bawled. How deceived she and her friends had been!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Three months later

			“Your dad stopped by with Orval Miller last night,” Mom said as I plopped down in a chair next to her bed at the Baptist Senior Home in the North Hills of Pittsburgh.

			If her mind was drifting through memories from other times and other places, this would be a long morning. In spite of the fact that Dad had been dead for three years, I held my tongue. In my daily visits over the last year, I’d learned not to try bringing her back from jaunts into her alternate universe. In time I learned, like many loved ones of Alzheimer’s patients, that it was better to sit, listen, and love. More difficult, but better for everyone.

			At least this time she hadn’t drifted all the way off. Dad’s old friend, Orval, was elderly, but still very much alive. “It’s always good to see Orval.” I allowed my own mind to wallow in the past for a moment. Mom’s stroke had been the last in a series of bad events that started with my father’s cruel battle with cancer. It beat him, at least what was left of the bigger-than-life person everyone but my family called the Reverend Doctor Joshua Cameron. Then the strain of his death left Mom with a stroke, followed rapidly by oncoming Alzheimer’s.

			My devotion to Mom was a little greater than my younger brother’s. Zach kept Mom’s finances straight and paid out the medical bills. My job was to sit and listen to Mom’s stories. And, oh, did she have some great stories to tell.

			“So how did the visit with Dad and Mr. Miller go?” I asked.

			“Your dad looks better than ever. Heaven must really agree with him. He’s put back on all the weight he lost when he was sick. Best of all, he says they let him preach as long as he wants.” She gave a quick clap and her eyes flashed with a momentary twinkle of joy.

			“That should make Dad happy. He never was much for watching the clock when it came to preaching.” It wasn’t the first time she said Dad had visited. He rarely came with a friend though, especially a living friend. “What did Mr. Miller have to say?” I asked.

			“Well, Zach—”

			“I’m Jude, Mom. I’m the oldest of your two boys. Zach is the younger brother with the bald head. I’m the older one, who’s a detective.” I needed to keep that straight. She already thought most of my gifts to her were from some guy in Germany named George. Interesting, since none of us knew of any history of a gentleman named George in her real life.

			“Well, sometimes I get a little confused, and since you don’t visit much it’s hard to remember you sometimes,” Mom said playfully, with her well remembered crooked smile.

			“Mom, I’m here every day.”

			It was nice to see a hint of the woman that used to play games with my brother and me in the back pew of church during the long Sunday evening services. Like I said, Dad never was one for clock-watching once he took the pulpit.

			“What did Mr. Miller have to say?” I asked again.

			“How did you know he was here?” Mom said it as if she was genuinely surprised that I knew of the visit. She was drifting again but quickly got back on track. “But it is funny that you should ask, because Deacon Miller wanted to talk to you. I told him you weren’t here, and that seemed to bother him.” She stopped in mid-thought to point to her bed stand. “Could you hand me the Ensure, dear?”

			Mom took a sip. “You know, they are so good to me here at the school.”

			I shook my head. Her shifts between her alternate realities were giving me whiplash. So, now we were in the days when she had been the president of the school board. It probably made her time at the home more pleasant to think she was back in a period when she was vital to both her family and her community.

			She took another sip. “Whenever I want one of these drinks, I just knock on the door to the restaurant and yell—”

			I finished the story with her and we both said together “—Yoo-hoo!” This was probably the hundredth time I’d heard the tale.

			Mom giggled at our little joke. I prodded her back on topic. “What did Mr. Miller say?”

			“Like I was saying before you interrupted me, he wanted to talk to you. Once he saw you weren’t here, he was a little distressed. So I offered to give you a message. He said, ‘two-fifteen,’ then he grabbed your dad’s arm and off they went down the hall.” Story finished, she laid back on her bed.

			I spread my arms in front of me. “I have no idea what he could mean by that. You know what, Mom, I’ll swing by his office today and ask him.” If I left soon, I would still have time to visit him before my shift started at noon.

			Mom’s eyes started to close. “Yes, do that. He seemed so upset.” She paused, and her eyes closed completely. A moment later, they snapped open. “And please tell him thank you for visiting your dad.” Mom closed her eyes again, and a peaceful look crossed her face.

			It was nap time, and that was my cue to go.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			I had just slid behind the wheel of my vintage Chevelle SS 396 when my two-way chirped on my cell phone. “Detective Cameron,” I answered.

			“Jude, this is Ed. Some kids just found a body in the alley behind the projects on the north side. I’m heading there now. How close are you?”

			“Be there in ten minutes.” After playing guess-the-memory-zone game with Mom, I didn’t even complain about being called in early. I picked up Interstate 279 and shot straight to the projects. I parked just beyond the yellow tape marking off the crime scene and found Ed leaning against one of the black and whites, scrolling through pictures on the photographer’s SLR. He handed me a set of photos.

			Cheryl McKinnis, the city’s coroner, snapped off her rubber gloves while barking orders at the cops nearby. That was the way Cheryl handled all her situations: work hard, play hard—and her joy at being in control sparkled in her eyes. She waved me and Ed over to the gurney where the body lay.

			You’d think the next part would get easier with each lifeless body. Not so. I always thought about whose mother, father, brother, sister, son or daughter it was on the gurney before me. It would never get easier.

			“No ID on him,” Cheryl explained. “As far as we can see, the old guy must have wandered into the wrong place and paid the price. Looks like robbery and murder, but that’s just a quick opinion. I won’t have much more until after the autopsy.”

			As Cheryl pulled open the body bag, I sucked in a breath hard and loud.

			Ed looked right at me and asked, “You know him?”

			“Yeah,” I choked out. “Orval Miller. He was an old friend of my folks…and my Sunday school teacher when I was kid.” I shook my head and looked away. “Who would have done this? Orval was a good man. I considered him a mentor.” My anger toward God flared again. First He took Dad, letting him suffer like he did, then He took away Mother’s mind. Now He had allowed Orval to bleed out on the cold, dirty concrete. It was too much. I could feel the heat creep up my neck to my face as my jaw tightened. Orval’s dead body was one more sour element in my relationship with God.

			The world around me went quiet. All I heard was melting snow as it dripped off the rooftops and splashed into the dirty puddles below, reverberating like gunfire in my ears.

			I turned to face Ed. “This is strange. I was just talking to my mother about Mr. Miller. She said he came to visit her last night.”

			“That makes your mom a suspect.” Ed was a good cop, but he’d been around for a long time. Like all cops close to retirement, he had seen enough to make him cynical. This time, his dry humor failed to bring even a smile.

			“She said he came with my dad.”

			“He’d be a suspect too, if I hadn’t gone to his funeral three years ago.” Ed added another attempt at lightening my mood.

			I snapped out my fog and asked Cheryl, “What happened?”

			“It was bullet shot to the heart. Scuff marks indicate a struggle, at least as much as the old man could muster. He was robbed, since his wallet was missing, so that could have been the motive. I place the time of death around 2:30 a.m.”

			A uniformed officer approached. “Do you want us to start knocking on doors to find out if anyone saw anything?”

			“Yeah, go ahead,” Ed responded. “Call me if you get any leads.” Then he turned to me. “So what did your Mother say about Mr. Miller’s visit?”

			“That was pretty strange, too. She said he actually came to talk to me and that he seemed distressed when I wasn’t there. Before he left, he gave her a message for me. He said, ‘two-fifteen.’ What that means, I don’t know.”

			Ed rubbed his jaw—a movement he made when preparing to give me some advice. “Your mom was a pretty amazing lady before your dad died. But Jude, you’ve got to admit, she’s not on this earth most of the time. Some cryptic message from a dead man to an Alzheimer patient is not exactly hard and fast evidence. If you ask me, it was a gang banger. Lots of them live here.” Ed gestured with both palms up at the crumbling buildings that housed many of the city’s poor.

			Somehow the gang banger scenario didn’t fit what I knew about the old man. “You didn’t know Deacon Miller. He had a burden, as he called it, for the kids in gangs who lived near the church. He paid for basketball courts, after-school tutors, activities for children, and he sponsored every event the projects put on.” I ticked his good deeds off on my fingers. “Most of the kids knew him. He was one of the few men who could walk safely through these dangerous streets at night.”

			“But it would only take one. If he was strung out on crack, he might have seen him as an easy mark.”

			“You might be right, but you’re the one who taught me to assume nothing.” I stared down at Orval’s cold, lifeless body. It was hard not to think of his animated movements as he taught our junior high Sunday school class. He taught Bible stories like he had walked the dusty roads with the Apostles themselves. When I was a kid, we often joked that he was old enough to have actually done that. Now, I looked at him and realized that he was a man taken long before his time.

			Cheryl poked my arm. “Since you seem to know the victim, can you tell me if he had any close relatives in the area?”

			“Yeah, a daughter, Izzie—excuse me, Councilwoman Isabella Miller,” I corrected.

			“Izzie, huh? You’ve got history with that chick. Serious history, as I remember?” Ed reminded me.

			“Yep, we started in the church nursery—Mom called it the cradle roll—and we went through every grade together.” The memories brought my first smile since I arrived on the scene.

			Ed rolled his eyes. “Jude, you know what I mean. Romantic history.”

			“I guess you could say that. She said I loved my job more than her. She bailed before we got serious.” I zipped up the body bag. I couldn’t take looking at Orval this way any more.

			“Before you got serious? Jude, you had to return the engagement ring. Man, you’re rewriting history,” Ed scoffed.

			“Cheryl,” I said as I swiveled toward Cheryl. “I know how hard Izzie is going to take this. Let me be the one to tell her. I owe her that much. She just lost her mom a year ago. She and her dad were close.”

			“I think we can let you do the honors. Just remember, this is an open case: don’t give away any information.” She motioned for two of the officers. “You can take it to the morgue now.”

			“How quick can we get the autopsy done?” I asked.

			“Amazingly, my dear, it’s been a good week in Pittsburgh, so I’ll actually start on this right away.” Cheryl knew I was hurting; if she were a touchy-feely type she might have given me a hug.

			I walked to my car and called back over my shoulder, “I’ll meet you at the station, Ed. I also ask that you don’t rush to judgment on this one. The gang banger theory just doesn’t wash for me. My police gut says there is a lot more to this one than what we see.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The drive to Izzie’s apartment on Forbes Avenue didn’t take long, but once there, I hesitated. I fingered the key to her apartment on my key ring. Though tempted to use it to let myself in, I thought better of it.

			The reverberating sound of my knock in the hallway had a familiar ring that brought back warmer times. A familiar sound that I missed.

			“Hey, Jude.” She almost sang the words as she opened the door. Her dark, untamed curls fell across her forehead and curved around each cheek, caressing the small dimples that deepened with the intensity of her wide, toothy smile. I didn’t want to look into her eyes. Those immense flickering pools always drew out of me things I didn’t want to reveal or tell or even admit to myself.

			As much as it thrilled me to hear her say my name and stare again at her beautiful face, I didn’t smile. I wasn’t here to talk over old times.

			“I wish I could say I was here for a personal call, but I’m afraid I’m here on official business.”

			Her hand went to her mouth. She knew police business almost always brought bad news. “Oh no, Jude. It’s not your mother, is it?”

			I shook my head. “No, Iz.” I took her soft, small hands in mine, walked her to the couch in front of her living room window, and sat down next to her. “It’s about your dad. They found him dead in an alley in the projects this morning—” My throat tightened, and I could say no more.

			“Wha—what do you mean? He’s in the projects all the time.”

			“We’re not sure what happened. It could have been a robbery or a gang banger...”

			“No, no. That wouldn’t happen.” She shook her head and her curls bounced, catching the sunlight streaming through the window. “I don’t believe that for one minute,” she stated adamantly before breaking into deep, heavy sobs.

			I pulled her toward me and wrapped my arms around her. “I’m sorry, Izzie. I’m so sorry.”

			I remembered what a perfect fit her petite and toned body had been for my arms, how comfortable it was for her head to rest against my shoulder. We sat that way until her soft sobbing quieted.

			Isabella snatched some tissues off the coffee table, blew her nose, and dried her eyes. “I just can’t believe it, Jude. You know everything Dad has done for the kids down there. They love him. He was like everybody’s granddad.”

			“I know, Iz. Can you think of anyone else that would want to kill him?” I slipped from old lover back to detective too easily. She had been right about my misplaced love. Every argument we had was about my job. I saw it as a calling, and she saw it as my escape from committing my heart to her completely.

			“I knew something was wrong when Dad didn’t call and say goodnight. I talked to him earlier in the day, and he seemed very distracted, almost disturbed. When I pushed him about his tone he promised he would tell it all to me today when we had dinner.”

			“Do you know what his schedule was yesterday? Did he have plans to meet someone last night?”

			Izzy flashed that look she often gave me in the past when I turned on the cop side of me. But for her own protection, I needed some answers.

			“We only talked for a second, yesterday, and that was to set up dinner for tonight. I was in council meetings all yesterday evening and then went out for dinner and drinks with the mayor and a few others. Cal, a friend from the mayor’s office, dropped me off about two a.m.” I jotted that note down mentally.

			She stood and wrapped her arms around herself. “I need to be alone, Jude. Thank you for being the one to tell me. You know Dad always thought the world of you.” With that she opened the door.

			For an awkward moment, I just stared at the door. There was nothing else I could do or say to ease her pain, so I left. But the old feelings came with me. I would never get used to not being with her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			By the time I arrived at the station, Ed was waiting for me in the circa 1950 chair behind my slightly newer desk. The chair creaked when he stood and handed me the papers he’d been reading.

			I glanced at them—the CSI preliminary report and some leads shaken out by officers combing the area. Ed told me what he knew so far.

			“Two of the neighbors saw Orval Miller with one of the street kids. He is a known gang member and doesn’t have a great reputation. He also has several priors. I think we have enough to make him a ‘person of interest.’” Ed said the last phrase with derision. Nothing about Ed Rivers was PC, and he let you know it.

			“Uniforms found a gun in one of the garbage bins. It was recently shot. They’re checking it for prints now. I’m hoping ballistics can do a rush on it.”

			“Who’s the suspect?”

			“His street name is LoDee. The name his mother gave him is Lorenzo Deets. I think we should pay him a little visit,” Ed said with a smile. “Let’s think positive on this one. We’ll bring him back here, get the confession, and head over to Tom’s for a burger and beer to celebrate.”

			“Something doesn’t add up.” I couldn’t explain the uneasiness inside me.

			“Take it from an old timer, Cameron.” Ed backhanded my arm. “These kids aren’t that smart. That’s why our juvie hall is full. Most of them go on to be career criminals and fill our cells as well. Get used to it, kid.” Ed headed over to the coffee maker to grab a cup of our less-than-robust joe. “By the way, how did Councilwoman Miller take the news?”

			“As best as can be expected when you find out your father was murdered.” I paused and thought about what I was going to say. “She doubted it was gang related. She said most kids looked up to him, like he was their granddad. There may be something to that. My gut tells me we need to dig a little deeper.”

			Ed dismissed Izzie’s comments with a wave of his hand. “The captain wants this one tied up fast. Miller was a high-profile citizen, and the papers are all over him to catch the killer. Even the Mayor’s office is climbing up his back on this one.”

			Maybe Ed was right. Maybe this was just as simple as it seemed to be. Often the simplest answer was the right one. But the whole thing still settled about as well as vinegar and baking soda. I wanted to look at all the angles, but Ed Rivers had already made up his mind.

			“Did she know if her dad was meeting with someone last night?” he asked as he filled a cup with a sludge of coffee.

			I filled him in then added, “We should call his secretary at his office.”

			“All done, partner, but she said some full-of-himself, kid attorney of the Mayor’s already went through Miller’s office. No hurry to search it now. Thought we could swing by later on today. Let’s go catch us a killer.” Ed pulled me to my feet. I didn’t have time to question what the Mayor’s office was doing interfering with our investigation, before we were out the door.

			As I drove back to the projects Ed pulled out two copies of Lorenzo Deets’s mugshot. “This is what the kid looks like. We can try Mugger’s Park first, to see if he hangs out there.” Mugger’s Park was Ed’s nickname for the rundown city park the gangs used for meetings.

			We drove the blocks around the area before pulling up to Mugger’s Park. Ed’s instinct was right. LoDee leaned against a chain link fence when we pulled up.

			Rivers took the lead. “Lorenzo Deets?” At the kid’s nod, he introduced us both. “Do you have a minute? We have a few questions for you.”

			Deets shrugged.

			“Listen, LoDee—or do you prefer Lorenzo?” Ed kept his tone warm and friendly.

			“Whatever,” LoDee said, his head hanging down. “It don’t make no difference. I know why you’re here. You’re lookin’ for one of the street kids to take the fall for Deacon Miller. So it don’t matter what I say.” He answered in a way that made me think he had been standing there waiting for the cops to come.

			I exchanged a glance with my partner. Word had a way of spreading.

			Ed straightened and took a deep breath. “We understand you were with Orval Miller last night. Can you give me any details on your conversation?”

			Before the kid could answer, Ed’s phone rang. “Detective Rivers.” He placed his hand over part of the phone and whispered, “It’s forensics.” He listened for a moment. “Yeah, who?” He glanced at LoDee. Then he pocketed his phone with a ‘spider to the fly’ grin spreading across his face and pulled cuffs out.

			“Lorenzo Deets, you’re under arrest for the murder of Orval Miller. The lab just told me they found your prints on the murder weapon. How do you explain that?”

			The kid rolled his eyes, then gave him an I-told-you-so look. I looked at the kid’s. It was like he expected that to happen as well. My stomach flipped. My gut was screaming at me, but the evidence was talking louder.

			Ed didn’t wait for any more of an answer before he spun the kid around and snapped handcuffs on him, then recited his Miranda Rights. I gazed on in surprise. Once again everything seemed too easy—too arranged.

			LoDee didn’t say a word on the way to the station. He was quiet up until we walked into the interrogation room and laid the weapon on the table. “Is this your gun?”

			Genuine shock crossed LoDee’s face. “Used to be.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Deacon Miller did a gun exchange last week. He bought a lot of guns from us for fifty bucks each. I needed money to buy my mom a birthday gift, so I turned it in,” he told us.

			Ed pushed himself away from the table, threw his hands into the air, spun around a full circle, leaned in four inches from Deets’s face and mocked, “That has got to be the worst story I have ever heard.” Ed slammed his palms on the table. “‘Oh, Officer, it used to be my gun, but I sold it to the man who was killed with it.’ Real believable, LoDown. Excuse me, I mean LoDee.” It was a lot of show, but when you play the bad cop, you have to play it big.

			“So you’re saying you sold it to Mr. Miller at his exchange?” I clarified with my good-cop tone.

			“Yeah, I started meetin’ up with Deacon Miller for some Bible study then started goin’ to the First Baptist youth group—”

			“Kid, the youth pastor at First Baptist is friend of mine. I can call him right now to see if you’re lying. So think about what you’re saying.”

			“Go ahead and call. Pastor Charlie will tell the truth. He knew I was in that Bible study thing.” The boy looked me in the eyes, then let out a long sigh and slumped down in his chair. “I guess I better ask for a lawyer.”

			“I’ve heard enough of this bull, Jude. The interview is over. I’m taking the kid down to booking.” Ed grabbed LoDee by the arm and dragged him out of his chair and through the door. I sucked in a breath, shook my head and walked slowly back to my desk.

			The interrogation raised the uneasiness in my gut to a new level. I was starting to hear Dad’s words from many of his sermons. “If we only had the wisdom of Solomon, then we could figure out the world’s problems.” That was what I wished for. There was a time when I would have prayed for it, but I hadn’t been a praying man for three years. This time, though, I whispered a soft and short prayer, “Lord, give me the wisdom of Solomon.”

			I swore I heard my dad’s chuckle, clear enough that I spun around to see who else was in the hallway.

			No one was there.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			LoDee’s story was easy enough to check out. While Ed booked Deets and filled out the papers, I headed to Dad’s old church to see my childhood friend Charlie Hall. We’d played every known sport with each other. We hadn’t quite been inseparable, but it had been hard to find a day when we were apart.

			I walked in the church’s back door. It just didn’t feel right to go in the front like I was a regular attender.

			At my knock on his office door, Charlie called out without looking up from whatever he was writing. “Come in. Can I help you?”

			“Yeah, someone told me this church had a half-baked youth pastor, and I wanted to check him out.” I had a wall between me and God, and ever since Charlie returned from seminary and Dad hired him as the youth pastor, he had been on the other side of it. But that couldn’t keep me from giving him a hard time like I used to do.

			Charlie never looked up, but his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Well, if you lie down with dogs, you come up with fleas. I guess I’ve been running with the wrong pack.” He dropped his pen and jumped up.

			“Jude, it’s so good to see you.” He came around the desk with a big smile and pumped my hand up and down with a tight grip.

			His smile faded quickly as he perched on the edge of his desk. “You don’t have to tell me about Mr. Miller. The story has already circulated. Everyone knows, but no one can believe it. Any suspects?”

			“You know there is, Charlie,” I said as I slipped into a chair. “What can you tell me about Lorenzo Deets?”

			“Hey, quit being a cop for a second.” The wall between us seemed to expand and fill the room.

			“I will as soon as this case is over. Can you help me?”

			“If you coach one of my basketball teams,” he tossed back at me.

			“I’m not ready yet. Give me a few months or years or decades.”

			“Thought I’d try. What do you want to know about LoDee?”

			“Everything.”

			“Deacon Miller led him to Christ about a month ago and was having a regular Bible study with him. LoDee joined the youth group and was showing the signs of fruit that we all look for. I was encouraged.” Charlie’s face scrunched up in confusion. I knew there was more.

			“And what else?”

			“Deacon Miller stopped in two days ago. He was going to his Sunday school classrooms to prepare for the upcoming lesson. Usually I can count on him to lift me up, give me good counsel and then pray with me. Instead, he seemed nervous and jumpy. He only stayed long enough to say hello. I’d never seen him like that before.”

			“We’ve got physical evidence on the kid, but nothing else adds up.” I caught my friend’s gaze and held it. “I think they’re going to hang this on LoDee, Charlie. I have a gut feeling he didn’t do it. Call it a hunch, but he doesn’t look right to me.”

			Charlie looked down at his paperwork and shuffled it. I knew he wanted to talk about something else. I paced across the room and back.

			He raised his eyes to look into mine. “I miss seeing you in church, Jude. Why don’t we talk this out?” He gave me a hug.

			But I wasn’t ready; I didn’t think I’d ever be ready. The killing of Orval Miller fueled my anger with God. It appeared to me that God wasn’t finished poking a stick into this angry bear.

			I went home and picked at some old Chinese food from the fridge then went to bed early. My emotions had drained me. Besides, we had a long day tomorrow tying together the evidence against a kid I didn’t think did the crime.
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