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Prologue:
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She studied the young woman sitting across from her. There was a definite resemblance to her mother. And of course, the father.

“Mrs. Towman—”

“Please, everyone calls me Rosa. What can I do for you?” She smiled and softened her gaze on the young woman clutching her purse as if it held her courage.

“My mother, Eloise Laude, lived here as a child. She left when she became pregnant with me.”

“I remember Eloise. You have her light brown hair and heart-shaped lips.” Rosa smiled. As the midwife for Wallowa County and surrounding areas, she met all the young girls who became pregnant and didn’t want to go to a local physician for fear the whole county would know their status in an hour. 

“Did she tell you how she became pregnant?” The young woman asked. Her eyes had narrowed, her cheeks reddened, and her voice trembled with emotion.

“Yes. She was raped.” Rosa hated that word. Hated the men who preyed on innocent girls and women. 

“And you know who it was?” The young woman’s deep blue gaze was identical to the man who’d raped her mother.

Rosa knew and wished someone would do something about the man. He’d raped too many young women and no one in the community would listen. He told the girls no one would believe their word against a man of the cloth. And that seemed so. When she had tried to talk to Reverend Betz, he’d given her the same line. When she’d talked to the sheriff years ago, he’d also said she was crazy. If she was crazy, it was because she didn’t like terminating so many pregnancies with herbs. But she’d be damned if she’d let that fornicating Pastor populate the earth with his seed. Then there were the young girls, like Eloise whose family was so religious that they wouldn’t let her do anything other than bring the child into the world and give it up for adoption. Rosa studied the determined young woman in front of her. It seemed Eloise had outsmarted her parents.

She halted the direction of the conversation while she decided how much to say. “What is your name?”

“Jayne. Jayne Laude.”

“Your mother didn’t marry?” Rosa asked.

Jayne’s face scrunched up with ugly wrinkles around her nose and eyes. Hatred darkened her azure irises. Rosa knew the woman was thinking about how she was conceived and how her mother had been treated.

“How could she?” Anguish flashed in Jayne’s azure eyes. “She’d have to tell the man how I was conceived. Out of fear and shame. She felt no man would want to be my father nor her husband.”

Rosa wanted to give Jayne a hug, but she could sense the woman wouldn’t be receptive to any kindness at the moment.

“Do you know who hurt my mother?” Jayne questioned. Her gaze blazed with anger as she peered into Rosa’s eyes.

Rosa gently redirected the question to the young woman. “Your mother didn’t tell you?” 

“All my mother would tell me is he was the preacher of the church her family attended." Jayne’s voice didn’t waver as she said this firmly and without inflection. “I will find him and I will make him pay for my mother’s suffering.” 

“Don’t do anything you’ll regret later. When you discover who he is, come to me. Then we will find a way to make others see him for what he is. Because your mother wasn’t the only one.” 
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Chapter One
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Fish and Wildlife State Trooper Gabriel Hawke admired the snow-capped Wallowa Mountains in the distance as he drove toward Alder. Their majestic pine and granite-covered peaks had called to him sixteen years ago when he’d transferred here to work the fish and wildlife division and honor his ancestors. As much as he wanted to head into the wilderness, it wouldn’t happen until more of the snow had melted. Today he was looking forward to a leisurely day of checking on turkey hunters out north. He enjoyed this job in the spring, except for the fact it was too easy to get stuck in the mud with the run-off from the melting snow. 

He topped the hill that gave visitors their first view of Alder and stared at a growing black plume of smoke on the southeast side of town. 

Ash settled on his windshield as the radio crackled to life, followed by dispatch requesting fire trucks, ambulance, and all available law enforcement to the Lighted Path Church.

Hawke switched on his sirens and lights, navigating the hill into town and making his way through the back streets to avoid interfering with the ambulance or fire truck on the way. He stopped half a block away from the Lighted Path Church as a woman stumbled out of the fire-engulfed, single-story building. 

The woman collapsed as two onlookers reached her. 

As the first officer on the scene, Hawke hurried over. 

“He’s in there,” the woman said and coughed into a handkerchief she held in her hand.

“Who is ‘he’, Mrs. Betz?” Hawke asked the wife of Pastor Betz, the head of the Lighted Path Church. 

“My husband. He was in his office.” She coughed as another woman ran up and threw her arms around Mrs. Betz, ignoring the smoke and charred spots on the coughing woman’s clothing. 

Hawke stood and studied the orange flames leaping out windows and flicking through holes in the roof. He couldn’t go charging into the building without knowing where he was going. 

Oliver Taylor walked up. 

“Mr. Taylor, do you know where the office is in the church?” Hawke asked.

“It’s clear in the back. Is Gordon still in there?” The man’s rheumy eyes widened.

Hawke didn’t reply. He headed to the side of the burning building as the shrill sirens wailed to a stop. If the firefighters didn’t get the blaze out soon, it could catch the buildings on either side on fire. 

Holding an arm in front of his face to ward off the heat, he ran to the back of the building. The charred back wall was being devoured by flames, it would be suicide to try and enter the building. 

A loud “woosh” was followed by the “thump” of the roof collapsing. Sparks and ash danced in the air. If the pastor had been in his office, they would only know after the fire was extinguished and the embers cooled. 

Hawke made his way back to the front of the building. Firefighters doused the flames, and EMTs, Roxie and Bonnie, tended to Mrs. Betz. 

Alder City Officer Craig Herold stood back watching the firefighters’ efforts as Deputy Corcoran parked and joined him. Hawke circled over to stand beside the two officers. 

“When I arrived, Mrs. Betz stumbled out of the church.” He told the officers what the woman had said and how he’d gone around back to see if there was a way to get in and save the pastor. “Since this is more your jurisdiction and territory than mine, I’ll get back to my job. I’m headed out north to check on turkey hunters.” 

Herold nodded and Hawke walked back to his vehicle. Before pulling away from the curb, he made a note of the people gathered around watching. He recognized most of them as locals. None of them had ever been pulled in for setting fires. The church wasn’t as old as other churches in the county. But there was no accounting for how well it was built. He wondered if an electrical problem had caused the fire. 

«»«»«»

Hawke chugged his vehicle along a road made of fist-sized and larger jagged rocks cradled in mud on Starvation Ridge. He was headed toward an area where he’d found a large flock of tom turkeys the week before the season opened. Scanning the trees and ridge, his gaze landed on a pile of rocks with plastic flowers, pots of dead flowers, and crosses. It was a memorial to a family who’d lived in the county. He took the left fork in the road which dipped down the side of the ridge. In a small grove of pine trees sat a blue compact car. Studying the sight and driving closer, he noticed the vehicle was wedged between trees sixty feet from the road. 

His first thought was what the hell was a car doing up here this time of year and his second thought jumped to the conclusion he’d find a drunk sleeping it off.

He stopped his truck on the road, not wanting to get stuck in the mud, and shut off the engine before stepping out and listening.

Not a gobble, whistle, or chirp. Not even the rustle or whine of wind in the trees. This wasn’t good. For all the birds to have gone quiet there was something amiss with the vehicle. 

He pulled on his jacket and grabbed his small day pack before locking the doors. The sun was warm on his back. Spring sun was always welcome. While it felt good after the cold start to the morning, it made his walk over the thawing earth slow. Every other step, his feet slid, slipping him downhill at an out-of-control momentum.

Watching his footing and nearly falling on his ass twice, he stopped at the back of the blue compact car with Washington license plates. He wrote down the number in his logbook and studied how the vehicle was wedged in between two trees. One tree had the passenger side door blocked and the other tree was against the driver’s side front wheel.

Hawke walked up to the vehicle, examining everything he saw which included a woman in the driver’s seat who wasn’t moving.

He knocked on the window. 

The woman rolled her head in his direction. Her dilated blue eyes peered at him as if she didn’t see him.

Grasping the door handle, he gave it a tug. It was locked. 

“Ma’am, can you unlock the door?” he asked loudly and gestured to the lock button. 

She continued to stare at him. 

Hawke unzipped his day pack and grabbed the safety hammer. He walked around to the passenger side of the car. The tree was against the back half of the door. He slammed the pointed head of the tool into the window. It cracked and he soon had a hole large enough to slip his arm in and unlock the doors. He pulled his arm out of the window and caught a whiff of smoke. Not from a cigarette or marijuana. It had a hint of campfire scent to it and something else that could have been the same as what he’d smelled on Mrs. Betz.

Returning to the driver’s side, he opened the door. A heavy scent of smoke lingered in the air, and the woman’s shirt and pant leg were stained with black scorch marks. 

“Can you stand?” he asked, holding onto her arm.

She swung her legs out of the car and stood, but wobbled. Hawke settled her back onto the car seat. That’s when he noticed the blood in her light brown hair. 

“How did you get here?” Hawke asked, grasping his mic to call for an ambulance to meet him out on the highway.

“I-I don’t know. The last thing I remember was standing inside a church and then waking up here.” The woman moved her head as if looking around for the first time. 

“What’s your name?” Hawke pulled out his logbook and started writing down what he’d encountered and the time. 

“It’s...” She peered up at him, her eyes scrunched and her brow furrowed. “I don’t know.”

He studied her. Was she making this up because she started the fire at the church or had the blow on her head and possible fear for her life caused her to forget? A quick glance into the car didn’t reveal a purse or anything that looked like it would have her identity. 

“Do you have any idea why you are in Wallowa County? Do you live here?” He doubted she did with Washington plates, but she could have borrowed the car. He’d know soon enough when he ran the plates. 

“Wallowa County?” She scanned the trees around them. “Where is that?”

“Northeast Oregon.” 

Her brow furrowed, again. “I don’t understand. What am I doing in Oregon? I’m sure I don’t live here.” She sighed. “Anyway, it doesn’t sound like home.” 

“If you can walk, I’ll take you to my truck and we’ll meet an ambulance out on the highway.” Hawke grasped her elbow again and helped her to her feet. 

She swayed a fraction but remained standing. “I think I can make it.”

“We’ll go slow.” 

As they made a slow trek up the muddy ridge back to the truck, Hawke called in what he’d found and requested to meet the ambulance at Charolais Road. He also asked that a deputy or another trooper join him. Even though he didn’t know who she was or why she had ended up where she did, Hawke was treating this as a possible connection to the fire. Her smoky charred clothes couldn’t be ignored.

He continued to ask the woman questions, which she couldn’t or wouldn’t answer, as they drove back toward Highway 3 and the ambulance. He didn’t understand how she knew she didn’t live in Oregon, but couldn’t remember her name. That didn’t make sense. He figured it had something to do with smelling like she’d started the church fire. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Hawke delivered the woman to the waiting ambulance and led Deputy Novak back to Starvation Ridge. Hawke parked his vehicle on the road and motioned for Novak to do the same. Not only was this the scene of an accident, but he also wanted to make sure he reported all the details. They walked down to the car, watching the ground for traces of tire prints. 

A faint shifting of debris and bent grass showed the direction the car had entered the trees. The car wedged between the trees had to have been driven into the area while the ground was still frozen, leaving minimal tracks. If it had only been a couple of hours earlier, there would have been mud on the tires and obvious tracks.

He didn’t understand how the vehicle had navigated through the trees so carefully before wedging as it had between two of the largest trees. The compact car hadn’t taken a straight path to the resting spot. Both he and Novak took photos. Hawke with his phone, and Novak with a digital camera.

“How do you think she ended up here? Drinking or high?” Novak asked.

“She was out of it, but it appeared more like she was drugged than drunk or high. We’ll know for sure when they run tests at the hospital.” Hawke opened the three car doors that could be opened and took photos before digging under the seats and through the glove box and console. There wasn’t a scrap of paper. Either the woman was an immaculate person or someone had cleaned the car out so they couldn’t identify her. 

The key was in the ignition. A small replica of the Seattle Space Needle dangled from the key. This could corroborate the fact they believed the woman was from Washington. 

He took a picture of the key chain, then found the latch to pop the trunk. Walking to the back of the car, Hawke noted a small window sticker in the back window. STOP VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

The owner of the car seemed to have the same feelings as his mom who steered the MMIW movement at the Umatilla Reservation where Hawke grew up. He was proud of the work his mom, and now his sister, Marion, did within their reservation and others where they joined forces to bring the matter of the murdered and missing Indigenous women, children, and men to authorities and the public. 

While the front of the car had been cleaned out, the trunk had not. A small overnight bag appeared to have been flung to the front of the space from the impact of the car stopping between the trees. Unopened water bottles scattered about the floor of the trunk and a pretzel bag lay empty, its contents broken and crushed under and around the bottles of water. 

Hawke snapped a picture with his phone and called Novak over to get a photo with the county camera before he leaned in and snagged the handle on the overnight bag. Maybe now he’d have answers. Unzipping the bag, he was surprised to see folders, papers, and a worn journal. No clothing. 

Opening the scuffed faux leather cover of the journal, he studied the penmanship of what appeared to be a teenage girl. He remembered the girls in high school passing notes back and forth that were covered with loops, swirly lines, and hearts for dotted i’s. The date on the first page of the book was January 1, 1999. 

The first entry was all about a boy named Wade and the writer’s hopes of getting asked to the homecoming dance by him. 

Hawke glanced at the inside of the cover. The name Eloise Laude was written in the looping cursive with a heart over the i. The woman he’d helped out of the car wasn’t old enough to have written this. The name Laude was one he remembered. There was an older couple by that name who lived out Hurricane Creek. He’d been called there when he’d first transferred to Wallowa County as a Fish and Wildlife Officer. They were having trouble with poachers shooting the deer feeding on their garden. He’d learned little about them other than they wanted the poachers caught. After he finished here and checked on the woman, he would go see if they could enlighten him. 

“What did you find?” Novak asked, taking photos of the open bag.

“I’m not sure. But look at this trunk. I would say someone put this car and that woman here for a reason and cleaned out the front. But they didn’t think about cleaning out the trunk.” Hawke pulled a file out of the bag.

“Foul play? How do you come up with that, other than the difference in the cleanliness of the car interior and the trunk?”

“The way the car was wedged in between the trees, the fact the woman had a cut on the top back of her head and not the front, and she smelled of smoke.” Hawke read down a list of names on the sheet in the folder. “These all sound like names of people who live in the county.” He handed the sheet to Novak. 

“They are.” Novak studied Hawke. “Why would someone have this list?”

“I’m going to find out right after I run the license on this car.”

«»«»«»

As Hawke entered Alder and drove toward the hospital, his radio crackled to life. “Hawke, the license is registered to a Jayne Laude.” Dispatch rattled off an address in Yakima, Washington. 

“Copy.” Hawke parked in front of the single-story, twenty-five-bed hospital and entered through the emergency entrance. 

“Hawke, what are you doing here?” Donna Lenski asked. She worked the emergency desk and took X-rays. 

“Do you know if the Jane Doe, Roxie and Bonnie picked up, is still here or in a room?” He stopped in front of the registration desk. 

“She was given a room. Just a second.” Donna picked up the phone and asked someone for the room number of the Jane Doe. Hanging up the phone, she smiled. “I’ll escort you over to the room.”

“Thanks.” Hawke fell into step beside the woman in her forties and the mother of two teenage boys. “How did the boys do in basketball? I haven’t made it to any of the games.”

She chatted about her boys and the basketball season until they stopped at room number 17. 

“Do you want me to find a nurse to tell you what they know about her?” Donna asked. 

Hawke knew what he wanted to say to the woman and the questions he planned to ask, but it would be nice to know her condition before he probed. “That’s probably a good idea.”

Donna put a hand up as if telling him to stay and walked on down the hall to the nurse’s station. Hawke waited, listening to the machines in the rooms on either side of Jane Doe beeping and making sucking sounds. This side of the hospital had the antiseptic smell that made the hairs in his nostrils twitch.

A young woman with braided blonde hair walked toward him. “Trooper Hawke. I’m Vicky Ford. What did you want to know about Jane Doe?”

“Will asking questions be okay for her condition?” Hawke asked.

“You can ask. I’m not sure she can answer them. The doctor believes she has suffered short-term amnesia from the hit on the back of her head and perhaps she saw something that she wants to forget.”

“Did you bag up her clothes for forensics?” Hawke asked. 

“They are in a bag. I didn’t know the police would be interested in them.” 

She watched him with her head cocked to one side like his dog did when listening intently.

“She smelled of smoke and had scorch marks on her clothes. There was a fire at the Lighted Path Church this morning. I just want to see if she was there or is connected to the church.” Hawke smiled, trying to assure the nurse he didn’t believe Jane Doe to be a threat to anyone. 

“I did hear about that. Mrs. Betz refused to come to the emergency. I hope she sees her regular doctor. She’s a good woman. Always in here visiting the sick and bringing them magazines and books. It’s going to be hard on her without her husband. I was told her neighbor, Mrs. Larsen, is taking care of her.” Vicky waved a hand to the hospital room. “Is there anything else you want to know?”

“That’s good for now. I might have more questions after I talk to her.” Hawke walked to the door, knocked, and entered.

The woman’s eyes were closed. She had a bandage around her head and was in a hospital gown. She didn’t have an IV or machine hooked up to her. 

He walked over to a chair, placed it next to the bed, and sat down. “Ma’am, I have a couple questions if you feel up to answering them.”

Her dark lashes fluttered up and sapphire eyes peered at him. Her lips quivered and a shy smile appeared. “You are the officer who found me.”

Hawke smiled. “Yes, I am. I have some questions for you. Do you feel well enough to try to remember?”

“I’d love to remember who I am and why I’m here.” She grabbed the control for the bed and raised up into a sitting position. 

“Does Eloise Laude mean anything to you?” Hawke asked.

Her tranquil composure transformed. Multiple expressions darted across her pale skin and flashed in her blue eyes. “The name makes me feel happy and angry at the same time.” Her full dark brows drew together above the bridge of her nose. “Why do I feel two such different feelings?”

“I don’t know. I believe you live in Yakima, Washington.” He studied her eyes and face.

A light came on in the blue depths of her eyes and her lips tipped into a genuine smile. “Yes! I have an antique store. It was my mom’s...” her voice trailed off. “Eloise. That is my mom’s name. Eloise Laude. I’m Jayne. Jayne Laude.” Her face lit up at the memory, then drooped. “But why am I here? You said I’m in Oregon?”

“Wallowa County. The towns of Alder, Prairie Creek, Winslow, and Eagle.” He watched as she processed what he’d said.

“I have been here once before. Mom brought me. We went to a house where there was an older couple. She left me in the yard playing with a black and white dog. There was shouting and then mom stomped out of the house, picked me up, and said we’d never come back here again. The devil had his claws in everyone.” Her eyes widened. “Who is the devil and why did I come here?”

“From what I’ve discovered, you have grandparents living out Hurricane Creek by the names of Jerome and Anita Laude. Can you remember if you visited them on this trip?” Hawke had pulled his logbook out of his pocket and was scribbling down everything Jayne said. 

The woman barely shook her head back and forth. “The names don’t sound familiar. Grandparents?” She rested her head on the pillow and stared at the ceiling. “I don’t have any recollection of any grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, or cousins. It had always been just me and Mom.” 

A pang of sadness squeezed his chest at the thought of the woman not remembering she had a family. He might only see his mom half a dozen times a year but he tried to talk to her every week. And now that Marion was back in their lives, he spoke to her once a week as well. And then there were all the cousins, aunts, and uncles that he didn’t visit often but he knew they were there.

“I’m going to go talk to your grandparents after I finish talking with you. What about the Lighted Path Church? Have you ever heard of it?” Hawke watched the woman’s soft expression of thought harden and when she peered at him there was a glint of anger in her eyes. 

“We didn’t go to church or pray or believe in God.” 

Her hatred of all things religious could have been sparked and she lit the first church she came to on fire. But he didn’t take her for a crazy or a zealot. There was a reason for her fury.

“Was there a particular reason?” Hawke asked.

“I just know we had nothing to do with any religion and Mom never opened the door to anyone who spoke of God.” She reached out with a shaky hand and picked up a glass of water, sitting on the table beside her bed. Sipping from the straw, she drained the cup to half before saying, “I just feel rage at the thought of church and anyone connected to it.” 

He figured it was a response her mother had instilled in her. But why? “When I found you, you said the last thing you remembered was standing in a church...” He let that sink in. 

Jayne’s eyes widened. “A church?” Her blue eyes moved back and forth in her sockets as she thought. “I do remember a church. There was an old man standing in front of Jesus on the cross. He studied me with...” She shuddered. “His eyes were blue and his eyebrows thick and white. The smile...I remember feeling dirty as he looked at me.” 

“What did you say to him?” Hawke asked. 

“I-I don’t remember words. Just the feelings and then...I woke up and you were tapping on my window.” She closed her eyes. “What was I doing?”

“I’ll see if I can find out.” Hawke crossed to the door and gripped the handle. “Get some rest to help your memory come back.” Hawke left the room and pulled out his phone. He needed to let his superior know that he had come across the woman and a puzzle. One he would have to crack before he could get back to checking on turkey hunters. 
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Chapter Three
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Hawke drove away from the hospital as he updated his superior on his morning activities. 

Sergeant Spruel cleared his throat and said, “We only have fishermen and turkey hunters this time of year, that keeps everyone close in. Don’t forget to watch for shed poachers at the Wenaha Elk Refuge while you search for clues as to why that woman was out at Starvation Ridge.” 

“My gut tells me she was at the church that caught fire.” Hawke didn’t want the young woman to be the one who started the fire. She’d not only have the arson conviction but manslaughter as well. He’d type up his notes and would hand them over to whomever he worked with on this case. 

“The locals would be happy to pin this on an out-of-towner but keep an open mind. There could be a good reason she was at the church. Work with the city police, they are the lead on the fire.” The sound of shuffling papers came through the phone from Spruel’s side.

“Do you happen to know if Wes had a chance to look the church over?” 

“He’s at a Fire Marshal convention or something. He’ll be back tomorrow.” 

Spruel sounded busy, but Hawke had another question. “Did they find a body in the office?” 

“Yeah, they did. Talk to City about that.” Spruel ended the call.

Hawke hoped Dr. Vance was called in to look at the body. But would anyone suspect the fire to be a crime scene until Wes made his findings known? 

Hawke pulled over and parked across the street from the blackened church. He rolled his window down and regretted the action. The soggy charred remains filled the air with an acrid sweet heaviness. The Lighted Path Church no longer looked like a sanctuary, but a war zone. 

He’d never been much of a churchgoer. Not when he’d prayed to God as a child to make his father come back to them and then to stop his stepfather from beating his mom and him. But he believed in the Creator. The bounties that he put on this earth to feed, clothe, and house people. However, people had to remember to care for those things or they would no longer be around. His ancestors had known they couldn’t kill every buffalo or stop the fish from making their journey from smolt to full-grown salmon. Their bodies depended on these creatures for nourishment. He enjoyed the First Foods ceremonies held at the Rez. Those ceremonies were his church. 

Drawing his thoughts away from baked salmon and fry bread, he studied the half a dozen people standing on the sidewalk staring at the building. He wondered if they were parishioners or just curious.

Hawke called Dr. Vance. 

“Dr. Gwendolyn Vance’s office,” a young male voice answered.

“This is State Trooper Hawke, I’d like to talk to Dr. Vance.” 

“She’s at the hospital checking on a patient.” 

“Could you tell her to call Hawke, please?” He rattled off his number even though he was sure the county medical examiner had his number from previous homicides they’d worked together. 

Scanning the crowd, he noticed a woman smiling as she stared at the burnt rubbish that had once been the church.

«»«»«»

Rosa stood on the sidewalk, her heart light. When she’d heard the church had burned down with Pastor Gordon Betz in it, she would have shouted Hallelujah if she hadn’t been standing in the grocery store. 

She knew it was wrong to feel such satisfaction but maybe the Lord had finally heard her prayers to rid this earth of the man who had preyed on innocent girls. 

Someone tapped on her shoulder. She slowly turned and stared up into State Trooper Gabriel Hawke’s brown watchful eyes. “Trooper Hawke, I heard you were the first on the scene.”

He studied her. “Mrs. Towman, what are you doing here?”

She shrugged. “I heard about the fire and like the others,” she waved her hands at the people standing around, mostly women who she knew had been raped by the pastor, “I wanted to see if it was true.” 

When his russet brow wrinkled, Rosa realized by his interest she needed to tone down her excitement or he would think she’d started the fire. “How awful for Mrs. Betz,” she said. Even though in her heart she believed the woman would be happy to rid herself of the egomaniacal man she’d married.

Thinking of Diane, Rosa wondered if the woman had finally gotten up the courage to go against one of the commandments... “Do they know yet if it was accidental?” she asked.

Trooper Hawke took her by the arm and led her over to his vehicle. “Why would you ask that?”

She shrugged. “Things I’ve heard. His flock was getting smaller and smaller. Many didn’t like the things he preached.” Or his raping their daughters and sisters under the ruse of preparing them for marriage, she thought to herself. 

The trooper continued to study her. He pulled off his baseball cap with the State Police emblem and scratched his short-cropped graying temple with long fingers on a wide hand. “What do you know about Pastor Betz?” 

Would he be the first law enforcement officer to take her claims seriously? She peered back at him. She’d heard only good things about the State Trooper standing before her. How he stuck up for the underdog and didn’t leave a murder alone until he’d found the killer. This was one time she hoped the killer wasn’t found. Whomever it was had saved more young women and girls and freed those who had been ‘chosen’ from the pastor’s clutches. 

“Not much. I don’t go to this church.” She glanced around. “Can I go now? I have groceries in my car.” 

Hawke studied the woman. He knew as a midwife for the area she knew a lot of people, and he was sure she knew more about the pastor than she was telling. But why?

“Yeah, you can go. But if you hear anything about anything,” he handed her his card, “give me a call.”

“I will.” She shoved the card into her purse and walked over to a small SUV. 

Hawke’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen. Dr. Vance. 

“Thank you for returning my call,” he answered.

“What did you want to ask me?” Dr. Vance’s voice always held a hint of humor. She was fun to take by horseback into the wilderness for suspicious deaths.

“Did anyone ask you to take a look at the body that burned in the church today?” 

“Is it suspicious circumstances?” she asked.

“We won’t know until Wes can take a look when he gets back. Which will be tomorrow. But I have reason to believe it wasn’t an accident.” Hawke told her about finding Jayne and the circumstance around it. 

“I’ll take a peek tomorrow morning before I go to the office and hold the body until we get a clearance from Wes.” 

“Thanks. That’s all I can ask for.” Hawke slid into his vehicle and headed for Hurricane Creek. He had a number of questions for Mr. and Mrs. Laude. 

«»«»«»

Hawke drove up a dirt and gravel lane that ran through the middle of overgrown dead timothy grass pastures and dilapidated wood fences. It was obvious the owners of the land and house, with peeling white paint, could no longer take care of it as they once had. There was still a pile of snow at the shady side of the leaning barn.

He parked in front of a two-story older farmhouse tucked into the pine and fir trees. There was a large willow off to the side of the house with a swing dangling by one rope.

The gravel path to the house crunched as he walked up to the porch. The odor of rotting wood and stale bacon grease met him as he knocked on the door. Behind the closed door, he heard a scrape of chair legs on a wood floor. Wheels rolling on wood followed by a clank of metal grew louder and the door opened. A woman with gray hair pulled into a ponytail at the back of her neck stood at the threshold gripping a walker. Her back was hunched, making her head nearly touch the aluminum walker. She tipped her head sideways to peer up at him. 

“What do you want?” she asked in a rusty voice.

“Mrs. Anita Laude?” Hawke asked.

“Yes. We haven’t driven anywhere in five years, what do you want with us?” She didn’t offer to have him come in.

“I have some questions for you and your husband. May I come in?” He waved a hand toward the interior of the house.

She shook her head. “Jerome hasn’t been doing too well. You’ll just upset him if he sees your uniform. What questions do you have of us?”

“Did you have a daughter named Eloise?” 

Tears appeared in the woman’s faded hazel eyes. “Yes. We could use her about now, but Jerome was set on her not bringing shame to the family. I doubt we see her before we die.”

Hawke was sad for this older couple who’d shoved their daughter out of their life. But their being alone was on them if they pushed her away. He said, “I’m afraid that’s true. It seems she passed away last year.”

The woman opened and closed her mouth several times as if she wanted to say something but only retrieved a white handkerchief from a pocket of her pants and wiped her nose. “She would have only been forty-three. I had her when I was thirty. Kind of late. Messed my bones up.” 

Hawke wondered at the family dynamics. “Was she your only child?” 

“Yes. I told Jerome when she came back with the child that we should just say she was married and her husband died, but he refused to do that because she insisted that she was raped.”

Hawke peered at the woman. “By who?” 

The woman became agitated. “We figured it was that Wade Archer who took her to the dance. They didn’t get home until three in the morning. But she insisted it wasn’t him. That it happened at the church.” The woman shook her head. “No one would do something like that in a house of God.” 

That explained Eloise’s hatred of all things God and the church. He had something to tell Jayne. 

“Did she name who did it?” Hawke asked.

The woman’s cheeks reddened. “She did.” The woman’s voice rose. “And I told her she was a liar.”

Hawke pulled out his logbook. “Why was she lying?”

“Because there is no way our pastor would rape a teenage girl or any girl for that matter. Especially when he is married and everyone loves him.” The woman’s eyes no longer glittered with tears, they shone with conviction. 

“Who is this man?” Hawke pressed.

“Pastor Betz.” The woman proclaimed his name as if he were God.

Hawke wrote the name in his book and thought about Jayne Laude. Had she started the fire to avenge her dead mother? 

“Why didn’t you listen to your daughter? Surely you asked around?” Hawke questioned.

“She only had eyes for Wade, and why would we question the word of our pastor? He and Diane were happily married. We thought Eloise made it up to take the heat off her boyfriend and get back at us.”

“Why was she unhappy with you?” 

“Because when she told us that Rosa could help her make the baby go away, we told her she would bring it into the world and put it up for adoption. No daughter of ours would take a life.” The woman nodded. “We sent her to my sister in Portland. Away from Wade and Rosa. After she had the baby, she ran away with the child and we didn’t see her again until three years later when she showed up here asking us to be that child’s grandparents.”

“I’m guessing you turned your back on her again?” Hawke knew his question was accusatory, but the woman didn’t seem to hear it.

“We told her she had disobeyed our wishes in keeping the child and we weren’t going to have anything to do with it.” A tear trickled out of her eye and slid across her nose into her other eye. “I tried to get Jerome to change his mind, but he was firm that no illegitimate child would be linked to our name.”

Hawke debated and finally asked, “If she wants, would you be open to seeing that grandchild now?” 

The woman’s face lit up. “I would! We could do it outside, here, where Jerome won’t see.” 

“I can’t guarantee anything. She’s bitter toward you. Eloise told her all about the times you turned her away.”

Tears streamed down the woman’s face. “If I could take it all back, I would. A mother needs their children around when they are growing old.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” He turned and walked away, then retraced his steps. “Is there anyone looking after you?”
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