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One

The small village of Finch nestled sleepily in a bend of the Little Deeping River, a minor tributary that wound its way through the patchwork fields and rolling hills of the Cotswolds, a rural region in England’s West Midlands.

Finch was in no way remarkable. Nothing of historical importance had happened there and no one born there had achieved the slightest degree of fame. Tour buses bypassed it, day-trippers ignored it, and scholars never mentioned it. The only people who cared about Finch were the people who lived there, and they thought it the most splendid place on earth.

A humpbacked stone bridge of medieval origin crossed the river at one end of the village and St. George’s Church stood at the other, planted piously in the center of a walled churchyard filled with modest tombs, sorrowing angels, and carved headstones that had settled comfortably over the centuries into a variety of picturesque postures.

A village green stretched between the bridge and the church. The irregular oval of tufted grass was encircled by a cobbled lane lined with golden-hued stone cottages and small business establishments, all of which overlooked the green. The pub, the general store, and the greengrocer’s shop sat with their backs to a rising landscape of dark woods and sheep-dotted pastures, while the tearoom, the vicarage, and the old village school, which had for many years served as the village hall, backed upon the willow-draped reaches of the Little Deeping. Similarly, each private home faced inward, toward the green.

Some might consider such an arrangement a shameful waste of good scenery, but the villagers would beg to disagree. They were perfectly content with the views from their front windows because, while they enjoyed watching lambs gambol as much as the next man, they preferred to watch each other. Every glance through a lace-curtained pane afforded them an opportunity to observe the ever-changing, utterly absorbing drama of village life—and to report on the details later. The river’s murmur was indisputably melodious, but as far as Finch’s residents were concerned, it couldn’t hold a candle to the deeply satisfying hum of gossip.

When Sally Pyne opened the tearoom’s front door first thing in the morning to admit her fiancé and assistant manager, Henry Cook, she could be sure that many, if not all, of her neighbors would be peering breathlessly through their curtains, awaiting a public display of affection that would be described and discussed relentlessly for the rest of the day. If the local vicar paid a call on Opal Taylor, he would inadvertently but unavoidably trigger speculations about Opal’s fragile health, her troubled soul, and/or the type of cake she would donate to the next church-sponsored bake sale. Chocolate gateau? Deathbed confession? It was all grist for Finch’s rumor mill.

Finch’s merry band of busybodies could also be relied upon to serve a useful purpose from time to time. If a child fell and scraped his knees, he would be nursed back to health by a flock of sympathetic grown-ups who would shower him with disinfectant, bandages, and as many cookies as he could hold in both hands. If a careless teenager sullied the village green with a discarded gum wrapper or a crushed soda can, eyewitness accounts of his misdeed would be telephoned directly to his parents, who would order him to retrieve the litter or risk forfeiting his car keys, his cell phone, and his dinner.

Perhaps the most useful task performed by Finch’s keen-eyed residents was to render locked doors unnecessary. The villagers knew who belonged where and were only too happy to report suspicious activities to each other, to the police, and to anyone else who would listen. Privacy might be a rare commodity in Finch, but so, too, was crime.

For better and for worse, I avoided round-the-clock surveillance by living two miles south of Finch with my husband, Bill, and our sons, Will and Rob, a lively pair of identical twins who closely resembled their dark-eyed, dark-haired, and fractionally less lively father. Will and Rob were seven years old, unnervingly observant, and hopelessly horse crazy. They would gladly have slept in the stables with their gray ponies, Thunder and Storm, if their flint-hearted parents hadn’t insisted on tucking them up in their own beds at night.

The other member of our family was Stanley, a sleek black cat with a long, curling tail and dandelion-yellow eyes. Stanley adored Bill and regarded the rest of us as second-best sources of food and affection. Bill, for his part, professed complete indifference to Stanley, without seeming to notice that his laptop computer invariably gave way to his laptop cat.

Although we all were American citizens—except for Stanley, who was English by birth and breeding—my husband and I had lived in England for nearly a decade and our sons had never lived anywhere else. Bill ran the international branch of his family’s venerable Boston law firm from a high-tech office on Finch’s village green, Will and Rob attended primary school in the nearby market town of Upper Deeping, and I scrambled to keep up with the demanding roles of wife, mother, neighbor, friend, community volunteer, gossipmonger-in-training, and head of the Westwood Trust, a philanthropic organization that funded worthy causes.

We lived in a honey-colored stone cottage with roses round the front door, a lichen-dappled slate roof, and a full complement of modern amenities. Our back garden opened onto a wildflower meadow that sloped down to a sparkling brook and we were sheltered from winter gales by a phalanx of tall hawthorne hedges and an oak forest carpeted with bluebells. Bill and I could think of no finer place to raise our children, and when Bill’s widowed father, William Arthur Willis, Sr., retired from the family firm and made a home for himself in nearby Fairworth House, our happiness was complete.

Oddly enough, my well-dressed, well-spoken, and extremely well-heeled father-in-law drew the attention and, in many cases, the adulation of Finch’s coterie of ever-hopeful widows and spinsters. Bill had dubbed the most determined of these “Father’s Handmaidens” because of their efforts to win Willis, Sr.’s, heart by catering to his every whim.

It was generally acknowledged that the Handmaidens would do anything, up to and including committing ruthless acts of social sabotage, to get ahead in the race to become the next Mrs. Willis. Had my father-in-law lived in the village, he would have been besieged by genteel ladies offering to mend his clothes, polish his silver, sweep his floors, clean his windows, cook his meals, and reveal to him the awful truth about their rivals.

Fortunately, Willis, Sr., did not live in Finch. The entrance to his property could be seen from the humpbacked bridge, but his house sat at the end of a private drive, hidden from prying eyes by a dense shelterbelt of trees. A pair of tall, wrought-iron gates helped to keep the Handmaidens at bay, but Fairworth’s main line of defense was human. Declan Donovan patrolled the grounds while carrying out his dual role of gardener-cum-handyman, and nothing short of an armed attack force could get past his wife, Deirdre, a tactful but resolute young woman who served as Willis, Sr.’s, housekeeper. My father-in-law was an affable gentleman who enjoyed his neighbors’ company, but he recognized the value of good fences.

Mrs. Amelia Thistle, by contrast, had nowhere to hide. Finch’s newest resident had elected to live in Pussywillows, the cottage next door to the tearoom, in full view of the entire village. Early reports—gleaned from her delightfully indiscreet real estate agent—pegged her as a mild-mannered, middle-aged widow of independent means who intended to make Pussywillows her principal residence. The previous owner, a Londoner who’d used the cottage for weekend getaways, hadn’t made the slightest effort to blend into the community, but it was hoped that Mrs. Thistle, as a year-round resident, would.

Common courtesy obliged the villagers to allow their new neighbor a decent interval of peace and quiet after she took possession of her property, but eventually they would descend on her with sign-up sheets for whist drives, flower shows, bring-and-buy sales, and a host of other village activities that were the breath of life to Finch. Would Mrs. Thistle join in the fun or would she live as a stranger among us? Only time would tell.

Though none of us would admit it, most of us believed that moving day would provide useful clues to Mrs. Thistle’s character. A close inspection of her personal belongings as they were transferred from moving truck to cottage was bound to reveal a great deal about her, and the obvious place from which to conduct such an inspection was Sally Pyne’s strategically located tearoom.

As luck would have it, I happened to be in Finch on the big day. After purchasing a few staples at Taxman’s Emporium—Finch’s well-stocked general store—and stowing them in my Range Rover, I nipped smartly across the green and darted into the tearoom, narrowly avoiding a collision with Henry Cook, who’d just turned up for work. I waved off Henry’s gallant apologies, staked my claim to a table near the front windows, and ordered a stack of Sally’s delectable apple fritters to go along with a large pot of Lapsang souchong tea. The fritters hadn’t cooled before every available table had been taken.

I shared mine with Charles Bellingham and Grant Tavistock, a pair of middle-aged men who ran an art appraisal and restoration business from the cozy confines of their home, Crabtree Cottage. The Handmaidens, more commonly known as Millicent Scroggins, Opal Taylor, Elspeth Binney, and Selena Buxton, hogged four separate tables, but Mrs. Sciaparelli and Annie Hodge, a mother and daughter who lived on outlying farms, shared one, as did Mr. Barlow, a retired mechanic, and George Wetherhead, the most bashful man in the village. Christine Peacock had left her husband Dick to run their pub single-handedly in order to snag the last remaining table. She sat with a self-satisfied smirk on her face, savoring her triumph as well as her tea.

Those denied a prime vantage point inside Sally’s tearoom stationed themselves before crates of freshly harvested apples, plums, and pears at the greengrocer’s shop or surveyed the Emporium’s window displays or paused to chat with whomever they met while strolling sedately on the green.

It was a good day to be out and about. Autumn leaves swirled in a crisp breeze and curls of blue smoke rose from garden bonfires, reminding all and sundry that October had arrived, but the sun shone brightly and the blue sky held no threat of rain. It seemed unlikely that a sudden downpour would dampen Mrs. Thistle’s spirits or her belongings.

In the tearoom, the occasional clink of cup on saucer could scarcely be heard above the lively flow of conversation. Since no one knew for certain when the newcomer would arrive, it was imperative to make each pot of tea last as long as possible.

Grant Tavistock smiled to himself as he surveyed his neighbors over the rim of his willow-patterned teacup. He was a well-dressed, good-looking man, short and lean, with a full head of neatly combed salt-and-pepper hair.

“Tell me, Lori,” he said. “Did Charles and I attract the same amount of attention when we moved to Finch?”

“Of course,” I said. “But, in your case, the green was less crowded. Almost everyone was driven indoors by the nasty weather.”

“It was atrocious,” Charles Bellingham agreed. Tall, bald, and portly, Charles could usually be found in bed at ten o’clock in the morning, but he’d abandoned the habits of a lifetime in order to witness Mrs. Thistle’s arrival. “Wind, rain, sleet—I’ve never been more miserable in my life.”

“The movers took the brunt of it,” Grant reminded him. “As I recall, you spent most of the day in the kitchen, huddled over the Aga.”

As the Aga cooker was a cast-iron range that emitted a constant supply of radiant heat, Charles’s stratagem seemed perfectly reasonable to me, though I might have thought differently had I wanted his help to unload a moving truck.

“It was a beast of a day for all concerned,” Charles declared. He gazed enviously at the clear sky. “It looks as though Mrs. Thistle will be more fortunate.”

“And her furniture less wet,” said Grant.

“I have a confession to make,” Charles said suddenly. “The Thistle woman could stand three feet away from me and I wouldn’t know who she was. It pains me to say it, Lori, but Grant and I have been in London every time she’s come to Finch. We’ve never set eyes on her.”

“I have,” I said smugly. I patted the table with my hand. “I was sitting right here when she and the decorators came to spruce up the cottage last week.”

“Description, please,” said Charles, brightening.

“She drives a silver-gray Fiat sedan,” I said.

“Dull,” murmured Grant.

“I don’t care about her car,” Charles protested. “I want to know what the woman looks like.”

“I’d place her in her late fifties, maybe her early sixties,” I said. “She’s short—about my height—and plump. Not fat, not skinny, just nicely rounded. Gray hair, blue eyes, no makeup. She’d bundled her hair into a loose knot on the back of her head, the kind that leaks wisps and tendrils and comes undone three times a day. Her complexion was a little ruddy. I think she must be outdoorsy.”

“Ruddy, wispy, and outdoorsy,” said Grant, with a faint shudder. “A rambler, I’ll wager. She probably owns a backpack, a walking staff, and a pair of stonking great hiking boots.”

“Attire?” Charles said primly, ignoring his partner.

“Casual,” I replied, “but not cheap. An oversized shirt in a pretty Liberty print, worn open over a pale blue silk T-shirt and a pair of loose-fitting khaki trousers. She was directing the decorators,” I reminded them, “so she wouldn’t be wearing her Sunday best.”

“Shoes?” said Charles.

“Tasseled loafers,” I said. “Conventional, but pricey. And the double strand of pearls she was wearing didn’t come from a cereal box.”

“Ergo,” Charles murmured reflectively, “Mrs. Thistle is monied, but not showy.” He smiled. “I like her already.”

“I’ll reserve judgment,” said Grant.

The buzz of conversation ceased as the front door opened and Bree Pym strode into the tearoom. Nineteen-year-old Bree was from New Zealand, but she’d inherited a lovely old house as well as a pot of money from her great-grandaunts, the late and much lamented Ruth and Louise Pym, who’d lived on the outskirts of Finch. Though Bree had made their house her own, she hadn’t yet been embraced by everyone in the village.

The most narrow-minded among us objected to her tattoos, her pierced nose, and her skimpy attire, but almost everyone was wary of her sly wit. Bree could throw verbal darts with great accuracy, a skill she displayed shortly after she closed the door behind her.

“’Morning, Henry,” she called to Henry Cook, who’d emerged from the kitchen bearing four plates piled high with buttery crumpets.

“’Morning, Bree,” he called back, smiling delightedly.

Bree appealed to Henry’s sense of mischief. He loved to hear her say aloud what most of us said only to ourselves.

“Full house today,” Bree commented cheerfully, gazing around the room. “No surprise there. Best spot in town to spy on the new woman. I’m glad her gear hasn’t arrived yet. I can’t wait to see if she’s filthy rich or just rich enough to look down her nose at the rest of us.”

Henry’s face split into a broad grin as he served the crumpets to the Handmaidens, but the ladies were not amused.

“Spy?” Elspeth Binney hissed indignantly.

“The very idea,” huffed Opal Taylor.

“Of all the nerve,” grumbled Millicent Scroggins.

“So rude,” muttered Selena Buxton.

“So true,” Grant said under his breath.

Charles and I nodded our agreement. The Handmaidens could protest until they were blue in the face, but they knew as well as we did why half of Finch’s population had chosen that particular morning to visit Sally’s tearoom or to take the air on the village green.

“I’ll keep a lookout, shall I?” Bree asked the room at large. She glanced in the direction of the church and smiled brightly. “And none too soon. Here they come, ladies and gentlemen. Let the show begin!”

A moment later, a silver-gray Fiat sedan passed the tearoom, followed by a medium-sized moving truck. The short, nicely rounded, ruddy-faced woman driving the Fiat parked it in the narrow shed beside Pussywillows, then walked to the rear of the truck to have a word with the movers.

“There she is,” I murmured. “Mrs. Amelia Thistle.”

She was dressed for the brisk weather in a knee-length brown cardigan, brown tweed trousers, and a vermillion silk blouse with a round collar. I was about to comment on the absence of her pearls when I heard Charles gasp.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, startled.

“It can’t be,” Charles whispered. He bent forward to stare hard at Mrs. Thistle.

“It can’t be what?” I asked.

“It is,” he said, clapping a hand to his mouth.

“It is what?” I demanded.

Grant, too, was gaping at Mrs. Thistle as if she were stark naked and dancing a jig. The two men exchanged meaningful looks and rose abruptly.

“Please excuse us, Lori,” said Grant, throwing a handful of coins on the table. “We left the kettle on the hob. Must dash.”

I stared after my departing friends, mystified. Grant and Charles had lain in wait for Mrs. Thistle for well over an hour. Why, I asked myself, would they run off as soon as she appeared? Did they know something about her they wished to keep under wraps—something shocking, sensational, scandalous?

The scent of intrigue was in the air and I responded to it like a wolf scenting raw steak. Although it would be a pity to miss the unveiling of Mrs. Thistle’s worldly goods, it would be downright galling to let a juicy morsel of gossip slip from my grasp. After the briefest of hesitations, I jumped to my feet, grabbed my jacket, added a few coins to Grant’s, and ran out of the tearoom, calling, “Wait for me!”

Bree Pym, Mrs. Sciaparelli, Annie Hodge, Mr. Barlow, George Wetherhead, Christine Peacock, Sally Pyne, Henry Cook, and the Handmaidens watched intently as I followed Grant and Charles across the green, racing to keep up with their longer strides while they made their way hotfoot to Crabtree Cottage. By the time we darted into the foyer I was too winded to speak, but Charles’s voice had lost none of its power as he slammed the door shut and wheeled around to face me.

“That woman,” he thundered, “is not Amelia Thistle!”


Two

The sound of high-pitched barking assaulted our ears as Goya and Matisse scampered into the foyer to find out who’d slammed the front door. While I leaned against the wall to catch my breath, Charles scooped his golden Pomeranian into his arms and Grant bent low to give his overexcited Maltese a reassuring cuddle. Charles and Grant might own Crabtree Cottage, but their friendly little dogs ruled it.

“What are you talking about, Charles?” I asked, when the canine chorus had subsided. “I spoke with the estate agent myself. She told me that the woman who bought Pussywillows is Mrs. Amelia Thistle.”

“The estate agent was bamboozled,” Charles stated flatly. “And I can prove it.”

He placed Goya gently on the floor and led the way into the front parlor, a sunny, simply furnished room that served as his office. Goya and Matisse bounced around us happily, pausing only to sniff our shoes, while Grant sank dazedly into one of the upright wooden chairs provided for clients. I stood with my back to the bay window, thanking my lucky stars that instinct had prompted me to chase after the two men. I had a feeling that I was about to learn something extremely interesting about our newest neighbor.

Charles took a fat folder from a wooden file cabinet, placed it on his desk, and began to riffle through its contents.

“As you know, Lori,” he began, “Grant restores works of art and I appraise them. We may not be artists, but art is our life.”

“We eat, drink, and breathe it,” Grant put in, nodding.

“We read about it, of course,” Charles went on, “but we also attend gallery openings, exhibitions, auctions, sales, private viewings—”

“I know,” I interrupted. “The two of you are always haring off to London to see the latest works by the newest geniuses.”

“Grant and I attend shows by established artists as well,” Charles countered, “and we never throw anything away.” He pulled three colorful brochures from the folder and spread them across the desk. “We collected these publicity pieces from three solo exhibitions mounted by a very well established artist.” He laid the folder aside and extended his arm toward me with a dramatic flourish. “I invite you to examine the evidence.”

I crossed to the desk, peered down at the brochures, and read the exhibition titles aloud. “‘Mae Bowen: Nature’s Servant,’ ‘Mae Bowen: Nicotiana by Moonlight,’ ‘Mae Bowen: The Lost Glade.’” I looked inquiringly at Charles. “I don’t get it. What does Mae Bowen have to do with Amelia Thistle?”

He flipped each brochure over and smiled triumphantly. I looked down again and saw three identical black-and-white portrait photographs of a woman who was the spitting image of the woman I’d seen speaking with the movers in front of Pussywillows.

“I present to you,” Charles announced, “incontrovertible proof that the woman calling herself Amelia Thistle is, in fact, the well- known and highly respected English painter, Mae Bowen.”

“The resemblance is uncanny,” I acknowledged, “but I wouldn’t call your proof incontrovertible.” I folded my arms. “I’ve heard it said that everyone has a double. Amelia Thistle could be Mae Bowen’s double. Or they could be identical twins. I can hardly tell my own sons apart in dim light and Ruth and Louise Pym were carbon copies of each other.”

Grant left his chair to stand beside me at the desk, taking care to avoid tripping over Goya and Matisse as they frisked at his heels.

“We’re not dealing with twins or doubles,” he said. “Charles and I have seen Mae Bowen in person on three separate occasions, Lori. The gestures, the stance, the walk, the tilt of the chin—they’re unmistakable.” He gazed from one photograph to the next and shook his head. “I’m willing to swear that Amelia Thistle and Mae Bowen are one and the same person.”

I groaned softly as I recalled the chaos that had ensued when Sally Pyne had temporarily assumed a false identity.

“Are you telling me that we have another impostor on our hands?” I asked wearily.

“Amelia Thistle isn’t just another impostor,” Charles expostulated. “She’s Mae Bowen, England’s greatest botanical artist!”

“She paints plants and flowers,” Grant put in.

“I know what a botanical artist does,” I said irritably.

“She’s insanely gifted,” Charles gloated. “A child prodigy. I believe she first put brush to paper when she was ten years old. Entirely self-taught, as a naturalist as well as a painter. Everything she knows, she knows from firsthand observation.”

“Her face is weathered because she works en plein air, painting directly from nature,” Grant explained. “Yet her paintings aren’t merely photographic. They’re . . . they’re . . .” He squinted toward the ceiling as he searched for the right word, then shrugged helplessly. “You’ll think I’m waxing lyrical, Lori, but Bowen’s paintings are simply . . . magical.”

“Prints don’t do them justice,” Charles said emphatically. “One must stand before an original Bowen to fully comprehend her brilliance.”

“She’s not terribly prolific,” said Grant, “but each work of art she produces is a masterpiece.”

“Do you own any?” I asked.

“Only in our dreams,” Grant replied ruefully. “Her paintings sell for thousands of pounds, Lori. Connoisseurs the world over compete to collect them.”

“Why haven’t I heard of her?” I asked, frowning.

“Artists like Mae Bowen seldom make headlines,” said Grant. “Art critics spend most of their time fawning over self-promoting poseurs. They tend to ignore self-effacing geniuses like Bowen, who contribute something of lasting value to the world.”

“Fair dues,” Charles protested. “Far be it from me to defend the critics, but it must be said that Bowen doesn’t go out of her way to make herself accessible to the press.” He gave me a sidelong, knowing look. “Truth be told, she’s a bit of a recluse.”

“Then why did she move to Finch under an assumed name?” I asked, perplexed. “If she’s already a recluse, and if the press doesn’t pester her, why would she feel the need to change her address and her name?”

“Why, indeed?” said Charles. “It’s more peculiar than you can possibly imagine, Lori, because Mae Bowen—” He broke off, interrupted by the doorbell, which triggered another round of frantic barking as the dogs raced each other into the foyer.

“We’re not expecting a client, are we?” Grant asked quietly.

“No,” Charles replied. “And we do not want visitors. See who it is, will you, Lori?”

I tiptoed over to peer cautiously through the bay window and saw Millicent Scroggins standing on the doorstep. The skinny spinster lived next door to Crabtree Cottage, but I’d last seen her in Sally Pyne’s tearoom, conversing volubly with the rest of the Handmaidens.

“It’s Millicent,” I whispered over my shoulder.

“What’s she doing here?” whispered Grant, looking annoyed.

“Go and find out,” Charles whispered to him. “And for heaven’s sake, don’t tell her about Mae Bowen.”

Grant shushed him and went to answer the door. Charles and I moved closer to the hallway, the better to eavesdrop.

After greeting Grant and praising “the dear little puppies,” Millicent got down to business.

“I do hope you’ll forgive the intrusion,” she said in an overly solicitous tone of voice. “I wanted to make sure that you and Lori and Charles were all right.”

“She’s snooping,” Charles murmured, his eyes narrowing.

“Naturally,” I murmured back.

“I couldn’t help but notice your rather abrupt exit from the tearoom,” Millicent continued. “I was afraid that one of you might have been taken ill.”

“No, no,” Grant assured her airily. “We’re quite well, thank you.”

“I am pleased,” said Millicent, but she wasn’t about to let Grant off the hook so easily. “You gave us quite a scare, you know, running away as you did. Selena said you looked as though you’d seen a ghost.” Millicent’s tinkling laugh set the dogs off again, but she simply talked over them. “Selena has quite a vivid imagination.”

“You can tell Selena that we didn’t see a ghost,” said Grant. “We saw something far more disturbing.”

“Did you?” Millicent prompted eagerly.

“Oh, yes,” Grant said gravely. “We saw ourselves sitting there, staring at Mrs. Thistle as if she were a monkey in a zoo. And suddenly, we felt ashamed.”

Charles emitted a snort of suppressed laughter and I smiled wryly. Grant had apparently decided to have a little fun with his inquisitive neighbor.

“Ashamed?” Millicent echoed, sounding bewildered. “Of what?”

“Of ourselves,” Grant answered solemnly. “What is the world coming to, we asked ourselves, when a respectable woman can’t move into a respectable house without being gawped at by a crowd of strangers? We were sickened, I tell you, sickened by our own despicable behavior, so we came away, before we could lose any more of our self-respect.”

“I see.” Millicent hesitated, then said, “I hope you don’t think I was there to . . . to gawp at Mrs. Thistle.”

“The possibility never occurred to me,” Grant told her.

“Because I can assure you that I had no such intention,” Millicent stated militantly. “I went there, as I often do, to have a cup of tea and to visit with my friends. I can’t speak to their intentions, of course. They may have gone to the tearoom to gawp, but I most certainly did not.”

“Of course not,” said Grant.

“Dear me,” Millicent said fretfully. “I seem to have left my gloves behind. If you’ll excuse me, Grant, I’ll pop back to the tearoom to fetch them. Please give my best to Charles and Lori, won’t you?”

“I will,” said Grant.

I heard the sound of footsteps scurrying down the front walk, then the click of the latch as Grant closed the front door. Charles and I gave him a brief round of applause when he stepped into the office.

“An inspired performance,” I said.

“Grant has a gift for improvisation,” Charles said proudly.

“So does Millicent,” I said. “If she came here to inquire after our health, I’ll eat my sneakers. She was fishing for scraps of gossip to bring back to her cronies.”

“And you sent her away with a flea in her ear,” said Charles, beaming at his partner. “Shall we celebrate your victory with a tot of brandy?”

Grant nodded, but I declined. I wasn’t a teetotaler, but the thought of sipping brandy in the middle of the day made me feel slightly queasy. While Charles and Goya bustled off to the kitchen, Grant resumed the chair he’d occupied earlier. I took a seat in the chair next to his and bent to scratch Matisse behind the ears.

“You parried Millicent’s thrusts beautifully,” I commented.

“I put her on the defensive by taking the moral high ground,” Grant allowed, “but I’m not sure she believed me. I’ve lived in Finch for too long to have scruples about minding other people’s business.”

I sat up and turned to face him. “Why didn’t you come straight out and tell Millicent about Mae Bowen?”

“Because the longer we keep Mae Bowen’s secret, the better off we’ll be,” Grant replied. “Don’t misunderstand me, Lori. It’s an honor to have such a distinguished artist in our midst, but it’s an honor that could cost us dearly.”

He was about to elaborate when Charles returned with two oversized snifters containing generous tots of brandy. He handed one to Grant, then seated himself behind the desk and drank from his own.

“Thank you, Charles,” said Grant, after taking a restorative sip. “Shall we carry on where we left off before we were so rudely interrupted?”

“Certainly,” said Charles. “I was about to explain to Lori why Mae Bowen’s behavior seems so particularly peculiar.” He cupped his hands around his snifter and leaned back in his chair. “You see, Lori, Mae Bowen has become something of a cult figure. Her acolytes have developed a philosophy of life based on her art.”

“They call themselves Bowenists,” Grant elaborated, “and their philosophy is based on the direct perception of the universe. They regard Bowen as a sort of guru whose paintings demonstrate the correct way to view nature.”

“They’re a great nuisance,” said Charles, with a disparaging sniff. “They show up at every exhibition and stand for hours before each painting, meditating. One has to elbow them aside in order to view the painting oneself.”

“Bowen has never done anything to encourage them,” said Grant, “but in a strange way, her lack of encouragement has strengthened their faith in her. They see her reticence as a form of integrity.”

“The filthy hypocrites,” Charles said disgustedly. “They say that they respect her need for privacy, yet they follow her everywhere, pelting her with questions and requests. She has to have a security escort whenever she makes a public appearance.”

“Do her acolytes follow her home?” I asked.

“I’m afraid they do,” said Grant. “Before she moved here, she evaded them by living on a gated estate similar to your father-in-law’s.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. “Mae Bowen gave up a gated estate for Pussywillows? I mean, it’s a sweet little cottage, but it’s no Fairworth House. Why would she make such a radical change?”

“Peculiar, eh?” Charles clucked his tongue sadly. “Pussywillows offers her no protection whatsoever from her worshipers. She’s made herself a sitting duck.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. I was proud of my village, but I was also aware of its limitations. “Finch isn’t exactly the center of the art world. Finch isn’t the center of any world, except ours. She may feel safer here than she did on her estate.”

“If so, she’s deluding herself,” said Grant. “Finch may be a backwater, but it doesn’t have a moat. Once word gets out that Mae Bowen is here, the Bowenists will flock to Finch.”

“They’re not dangerous, are they?” I asked.

“No,” Charles said. “They may be nutters, but they’re law-abiding nutters.”

“They wouldn’t harm her physically,” Grant agreed. “But emotionally? Psychologically? Spiritually? They could destroy her. And they could do a great deal of harm to Finch.”

“How could they harm Finch?” I asked, suddenly alert.

“By changing it out of all recognition,” Grant replied. “Finch could become a center for New Age pilgrims.”

“Hippies camping on the green?” I suggested tentatively. “Rainbow-colored RVs parked along the lanes?”

“Worse than that,” Grant said grimly. “The Bowenists aren’t all penniless vagabonds, Lori. Some of them are wealthy enough to buy property. A millionaire chap named Myron Brocklehurst bought a small farm across the road from Bowen’s estate and turned it into a Mother Earth–worshiping Bowenist commune.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Are you telling me that Mae Bowen’s followers might move to Finch permanently, just to be near her?”

“It’s a possibility,” said Grant. “She’s removed the walls that used to stand in their way. They’ll want to take advantage of her accessibility.”

“If the Bowenists drive up housing prices,” said Charles, “they could drive out the locals.”

“And the village we know and love,” Grant concluded, “would cease to exist.”

We lapsed into a prolonged and heavy silence. The men sipped their drinks, the dogs rested from their exertions, and I stared into the middle distance, contemplating a future without Finch.

“You’re overreacting,” I said at last.

“Perhaps,” Grant acknowledged. “But what if we’re not? What if the scenario plays out exactly as we’ve described it?”

“I don’t see what we can do to stop it,” said Charles. “It’s a free country. We can’t prevent loonies like Myron Brocklehurst from coming here.”

“They won’t come if they don’t know she’s here,” I said slowly. I thought for a moment, then sat forward in my chair. “I’ll bet you just about anything that we’re the only people in Finch who know who Amelia Thistle is. If we keep our mouths shut, no one else will find out about Mae Bowen.”

“This is Finch,” Grant reminded me, “the Olympic training center for the sport of nosey parkering. The truth is bound to come out sooner or later. Bowen herself will slip up or a piece of forwarded mail will arrive, with her real name on it. Something will give her away.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said decisively. “In the meantime, we button our lips, for her sake as much as our own. We don’t refer to her as Mae Bowen, even among ourselves. We don’t hang out near Pussywillows, hoping to catch a glimpse of her, and we don’t grin like Cheshire cats every time we see her.”

“We’re not Bowenists, Lori,” Grant said loftily. “Charles and I know how to maintain our composure in the presence of greatness.”

“We’ve been given the opportunity to protect a national treasure,” Charles declared. “I, for one, will not shirk my responsibility.”

“I’ll have to tell Bill,” I said.

“Understood.” Grant inclined his head graciously. “There should be no secrets between husband and wife. Apart from that, Bill’s legal expertise may prove useful.”

“Very useful indeed,” Charles concurred. “If there are laws to prevent rampaging hordes of Bowenists from trampling Finch into the dust, Bill will know how to enforce them.”

“I suggest you consult with him immediately, Lori,” Grant advised. “It’s best to be prepared.”

“I’ll go straight from here to Bill’s office,” I promised. I pointed to the brochures on the desk. “May I borrow these? They’ll help me to explain the situation to him.”

“Be my guest,” said Charles.

I slipped the brochures into my jacket pocket, bent to give Matisse and Goya farewell pats, then straightened and looked puzzledly from Charles to Grant.

“One more thing before I go,” I said. “Why did you let me catch up with you? Why didn’t you slam the door in my face and keep Mae—er, I mean, Mrs. Thistle’s secret all to yourselves?”

The two men exchanged amused glances.

“If we’d slammed the door in your face,” said Grant, “you would have knocked it off its hinges. Our other neighbors may be pests when it comes to gossip gathering, but you, my friend, are a veritable pit bull.”

I grinned sheepishly, but accepted the remark as a compliment. Like a pit bull, I was tenacious, and I could be fiercely territorial, something the Bowenists would find out if they were foolish enough to invade my village.
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