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Chapter One
 

I leaned back in my office chair and tossed down the report from my Committee on Liturgy.  The line one caller ID announced my best friend Marion’s work number.  Her latest drama would do nicely for a break in this long morning of reports and meetings, so I grabbed the receiver. “Good morning!”

“Grab your loved ones, Lonnie, and hold ’em tight!” said Marion. “’Cause if I were a religious woman—and you know I’m not—I’d declare it a sign of the impending Rapture.”

I smiled.  “If you get Raptured, can I have your car?” 

“You need it, that piece of crap you drive.”  She was probably shaking her head in pity.  “But I’m the Eclectic Believer here. I’m the one supposedly getting left behind.”

“Plenty of folks would tell you Episcopal priests will be hanging around too.” I stretched the morning’s tension from my shoulders, wondering what had gotten Marion into this state.

“Well, you haven’t got a thing I want. Except that lovely dog. And if anyone on this planet is going to heaven—”

“It’s Linus.” I reached out with my foot and rubbed the eight-month-old black German shepherd’s ribs as he slept beneath my desk—his usual spot despite the bed in the corner of my office. “Agreed. And you’re so sure the Rapture is upon us because?” 

“Bad energy everywhere today.”

“Did the soccer game get canceled?” I spun to look out the window and check the weather. The red-golden leaves of the silver maple in the parish house’s backyard snapped in the October sunlight. It hadn’t rained all summer or fall, so of course we’d all dreaded that it would start today, the day of the very first Women’s League soccer game in Middelburg. The first game my over-thirty team, the Hot Flashes, would ever play. But it looked sunny. 

“Star Hannes is here, in The Grind,” Marion whispered. “Eating a piece of boeterkoek and liking it. With her crew filming the whole thing!”

“Whoa.” It was a sign of the end times. Star hadn’t been in Marion’s restaurant in months, even before trying to get her shut down last August for supposedly poisoning people. 

“She’s yuckin’ it up with my regulars, talking about how The Grind is a bastion of local heritage.”

“Well, it is a bastion of local heritage,” I said. “Much as I hate to agree with the woman.  It’s The Windmill Grind Kaffe Klatsch and All Dutch All the Time Café, for God’s sake.” Middelburg was founded by Dutch people. Their descendents still populated this place. 

“But here’s the thing.” Marion whispered now. “My chi has been out of whack all week. The first not-good sign.  And then in she comes. Another very-not-good sign. Everything is wonky.”

I glanced down at The
Middelburg Review on my desk. Ballooning ARM mortgages driving foreclosures in the town and the county to an all-time high. The local high school’s basketball team, The Middelburg Warships, losing to Holland Christian in overtime. Bow hunting season starting tomorrow. Star Hannes’ standing in the congressional election polls dropping as election day approached.

“It isn’t all bad,” I said, eyeing Star’s numbers. 

“Are you going to tell me I’m being too dramatic?” Marion asked. “Because I can hang up now.”

“No, no.” I leaned forward as if she were in the office with me. “I’m just saying that if Star’s sudden appreciation of your food has you foreseeing karmic cataclysm, maybe you should reconsider joining the Episcopal church. We’re a bit more stoic about such things.” Linus sighed, scootching himself around so my foot would hit more of his belly.

“Yeah, well.” I heard a metallic slap and splash in the background. Marion must be calling from the restaurant’s kitchen. “I haven’t told you about the stranger yet.” 

Outsiders didn’t show up in Middelburg much, except for the rich folks from Chicago who owned mansions along Lake Michigan’s beaches. And over the course of the summer, we got to know them. So the locals have a big case of stranger danger. As a stranger here myself—I’d moved here from Chicago’s South Side only six months ago—I knew.

“And what? You think he’s bringing the Rapture?”

“No. He’s an attorney from Chicago. Never seen this guy before. Little guy. Goatee. Bow tie. Trussed up tight like if he popped a button he’d fall to pieces.” She paused, then dropped the bomb. “And he’s got questions. About you.”

A tiger clawed upward from my insides. I checked my watch. It was something I always did when trouble struck—something I’d picked up from years of watching old cop dramas on television with  my dad. 11:53. The beginning of the end times. At least, for me in Middelburg. 

If that sounds too dire, let me explain. My ex-girlfriend Jamie dumped me last spring and set up with a new chick, an attorney. Jamie kept most everything from our years of cohabitation, which was okay with me. But she’d cleaned out our joint bank accounts for a “safer” bank, which was not okay. I asked her for half the balances and she stalled all summer. Last week I called and threatened to come after it. She’d argued that New Chick said I had no right to it since I’d left her, moved out of our Chicago home to take on a new life in Michigan. I pointed out that I wasn’t the one who left her bleeding on the ground after a nearly fatal attack by a shovel-wielding murderer.

“I called nine-one-one!” Jamie whined and I wondered how I’d ever loved anyone who could sound like that. “Besides you don’t remember what happened. You had a skull fracture.”

“I know you said bye-bye before the ambulance got there. I know you didn’t even follow me to the hospital. I’ve got witnesses to that, head injury be damned.”

“You shouldn’t swear. You’re a priest.” 

“Give me half the money,” I said and she hung up on me.

I knew it wasn’t over but I hadn’t expected an attorney to show up. Maybe New Chick had put her foot down about the money and sent a colleague to threaten me.

“Get him out of there,” I said, “before Star—”

Marion gasped. “Crap! Star just got up from her booth and is bearing down on him with the Middelburg How-Dee-Do Third Degree. Kaylee!” Marion shrieked at her restaurant’s assistant manager as pots and pans clattered crazily. “Stop her!” 

Star Hannes, town councilwoman and congresswoman wannabe hated my guts on a good day, ever since I uncovered her plot to defraud pretty much the whole town last May. With less than a month until the election and her standing in the polls slipping, she’d do anything for attention, including exposing the local woman priest as gay. Given my bishop’s aversion to bad publicity, if Star got wind of Jamie, of the truth about me, I was through.

“Bring him out your kitchen door. I’ll meet you in the park,” I said. “I’ll answer his questions and get him out of town.”

“Everyone will see.”

Middelburg’s Central Park sprawled right across the street from Woman at the Well Episcopal Church and parish house, in full view of many downtown homes and businesses.

“They’ll all know within the hour anyhow,” I said. “Might as well act as if I have nothing to hide.”

“Do you?” Marion asked.

I hung up.

She, of course, didn’t know the truth about me. No one did. Ultraconservative Middelburg was too dangerous a place for me to be out, even to trusted friends like Marion. One innocent slip and I’d lose my job for sure—something I couldn’t afford. No telling what other harassment I’d have to endure.

My stomach soured.  If this attorney was here to talk about Jamie and our money, I guess Marion was about to find out. Just one more thing to deal with today.

As I stood, Linus leapt up from beneath the desk, knocking his head on the bottom of the drawer. He’d grown so fast, he still didn’t fully understand the dimensions of his gangly body. 

“Help, help, help,” I prayed as I rushed through a clean-up, wishing I’d worn my clergy clothes instead of jeans, a white turtleneck and a crimson fleece. The priestly costume put the fear of God into most people. Because I want people to feel welcome at church, not afraid, I usually didn’t wear it. But now I didn’t have an ounce of intimidation factor going for me. My short hair lurched out funny on the right, I had black dog hair stuck all over the fleece, and I looked like I needed more coffee.

Linus and I hopped down the stairs in the old Victorian house the church used for parish offices and meeting rooms, landing in what had once been a front parlor and was now a homey reception room. Ashleigh Moore, the extravagantly beautiful twenty-something who’d joined us this summer, sat at her desk chatting with Bova Poster, a middle-aged parishioner, chair of my Committee on Liturgy and one of my very own Hot Flashes. Sitting on the nubbly couch behind Bova, Isabella Koontz tapped the screen of her cell phone, dark hair hanging in her face.

“Gotta run out quick!” I high-fived Bova’s raised hand.

“But! We! Have! A Meeting!” Bova folded her arms across her chest causing the embroidered chipmunks on the front of her orange sweatshirt to kiss.

“Back in ten.” I sidestepped toward the door. “Ashleigh will get you tea. And there’s chips.” I grabbed Linus’ collar. “Have chips.”

“We’re fine,” said Isabella, barely raising her head.

That stopped me. Isabella was always the first to offer a broad smile. That was, unless—

“How are you today, Isabella?” I asked.

Bova and Ashleigh looked at her.

Isabella nodded, still tapping away on her phone. “Oh, great! The kids are doing great in school. I got them matching Christmas dresses at the resale store in Holland yesterday that are going to make my mother just die they are so cute.” All this without ever looking up.

“And Ivor?”

Still she tapped. Very unusual. She did wave her phone though. “Just checking in with him. He wanted to have a quick lunch. But I’m here.” She roughened her voice. “‘You’re always at that church when I want to spend time with you.’” She shrugged. 

I tried to catch her eyes, to see her face behind her hair. In the last few months, she’d managed to sprout a variety of bruises, some on her face, some on her arms. Once she wound up on crutches with a sprained ankle. She claimed she was a klutz. Almost everyone took her at her word or—even if they didn’t believe her—didn’t push it because, well, it wasn’t nice.  When I’d tried to find out if she was safe at home, she’d shut me down. So mostly, I just kept careful watch.

“Go! Go!” Bova shooed me. “We’ll compare! Wafer! Suppliers! While! You’re gone!” 

I dashed out the door and down the porch steps, holding Linus’ collar. His leash lived in the car for when we walked downtown, but most days we just ran in the church yard or the park. The fall air chilled my denim, which moved cold and heavy against my thighs. Once we crossed the street Linus dashed ahead, chasing the park’s black squirrels up ancient maples glowing in the slanted sunshine. Leaves shushed and ticked as they blew by, curled from weeks of no rain. 

Marion and a suited man with dark hair and goatee rounded the corner from Middelburg’s two-block-long downtown. She gesticulated wildly, sunny yellow swing coat flapping behind her arms.

Suddenly, I thought I might throw up.



Chapter Two
 

I called Linus and as he sat in front of me—the results of our daily obedience training during my lunch breaks—I grabbed his collar. We walked to a leaf-covered picnic table and I pointed to the ground. “Down.” 

Slowly, eyes rolling with dissatisfaction, he lowered his body like a creaky drawbridge until his chest touched the ground.

“Good dog.”

He flopped on his side and twisted, belly up, big paws waving, hoping for a belly rub. I felt my nausea recede a bit. 

As Marion and the attorney approached I brushed the leaves off the table and stood, one eye on Linus, one eye on them. My best friend’s color scheme for the week was, evidently, yellow. She wore a bright turban over her auburn hair, yellow coat and dark green spandex pants that made her look like an out-of-season daffodil. As always she balanced her round frame on skimpy sandals with spiked heels—also sunny yellow. Her fingernails and toenails flashed yellow with, I thought, flaming suns handpainted on the big toes.  Marion had her nails done every Tuesday over at Colleen’s Cuttery and the color change pretty much indicated the dominant scheme of wardrobe for the coming week. 

On those heels, Marion towered over the attorney and at six foot even, I did too.  He had a pink bald spot on the top of his head, which flashed as his head bobbed in greeting. “Maurice Brand.” He offered a business card with the hand that wasn’t gripping the worn leather satchel. The card proclaimed his name in sensible type and unfolded to detail the pedigree of the law firm in which he was a partner. 

Looked like Jamie and New Chick were going all out to shut me down. I considered caving right there, telling him that Jamie could keep my damn money. But I couldn’t bear being bullied. Screw her. I’d fight.

“Before business, we eat!” Marion pulled a silver thermos, three insulated mugs and a huge foil package from her tote. “Broodjes are perfect for a picnic.”

I just wanted to get this over with. Plus I had a meeting to get to. But Marion’s look told me to obey, so I sat down.

She set plates and two broodjes before each of us. Rye rolls, split in half, each topped with sprouts, Havarti and tomato and cucumber, and finally a sliced hard-boiled egg. 

I thought it looked suspiciously like health food and not at all like a perfect picnic.

A few minutes later, Brand patted the napkin to his goatee. “Simply fantastic! I had no idea Dutch food could be so tasty. One tends to lump it with British food for some reason. You know, rainy and dark.”

“Oh, no!” Marion’s horror was not pretend. “Dutch food is some of the most tasteful and creative in Europe. I know everyone makes a big deal of French or Italian cuisine, but the Dutch is so underrated. It was Dutch food that built this nation, you know. After all, it was the Dutch who settled much of the New World!”

Brand nodded as he took another bite of the miraculous broodje. “I’m truly grateful to have learned this.”

Marion leaned back from the table and looked at me in triumph. She had softened him up for me, made my job easier. Just like she did during a soccer game, finishing on a perfect cross. Marion Freeley, superbestfriend to the rescue once again. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I need to get back to the office. I have an appointment waiting.”

“Indeed.” Brand dabbed his mouth again and shifted his cuffs. “I’m glad this sunny angel directed me here, because your mother was unwilling to provide me with your exact address, the name of your church or your cell phone number.”

My mother? How had she gotten involved? Jamie knew where I lived.

“Your church has no Internet presence—hard to believe in this day and age.” Brand shook his head.

“It’s coming,” I said. It was on the docket for our Committee on Communication. “Facebook too.” 

Brand smiled politely. “Well, since time is of the essence. I decided to simply come find you. The will cannot wait.”

“What will?” asked Marion.

Brand looked at her then back at me. 

“You can say anything in front of her,” I said. Might as well.

“The will of your aunt.” 

“What?” I must have sounded shocked because Linus popped up beside me and eyed Brand. “She’s been dead nearly a decade. We read her will then.”

“Not all of it,” he said.

“Yes, all of it.”  I well remembered my sister Cassie’s outrage when I’d received far more of Aunt Kate’s money than she, earmarked to pay my seminary tuition. My sister had begged me not to go, to give her half the money instead. But the money couldn’t be used for anything else. Kate was a proud Episcopalian, even if she’d been a controlling bitch who’d treated me as her personal slave while I was a kid. “The money she left us is long gone.”

“Not so.” Brand pulled his satchel onto the table and dug inside.

A cool wind scattered leaves across the grass. A squirrel catcalled from halfway up the trunk of the nearest maple. Linus’ ears turned toward the sound.

“Oh, fabulous!” Marion laughed. “Has she actually been living in Tahiti all this time? I wouldn’t put it past her!”

“Shut up,” I said, “or I’ll kick you out of here.”

“She died nine years, one month, and twenty-six days ago,” Brand said. “My condolences.”

Linus nosed my plate. I gave him a bite of broodje. “And the will?”

“The will contained directions to us, her executors, that were to be kept in confidence until two weeks before your thirty-fifth birthday, which I believe is coming up. Next Friday? October tenth?”

Marion cocked an eyebrow at me. The squirrel on the tree chattered, flipping his tail.

I didn’t like the sound of this. “Yes. But I don’t get it.”

Brand snuffed, studied the stack of papers. “It is rather strange. But I’ve brought all the details.”

Terrific. My crazy great-aunt, with whom I’d spent my teenaged summers while my parents went through their ugly, unnecessary divorce—the woman who had hounded me, then haunted me ever since I’d moved back to this burg—now she was rising from the grave to screw up my life again. Just terrific.

“What does she want from me now?” It had always been like that with Aunt Kate. Pretending to give but really demanding something. I had no hope that her being long dead would change anything.

He shrugged, pulled tiny reading classes from his vest pocket and flipped pages. “She has given you the potential to inherit $467,863 and some change.”

Marion whooped and shot her arms up so fast she nearly knocked over her coffee and Brand’s. “Half a million dollars!” She whooped again.

“Potential?” I asked. “You said potential.” I could smell Aunt Kate’s shenanigans over the broodjes. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“Half a million dollars!” Marion clapped her hands. “Fabulous exotic vacation here I come.”

Brand hadn’t looked up from the papers. “That is in addition, of course, to the value of the race car.”

Marion froze, hands mid-clap. “Race car?”

I ran my hands through my hair. My great-aunt had worked as part of a medical team on a local racetrack way back in the Fifties or something. Before she’d made a bundle by investing in cable T.V. But I’d never heard of a car. “Aunt Kate had no race car.”

Brand kept reading. “A nineteen sixty-six Ford Fairlane 500 two-door hardtop racer. One of only fifty-seven built.  Named ‘The Pearly Gates.’”

Marion’s grin spread slowly. “God, I love your aunt!”

Brand peered through his glasses. “I have a lot of technical details here. Certificates of documentation from Ford. It has fewer than seven hundred miles on it and all original parts. At last appraisal it was worth almost eighty-two thousand dollars.”

Marion’s jaw dropped. I think mine did too. Neither of us spoke.

“Your great-aunt provided that it be kept in running condition until you picked it up on your thirty-fifth birthday.”

“Picked it up from where?” I asked.

“Conveniently, right here in town.” Brand pulled his glasses off. “Carson’s Car Care.”

“Red has your car?” Marion clearly couldn’t believe it. 

Neither could I. Red Carson was a county sheriff’s deputy I’d met when I’d stumbled upon a body last spring. Since then she and I had become pretty good friends. Well, at least, we hiked together most Sunday afternoons. And she was undeniably cute. Her father had run a garage on the south end of town for decades and her brother had taken it over after their dad’s death. Red helped out occasionally, but since her brother had shipped out to Afghanistan last winter, they hadn’t done any work.

“Why has no one told me this before?” I asked.

“Terms of the will. No mention of any of it allowed until this week.”

Of course. Typical Aunt Kate. Secrets. Plots. Manipulations.

“Regarding the car,” Brand said, “I’d advise you to get it appraised again if ownership is transferred. After the trip.” A quick breeze tousled his hair and he spread his hand to flatten it again.

“If ownership is transferred?” Here it comes. The scheme. The demands.

“Trip?” Marion asked. “I knew it! Some place with umbrella drinks, I hope! ’Cause I’m going too!”

Brand sighed. “The terms of the wills are these: Katherine Squires has left you a vintage race car, The Pearly Gates, in running order. However, you only inherit it on the condition that you pick it up on your thirty-fifth birthday, a Friday, and use it to take the trip laid out by your aunt, here.” He offered me a thick folder of papers but Marion snatched them. “The trip will take until Sunday night. It has a prescribed itinerary which you must follow exactly, taking pictures of yourself and the car at various points along the way.”

“This trip is around Lake Michigan!” Marion said, flipping papers from the folder.

Linus nudged me and I handed him my last bite of broodje. “Pure Aunt Kate,” I said. “Everything comes with conditions.”

“You have to take a friend with you,” Brand said and Marion kicked me under the table. “To take photos of you and the car.”

The squirrel chattered again and Linus woofed, scaring it back into the thick red leaves above.

“First stop: the Singing Fountain in Grand Haven,” said Marion. “Can you believe I’ve never been there?”

“At the end of the trip,” Brand continued, “on Sunday evening, I’ll meet you here and receive the evidence of your compliance. If all conditions are met, you inherit the car and the entirety of the estate.”

Marion kicked me again. “Half a million bucks!”

A knot twisted in the center of my chest—a knot I hadn’t felt in over nine years. “What if I miss a photo? Or want to go alone?”

“Hey!” said Marion.

“Or if I’m busy this weekend? I’m a priest, Mr. Brand. I work on Sundays.” My aunt would have guessed this a good possibility.  After all, she’d left me the money for seminary.  And she’d have calculated what day of the week my thirty-fifth birthday would fall on. She knew this little game of hers would get me into professional hot water. I began to boil. 

“There’s a submarine in here.” Marion flipped pages in the folder. “And a waterfall. And the world’s largest crucifix!”

“If you don’t go, don’t take a friend, you get nothing,” said Brand. “The entire estate goes to the secondary beneficiary. If you attempt the trip but fail to complete it for some reason—any reason—you may keep the car, but everything else goes to the secondary beneficiary.” 

I dug a finger into the grain of the wooden picnic table. “Who is that? Someone in my family?”

Brand fingered the edges of his leather bag. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Of course you aren’t.” I wiped my hands on a napkin. Only Aunt Kate could hijack my birthday from the grave. Or try to. I stood and Linus leapt to his feet. “Thanks, Mr. Brand, but no thanks.”

Brand looked like he might cry. “Please, Reverend, I know it’s a shock. I urge you not to make a hasty decision.”

“God forbid my aunt do anything truly generous. She just expects me to drop everything or else no money. No love unless you submit utterly.”

“It’s only three days,” Brand said. “And quite a bit of money.”

“My life doesn’t stop for my Aunt Kate’s money,” I said. “I can’t miss a Sunday on such short notice.” Tears bit at my eyes. Just like Aunt Kate to try to yank my chain like this, screw up my life, make my birthday all about her. Well, I wasn’t going to let her get the best of me like she had when I was just a kid. No way. “I’m sorry she wasted your time.”

“Lonnie!” Marion held up the folder. “You need to think about this. Seriously.”

“No, I don’t.” I patted my leg to call Linus to follow me back to the church. I forced myself to smile. “Thanks for your efforts, Mr. Brand. And you.” I pointed at Marion and felt a genuine smile growing. “See you tonight at the game.”



Chapter Three
 

“Trouble?” asked Isabella as Linus and I climbed the steps to the parish house porch. 

She and Bova sat in the peeling wicker rockers amidst curled papery leaves. I’d have to have those chairs brought in soon. Yet another item on the priest’s To Do list.

“No.” I studied Isabella’s face. No purple shadows or fading yellow patches. Just bright open eyes above a long crooked nose. Not for the first time I wondered if Ivor, her husband, had broken it.

I sat on the steps and we had our meeting on the porch, in the crisp breeze and sunny air. I’m amazed over and over again at the crazy things parishioners want to haggle over. Today it was the size of the type in the worship bulletins relative to the amount of paper needed to print them. Were our efforts to be a green organization more important than considering the eyesight of the older members of the parish? The font discussion took half an hour. And that was just the start of a long agenda. 

Linus’ jagged snore punctuated the entire meeting, reminding me that my life had more to it than crazy great-aunts and church.

After two I reentered the parish house. Ashleigh cuddled Linus and gave me the best news of the day:  “No messages.” 

Linus and I climbed the creaking stairs to my garret office in the back room of the second floor.  I loved it here. The top of my head just brushed the ceiling in the center of the sloped room, but on each side I was usually seated or bent, at my desk or perusing my shelves. I’d covered the black wooden floor with a colorful wool rug I’d found at the Goodwill in Holland—another Dutch town south of here but considerably more cosmopolitan. I’d also tucked a bed for Linus in the corner in front of a second door I never used, that led to a kind of creepy landing and narrow stairs down to the back porch.

This had been a storeroom made into a temporary office for me when I’d first arrived to consult with the former rector. I’d been held at gunpoint here. I’d helped my dad win a huge trivia contest from here. I’d counseled kids and adults, shared in celebrations and condolences, hoped for my future. When I became interim rector on a two-year contract, the parish leaders had tried to get me to move to the big airy office in the turret room downstairs, but I’d declined. I liked this one best. The turret room was better suited for adult education space anyhow.

I settled in to start Sunday’s sermon. The Old Testament reading was the Ten Commandments from Exodus, always a tough one, as people around here loved to grab onto laws, pretend they were clear and start casting stones at others. Especially dangerous to gay people in this day and age. But the other readings offered a little more. A psalm that talked about laws making people wise and joyous. Paul’s letter to Philippians about how religious law failed to bring righteousness. I’d barely started brainstorming ideas when the phone rang and I grabbed it without looking.

“The Right Reverend Tappen would like to speak to you,” announced the woman’s voice as if God himself had descended from on high to request an audience. Lydia, my bishop’s secretary, worshipped him. She had more job security than any of us.

Fantastic. First Star, then my aunt, and now my bishop. Maybe Marion’s intuition about an oncoming cataclysm was right.

“Lorraine!” The bishop boomed. I pulled the phone away from my ear. “How delightful it is to speak to you, my little sister in Christ!”

Thank God he wasn’t here in person. Otherwise he’d be standing with arms spread for the mandatory hug. That heavy pewter pectoral cross he always wore would cut into my breast as he squeezed. Plus, he wore too much cologne.

“How can I help you, sir?” I wanted to get back to my sermon. My nice, quiet, reliable, logical sermon. 

“Lorraine, how sweet of you to offer to help!” The phone vibrated in my hand with each syllable. “There is a little something I need you to do for me. I’m sure you won’t mind and it won’t add a minute to your already busy schedule.”

Well, that sounded too good to be true. 

“Happy to help,” I lied.

“You know that all-clergy meeting at Frontline Church of Christ? I want you to represent not only your own church, but the entire diocese as well. I simply can’t make it, and I’m sure you’ll do a dynamite job.”

I had no idea what he was talking about.

“Afterward send me a thorough report and if I need to, I’ll follow up with Pastor Wesselynk.”

“Okay.” I stalled. Had I forgotten some huge meeting, something so big that my bishop had been invited to it?

“Of course, I could have selected a more senior priest to represent me, but this seemed such an excellent opportunity for you to show your stuff. Theologically, of course.” He guffawed at the marvelousness of his sense of humor. 

Truth was he didn’t want to go. He was just sending me in to do his dirty work. I knew it. But I said nothing while I checked my calendar online and my e-mail inbox. I skimmed my trash and spam. Nothing from Brady Wesselynk.

“And of course,” he continued, “I look forward to you giving the community a good impression of our church. When you see Pastor Wesselynk,” he continued, “be sure to thank him on my behalf for the letter of invitation.”

A letter! I started shuffling through the stack of untouched mail on my side table. Linus watched my flurry with interest. I barely listened as the bishop droned on about broad minds and tradition. “It sounds like an interesting thing, this Faithful Heritage Initiative. Perhaps a model for something similar in our own diocese.”

I tossed the mail back on the table. Nothing. A burning suspicion snuck its way up my neck. What if I hadn’t been invited to this all-clergy meeting? What if I were the one minister of the twenty in town—one for every congregation of Christ the Lord’s Own Sainted Elect Reformed Church, the Methodist and me—left out? Set up to look like a fool?

Brady Wesselynk wouldn’t do that. We weren’t exactly friends, but he respected me, especially after I’d helped clear suspicion from his church when a man died there. He wouldn’t snub me, but he wouldn’t stop anyone else who wanted to. Like Star Hannes. Brady was one of her biggest butt-kissers.

“If you could get that report to me within forty-eight hours,” the bishop said, “I’d be grateful. It’ll be off your plate by Thursday evening, and you can focus on your sermon for Sunday. Ah, the clarity of the Ten Commandments. If only all of the Bible were that easy to preach about.”

“Wait!” I thought hard. He wanted the report by Thursday evening? Forty-eight hours? That meant—that panicked urge to vomit burbled in my gut again. Tonight? This stupid meeting was tonight?

At the same time as my soccer team’s very first game ever?

I wanted to slam my head onto my desk. Or cry. Or kick Star Hannes. Or all of the above.

“Yes, Lorraine?”

I couldn’t ask what time the meeting started. He’d know I hadn’t been invited.  That would just create more trouble and I was in enough as it was. “What time Thursday evening sir? Forty-eight hours from the start of the meeting? Or the end? What would you prefer?” 

“Turn it in by five thirty. Forty-seven hours.  Show me you’re on the ball.” He chuckled again.

That meant the meeting tonight started at six thirty at Frontline. Something about a Faithful Heritage Initiative. Something that Star Hannes didn’t want me at so badly that she’d not only left me off the invite list but she’d also scheduled it—I just bet—to occur opposite the Hot Flashes’ first league game.

Like Marion had said, a sure sign of the end times.



Chapter Four
 

When I stepped out of my ’88 Honda Civic wagon at Frontline Church of Christ, thunder rumbled in the west. Only about twenty cars, lonely spectators, sat in the middle of the acres of parking lots. A hundred percent of the clergy of this town. Twenty little cars. I had to laugh. 

Keep it in perspective, Lon. The world is a much bigger place than this.

I checked my watch. 6:23. My goal was to find out as much as I needed to know and get the heck over to the rec center to change as close to seven thirty as possible. That’s when the game started. My blood surged at the thought:  Soccer!

If I were lucky this would be dull and I could slip out early. It killed me to miss the pre-game with the Flashes, but I couldn’t just blow this off, what with my vow of obedience to my bishop. Marion would act as team captain until I got there. 

Thunder grumbled again. The blue sky faded behind stacked mountains of thick black clouds, tinted red and purple by the sunset.

Just hold off until after my game.

I closed the car door and checked myself out. No dust or dog hair on the clergy duds—black heeled shoes, black slacks, black shirt with white plastic collar. The fiery red jacket embroidered with gold thread sat squarely on my shoulders. A quick glance at the window’s reflection showed my gelled hair had stayed in place.

Good to go.

I passed through the sliding doors into Frontline with my game face on. Just like walking onto the field at the start of a soccer game. Show no weakness. I half expected someone to ask me for my invitation, to kick me out when I couldn’t produce one. I wanted someone to try.

No one did, of course. In fact, no one said anything to me at all. Two hunched men with peppery balding heads, tweed suitcoats, and quick steps glanced at me in the lobby then hurried into Frontline’s sanctuary.

I wondered if I should bring it down a notch, enter less stoked for battle and more in a spirit of community. I was halfway through a change of heart when the sliders sucked open behind me and Star Hannes walked in, full entourage in tow, and lust for domination swept every other impulse away.

Trim and tall, with the high shining cheekbones and luminous eyes of so many of the Dutch-descended, Star had a sophisticated style that turned everyone’s heads. Tonight she strode forward in a kiwi-colored wool suit and silk blouse with a plunging front that took no prisoners. A simple gold cross hung there. She turned to laugh at something said by the young man on her right and her tri-foiled hair tossed and flashed in the lobby’s artificial lights. Everyone in the group laughed with her.

Tonight that group included Star’s number one toadie, Mimi Manser, who walked as usual on Star’s left and slightly behind. Mimi played for the Hot Flashes only because in high school she’d played on our original church team, The Well’s Belles. Since then, she’d gone to the dark side, but when I’d been one person short of a full team last summer, we’d taken her on our team. None of us trusted her anymore, but she could still play left wing with the best of them.

The young man on Star’s right was Frederick something—a young guy just out of college in Chicago, whom Star had hired last month as her publicist. Two lithe brunettes trailed, one lugging a television camera, the other a bulky backpack of additional technical equipment. Lauren and Annie, Marion had told me. Trailing them came the reporter, Artesia Collins, the twenty-something platinum blonde who’d signed on to be chronicler of Star’s rise to fame. Marion, who knew everything since The Grind was the hub of town gossip, said that Artesia yearned to be a reporter but found narrating Star’s propaganda less than satisfying.

And last, and perhaps least, Star’s string bean of a husband, Gil, brought up the rear, all limp hair and spidery mustache, wearing a starched white shirt, ironed jeans and penny loafers with no socks. 

Star rested her eye on me for barely a second, then scooted it away, not wanting to acknowledge my presence. 

I followed them into the sanctuary. The worship space at Frontline was more modern Broadway than traditional religious. Plush theatre seats for hundreds, double aisles, a raised stage wide and deep enough to hold a performance of Wicked (not that that show would ever get booked in this town). I’d spent a good deal of time here in August working security for Cousin Donna Hancock’s Loaves and Fishes Evangelical Cooking School Road Show. I’d seen the sophisticated lighting, the computerized sound systems. What I had never seen was the place so empty for an event.

The twenty-some of us flowed into a puddle in the center of the front three rows of the immense auditorium at the dark foot of the brightly lit stage. They chattered with each other, occasionally looking up at the podium festooned with vases of splayed tropical flowers: birds of paradise, bougainvillea and greenery. That explained Star’s kiwi suit—she’d dressed to match the stage setting. 

I spotted Brady Wesselynk hovering in the aisle, wringing his hands. As always, he wore creased khakis and a Ralph Lauren shirt—tonight a pale blue. As I sidled up to him I noticed wrinkles in his normally sharp pants. “Hey.” 

He blinked his surprise. “Lorraine! So—glad—to see you.” He grinned his big-toothed grin and slapped me on the back.

I played it cool. “Sorry to crash, Brady, but my bishop sent me.”

Pink flowered in his cheeks. 

“So,” I said, “what are you and Star up to?”

His eyes widened, round and white, like a frightened horse’s. Actually, Brady looked a lot like a horse, with a long rectangular face, blond forelock, big square teeth and a hee-haw sort of laugh. But he wasn’t laughing now. “We are up to nothing,” he said. He ran his palms down the front of his shirt, smoothing out imaginary creases. 

I nodded slowly. “Because you know that allowing a candidate to campaign on church property would risk your nonprofit status. Hate to see you lose your tax breaks on this place.”

His enormous Adam’s apple bobbed with his swallow. A sudden explosion of thunder rocketed through the room. Everyone paused, then began speaking all at once.

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that a sign of divine disdain, Brady?” I enjoyed his squirming.

“Star is not campaigning,” he said. “She is acting in her elected capacity as member of the town council, making a special announcement to the clergy of the town.”

“Mmm.” I scanned the audience. “Not a single other member of the council here, though.”

“Lorraine. All is right with whatever goes on in this church. ‘For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith.’” He winked. “That’s St. Paul to the Romans.” 

Before I could snap at him for pulling Biblical words out of context, he hurried over to Star’s group, now circled up at the corner of the stage.

I slid into the third row, settling one seat over from a heavy-set man with great black eyebrows and a balding gray head. He busied himself searching his pockets, then pretended to be too busy examining the crumpled paper he’d pulled from his jacket to greet me.

No surprise. The clergymen of this town didn’t really know what to do with me on two counts:  I wasn’t a member of the CLOSER church and I was a woman. Brady and I had the first in common, so I guess that’s why he talked to me. He was about the only one who did. 

Everyone hushed as Star, moving like a well-oiled machine, glided to the podium.  “Thank you for coming.” The lights slowly faded until we sat in dimness and she glowed in the single golden spot. From the aisle behind me, her crew’s video equipment showed its red eyes. Recording.

Star gazed out at us with fake maternal love. I wondered if anyone in the room bought it.

“As one of your town council representatives—”

Ah, so she was smart enough to dodge the rule against campaigning in a church.

“—I’ve come to share with you an exciting new initiative.” She glanced down. “One I developed myself, researched myself, and am passionately dedicated to.” 

Campaign ahoy. Thunder crashed again, then a crazy thrumming. Rain. Hard rain. Still, we could play in rain.  But the lightning had to stop, or we’d get canceled.

“I’m thrilled to introduce to you Middelburg’s Faithful Heritage Initiative
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