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Chapter One
 

It was one of those moments when I think I should quit the priesthood.

Thursday, May 14. 10:43 a.m.

Yes, I looked at the clock. It’s a habit I picked up watching seventies cop show reruns with my dad. Got a crisis? Check a clock. You never know when you’ll be required to account for your whereabouts.

And though this crisis wasn’t a murder—at least, not at 10:43—it did involve a crazy woman. And crazy women scare me to death.

The morning had gone well. I knew I had Friday off to travel to a soccer reunion, and I had a lingering lunch planned with Jamie at Navy Pier, so even the chaos in the Little Lambs pre-kindergarten room hadn’t strung me out. As vice principal of the Hyde Park Episcopal Primary School, I’d had to step in to run a class during an emergency absence of a teacher before. And I’d seen worse than Melissa Booer vomiting Cheerios all over Chelsea Schimoff’s stuffed pink poodle, Bunny. I’d remained steady in the path of Chelsea’s cataclysmic meltdown as I put Bunny in the washer. But Jacqueline Booer’s response to my phone call requesting that she come pick up her puking kid snapped my pulse to a whirring high.

“I asked you,” she said, “to explain to me exactly how abandoning a three-year-old in her hour of need is Christian. Or educational? You’re supposed to be both, and you’re doing a pretty lousy job.”

Warning, Will Robinson! (I’d watched a lot of sixties sci-fi in reruns with my dad too). Insane woman. Illogical. Normal human reasoning may cause disaster. Red alert!

I wanted to tell her that she was the one doing a lousy job. I wanted to fling some Bible verse back at her about how mothers should pick up their sick kids so everyone else in the school didn’t get sick, but I couldn’t think of one. I can never think of a Bible verse when I need one.

“Do I need to chat with the bishop,” she continued, “about how you’re running things? He and I belong to the same sailing club, you know.”

I wanted to tell her to get off her righteous horse and drive her shiny new Hummer from Chicago’s Magnificent Mile straight down Lake Shore and across 57th Street to pick up her kid, damn it. Or to help her understand how much her little girl loved her and that only a mother’s touch would soothe the tummy ache. But instead I hid behind the reinforced wall of policy.

“Pre-kindergarten policy requires that potentially contagious children must be picked up immediately by a parent or else admission to the class can be revoked.” I paused. “The bishop will remind you of that when you speak to him, I’m sure.”

Okay, that was a dig. I shouldn’t have done it. It probably didn’t help matters later. But I wanted to kick something and my ball was in the car.

“Your ability to cite policy does not impress me,” Mrs. Booer snapped, but said she’d be there as soon as she could.

One Veggie Tales tape later, Melissa still lay white-faced on her little cot and Christine, the pre-kindergarten intern from the high school, had dispersed juice packs to soothe the other eight who glanced nervously between Melissa and Chelsea who had not yet stopped sniffling over the absence of Bunny. At 11:17 the dryer beeped, and I flew across the room to reunite poodle and puffy kid. I reminded myself that in forty-five minutes I’d have Jamie’s soft brown eyes all to myself. Anything to divert my growing fury at Melissa’s absent mom.

“And heeeeeeeere’s Bunny!” I shouted, sweeping the still warm Bunny across the room like Underdog into Chelsea’s waiting arms.

“Hooray!” Christine shouted. 

“Hooray!” the other kids shouted in response.

Wanting to seal the celebration, sloppy-nosed Kiera Macon, who had clutched her blanket to her chest throughout Chelsea’s distress, leaned in and planted a kiss on Bunny’s head.

“Mine!” Chelsea cried, pulling Bunny closer.

“It’s okay, Chelsea,” I said, the embodiment of peace and goodwill. I couldn’t mentor Jacqueline Booer into compassionate behavior, but I could this three-year-old. I flicked the stray strands that had escaped my ponytail. “Kiera just wants to love you and Bunny.”

Encouraged, Kiera leaned in to grant another kiss to Bunny. That’s when tiny Chelsea, she of tear-filled lashes, hauled back and slugged Kiera with a prize-fighter’s wallop. I swooped the wailing Kiera out of range as Chelsea wound up for a second punch, but failed to secure the cherry juice box the now sobbing Kiera held too loosely in a sticky hand.

Of course, an enormous and irrevocable stain is exactly what I deserved for wearing my new cashmere sweater to work. God whacks the prideful square on the backside of the head, Aunt Kate used to say. I’d wanted to look fabulous for lunch with Jamie. The pale yellow sweater had deepened the chestnut highlights in my otherwise black hair, and I’d thought, it’s just a few hours. I can feel attractive all morning.

Was it too much to ask to wear nice clothes to work once in a while?

Whack!

As I handed Kiera off to Christine and grabbed a wad of rough brown paper towels to blot my sweater, I fought the urge to run, to escape the Little Lambs. 

“Hey, Lonnie?” Christine said. “Check it out. That stain looks like the Virgin Mary in profile, or something?”

I just stared at her.

“Or maybe it looks like Satan, wearing a hoodie, or something?” She stood, hip cocked to hold the still sniffling Kiera against the red sweatshirt of the high school cross country team. In three months, when she started college, she’d be free of all this. 

I looked at the mirror hung over the toddler room sink. It was tilted down, so toddlers could see themselves, so we adults had to duck to see our hair. But from my six foot even height, all I could see was the straight edge of my hair hanging over my collarbone and one big red blot. I couldn’t see a resemblance to either Virgin or Devil. 

“Or maybe it’s a sign? That something really, really…” She paused. “Really bad is going to happen to you? Or something?”

“Something bad already has.” I blotted with renewed ferocity. “How about a bright side?” I needed a bright side, something to show this wasn’t a waste of my double major in psychology and religion, my Master’s of Divinity degree, my ordination. I spent my days in rooms filled with dancing Elmos and Veggie Tales DVDs under fluorescent lights that brought out my crow’s feet and sparkling new gray hairs. I was almost thirty-five, for God’s sake. There had to be a bright side.

“You could, maybe, sell it on eBay, or something?” Christine suggested, shifting Kiera. 

Maybe, if it looked like Jesus and wept. 

“Oh, hey, that reminds me?” Christine set Kiera down and dug into the pockets of her low, tight jeans. “When you were in the laundry or something I took this message?” She handed me a folded piece of construction paper.

I stared at the message written in large loop letters with a fat purple marker. j says no lunch. meeting. late tonite. so sorry. 

 “So does that mean you aren’t going out for lunch? Because if not, then can I?”

“I’m leaving now,” I said. “Have Sheila come in from the office to give you a hand.” I wadded the towels with a two-fisted clutch.

Christine blinked. “But you said twelve to two. It’s only eleven forty. I can’t—”

“Handle them, Christine, okay?” Toddler babble washed over me. “Just do your job and handle them.” 

I bull’s-eyed the wad into the trashcan with a behind-the-back toss, but didn’t pause to celebrate. With a glance down at the red stain on my chest, I grabbed my tote and got the hell out of there.



Chapter Two
 

Outside the narrow brownstone building, I charged south on Everett Street, hating the uneven sidewalk, loathing the trash in the street and my environmentally stunted neighbors who’d thrown it there. Sun-heated air swept out of my old Honda Civic as I reached in to drop the tote and grab my sneakers. I yanked my hair back into a ponytail loop, switched shoes, scooped up my soccer ball and jogged back to the school, a converted apartment building which horseshoed around a small lawn in front and had alleys on either side and in the back. I unlocked the black iron security fence, then dropped the ball and slammed it into the side wall near the second floor fire escape. It bounced away, and I tore down the alley after it. I trapped the ball with my foot, then picked up an unbroken schnapps bottle. So much for keeping people out of the alley.

I aimed for a spot just below the stairway’s first platform and kicked hard. The ball went high and slammed into it, returning at a sharp angle. As I chased it, a black Hummer pulled past the alley and double-parked. Jacqueline Booer jumped out in front of a passing car which laid on one long, angry honk. My foot jiggled on the ball as she stormed into the building.

I should go in and deal with her face-to-face. Be a man, so to speak. 

I studied the empty bottle in my hand, then dribbled toward the Dumpster beyond the stairs. I was doing the right thing, the wise thing, staying out here. I’d snapped at poor Christine. No telling what I’d say to Mrs. Booer and then live to regret. Plus she’s crazy. Sheila can handle it.

I stood near the fence where I could see her car, tapping the ball with my foot. Only a few minutes passed before the woman appeared, dragging Melissa by the hand, followed by Sheila.

“—completely unacceptable for the money I’m paying,” Mrs. Booer said. “Supposed to support family values!” She yanked open the back door of the car. “Families value two parents working.” She slung her toddler into its depths. “We value reliable day care.” 

“I understand your frustration, Mrs. Booer,” Sheila said evenly, her face the picture of calm, her blouse unstained. “But this is not a day-care center. It’s a school.” 

So much better than me. I’d be screaming at her to be gentle to her poor sick kid.

Mrs. Booer mumbled something from inside the car, then stood up straight. “Call yourselves Christian. I’ll tell that to the bishop too!”

Righteous hag, I thought, then immediately glanced skyward. Sorry.

“That would take a lot of time,” Sheila said, closing the door on Melissa. “Perhaps I could take care of that for you, by contacting the bishop and asking him to review the policy for children who become ill during the day.” She held the front door while Mrs. Booer strapped in.

I didn’t hear any more, just watched the Hummer sail away while Sheila waved. When it had turned onto 57th, Sheila glanced at my Civic, then at the alley. I didn’t move from my hiding spot, but she knew. She waved a big thumb’s up in my direction. “Disaster averted,” she hollered, then practically skipped back into the center.

God love her. She ought to be vice principal instead of me. She would be too, if only I could get that rector’s job in Oak Brook.

I picked up a squashed Starbucks cup between my thumb and forefinger. I’d submitted my résumé months ago for the rector’s opening at St. Gregory’s Episcopal in Oak Brook. It was perfect, the only rector’s job I’d found that I could commute to. Moving was out of the question, with Jamie’s laser surgery clinic just getting rolling. We’d found the perfect condo in Streeterville, and once things got settled, she’d have normal hours, not the torture routine that the hospital had put her through. The school administrative gig supported us through the clinic’s start-up and had got me working in the local diocese, a sure first step into a rectorship, I’d figured. 

It had been thirty months, twenty-nine past my discovery that school administration, while worthy, was not what God put me on earth to do. And the only local pastoral job open in all that time was the one at St. Greg’s, so I’d put a lot of hope into it. All these weeks, and I still hadn’t heard anything.

I stared at the lipstick stain on the cup’s edge, felt the sweat trickle down my back and into my new sweater. I had on worn sneakers beneath dry-clean only camel pants and a scuffed black and white soccer ball tucked under my arm. I was hiding in an alley that smelled like the bad parts of an old locker room from a crazy mom with a souped-up gas guzzler because I didn’t want her to say anything even sort of bad about me to my bishop and hurt my chances for a new job. I’d snapped at Christine, and worse, left her alone in charge of the Little Lambs.

Maybe it was the red blot on my heart, but I just couldn’t take it anymore. I had to quit. Just call my bishop and explain, then talk to Carol, the principal, and quit. Sheila could run the place better than me, and they could survive short-handed a little while. 

I tossed the cup into the Dumpster, heard it hit plastic bags below. I could call and quit right now and head off to my soccer reunion tomorrow and never ever have to come back. 

I’d be free.

The bubbling that thought sent through my veins lasted only a second until my stomach tightened and I slumped against the building’s wall. Imagine explaining that to Jamie. I could see her disappointment, feel my failure to support her as she built her dream. I had agreed to do it this way, and I was no quitter. No way.

But how many more days, months, years with the kids and their moms?

Help, help, help, I prayed. 

I expected no voice from above and got none, so I tried to think of someone to ask for help who might actually answer me. I knew Jamie’d say the same thing she said last time I mentioned quitting. But, babe, you do such a great job with the kids. Plus it pays the rent and the Audi lease, helps with the lobby magazines, keeps food in the refrigerator—the clinic isn’t making much yet. But it will soon, babe. Then you can quit. Mom would tell me to follow my heart and ignore the bills. Dad would offer to buy me a Coke and sip his own with me in companionable silence while looking for M*A*S*H reruns. My older sister Cassie would roll her eyes and assure me my life held nothing like the traumas of trying to find the right brand of vanilla almond milk in the new Kroger’s or getting four kids to various practices and rehearsals. My younger sister Annie wouldn’t pick up and wouldn’t call back. 

You’re a wimp, is your problem. That’s what my Aunt Kate would say, if I asked her, which I never would, not only because she’d been dead for thirteen years but because she was crazy and mean. Most people don’t like their jobs, so why do you think you deserve to love yours? Answer me!

I shook my head to clear her voice and tapped the ball gently against the wall. I had to get Jamie to understand how miserable this made me, then she’d want me to quit. I unclipped my cell phone and speed dialed the clinic. Mary, the receptionist I’d never met, told me that Dr. Wollsey had already left for a lunch meeting.

She was having lunch with someone—just not me.

I wondered who? Which other doctor? Or attorney? Or insurance agent? Or drug salesperson? The list always went on and on when Jamie cancelled.

No, I didn’t want to leave a message. I hung up and nailed the ball into the back of the alley so hard I thought the brick might shake. Everything sucked.

I ran down the alley to touch the ball and kicked it hard again. These walls don’t suck, I thought as I chased and kicked again. They’re reliable, they send the ball back. I kicked again. And again and again and again. Soon my sweater hung on me like a used bath towel, and my ears rang from the echo of leather smacking brick. I leaned over, my hands on my knees, feeling all of thirty-four and out of shape. 

I needed to find a soccer team again.

Then I had a sudden vision of my old team, the Well’s Belles, the ladies I’d see tomorrow in Michigan. I imagined them standing in a huddle at the alley gate looking at me all red-faced and puffing in my dress clothes, kicking balls inside this cell instead of at a park or on a pitch. Having my own toddler-esque cataclysmic fit. I could just see Marion’s face puckered up in that motherly way of hers, tsk-tsking me. 

I’m a complete nutcase.

I picked up the ball and headed out of the alley. I would dry off as best I could, pick up two orders of fried catfish from the stand on 56th, then get my butt back in there and give one to Christine. Then I’d be a good vice principal until five o’clock. Tomorrow, I’d get up bright and early and escape east around Lake Michigan to see my soccer gals. The Woman at the Well Episcopal Church team I’d played with during all those summers I’d spent with Aunt Kate. The only thing that kept me sane then—maybe they’d help restore my sanity now. It was the fifteenth reunion of our crazy come-from-behind church conference victory that made us all small town celebrities. These ladies had been my family when my real family was falling apart. They’d help me figure out how to survive. Marion would help me figure out how to convince Jamie that I wasn’t reneging on a commitment by quitting this job.

And we’d play soccer. Thank God. There was just something about soccer. It reminded you who you were, made solving problems easier. Tomorrow, I’d see the girls, run up and down the pitch, drink a few beers and figure life out. No problem. 



Chapter Three
 

I was rumbling east on I-94, west of New Buffalo just before ten in the morning, when my cell rang. “Diocese of the Lakeshore” said the caller ID. Not my diocese. A Michigan area code. I wrestled with my vacation state of mind for three rings, then picked up. 

Once she clarified I was me, the nasal lady asked me to, “Hold, please, for the Right Reverend Bishop Craig Tappen.”

I snapped off my CD player. Any dude self-important enough to have his secretary introduce him with all his titles like that probably didn’t want to talk to me with John Denver caroling about Calypso in the background.

“I have a situation at one of my parishes, and I’ve noted your excellent work on church reconciliation.” His voice deep, hyper-announced and matter-of-fact, the Right Reverend Bishop Craig Tappen didn’t bother with pleasantries. “I may want to hire you as a consultant.”

Yes! I pumped my fist and looked up at the dingy car ceiling. Thank you! Any work I could do with him would beef up my chances at St. Greg’s, especially if he could give me a great reference.

 “I’ve spoken to the rector at St. Francis in Schenectady,” he said.

“I was interim rector for two years, straight out of seminary.” An unusual accomplishment and I wanted to be sure he knew.

“I’ve seen your articles on reconciliation and, in fact, I heard you speak in Atlanta on the subject.”

 I loved him. He didn’t want to talk to me about vaccinations or policies or achievement tests, but about my real work as a priest! 

 “I’ve noticed you haven’t done anything lately,” he added.

Just met Jamie, moved to Chicago, started reconciling dueling toddlers. And running from their mothers. I shook my head. What is happening to me? “Not in print,” I said, “no.”

“The parish I have in mind is one you’re familiar with, I believe. Woman at the Well Episcopal. In Middelburg, Michigan.”

“Seriously?” Hell of a coincidence. “I’m headed there right now. For a soccer reunion.”

“I know that,” the bishop said.

Of course, dummy. Why else would he call you when you haven’t done anything lately?

“What I don’t know,” he said, “is if you are available to consider such a position—a limited time working intensely with the congregation? Can you free yourself from you current position?”

“Yes! I can drive back anytime to meet—”

“There’s an important meeting this morning at eleven. Come straight to the parish house.”

“I have another appointment at eleven.” Early lunch with the girls, a picnic at the beach. “In fact, I’m previously committed through the weekend. But perhaps Monday morning?” I could probably talk my way into Monday off.

“Today at eleven. Go to the parish house as soon as you arrive. Try not to be late.”

Suddenly, I loved the Right Reverend Bishop Craig Tappen a lot less. It was my soccer weekend, the first time I’d been back to Middelburg since Aunt Kate died, the first time I’d seen most of my teammates since our championship. And this guy—he didn’t even know where I was and he wanted me in his space in an hour.

On the other hand, I loved Woman at the Well and wondered about the trouble. That community had given me so much, how could I not help? Plus, working with them would give me an excuse to call St. Greg’s, update my résumé, get it to the top of their pile again. Maybe even earn a little bishop-to-bishop plug on my behalf.

And, I had to admit, curiosity chewed at me. I’d talked to Marion, one of my best friends and former team stopper, on the phone three times in the last month. She had her thumb on all the Middelburg gossip, and she hadn’t mentioned trouble with the church. Heck, I didn’t even know anything about the rector who’d taken over nearly a dozen years ago when Father Edward retired.

Well, I’d certainly see plenty of the girls this weekend if I missed just one lunch.

“I’ll be there,” I said and the bishop hung up. 

I tried to call Marion, but she didn’t pick up, so I left her a message about it all and said I’d catch up with them later. I didn’t know anyone else to call for more information, but after a minute, I decided it didn’t matter. I switched John back on and sang along about working in the service of life and searching for the answers to questions. 

I was on my way to what Aunt Kate used to call a Divine Surprise Party. You’re the guest, but you don’t know what the surprise is. Okey doke, Divine, I’ll go along. I set the cruise a little higher and felt the highway click a little faster under my tires as I sped past a newly turned field, the color of fudge, with a dark green tractor rumbling down the line planting rows of who knew what.



Chapter Four
 

These people are whacked, I thought as the church meeting exploded with me at the epicenter. I should be on a beach drinking wine and kicking a ball.

“Perhaps, Reverend Squires, you don’t understand what’s at stake here.” The raspberry wool-suited speaker and pointer of one long-nailed index finger was Middelburg Councilwoman Star Hannes, who had stood in her excitement, though the rest of us remained seated.

“I understand what’s at stake for the parish, yes,” I said. “But I don’t understand your involvement in—”

“It’s not about the parish. It’s about the future of our town.” She paused, made sure everyone was paying attention. “My goal is to save us from the fates of so many small municipalities. Increased poverty, shrinking tax base, sinking property values, shattered educational system, destroyed—”

“Reverend Squires understands,” said Bishop Tappen, his voice as deep as the purple of his clergy shirt, as heavy as the enormous silver pectoral cross that hung on his sternum, as stiff as his plastic clergy collar. 

I took the next moment of silence to glance about the meeting room. The parish hall was an old Victorian clapboard house next door to the tiny church. The meeting room had once been the dining room, divided from the kitchen on one side and the front parlor on the other by eight-foot wooden sliding doors. Windows on one wall ran almost to the twelve-foot ceilings. Through the Dutch lace that hung there I could see the dark wood of the church only five feet or so away.

Star didn’t take long to start up again. “Orion Gametech has listed us in their top three spots for the new location of their R and D Division. Middelburg will be chosen, I’ll see to it.” She planted her hands on her trim hips and stared at me. “And Middelburg’s Family Values Celebration will simply crown their whole visit.”

“That sounds great.” I smiled. I wanted to hear less from her and more from the folks at the church. I needed to know more about how they’d gotten to the point of a split. It was the only way I’d know whether or not I could help this parish heal. Because if they didn’t want help, didn’t want to heal, it was a lost cause to get involved. I surely didn’t want a failure on my résumé.

 “I just don’t understand,” I continued, “why you’re so deeply involved in the affairs of this congregation when you are not a member of the church.” I also wanted to know why the rector and the bishop had permitted her to take over like this.

Someone snorted at the other end of the table, but I didn’t look. I knew who it was—the last person on earth I’d expected to see when I walked into this church. The slug whose eyes I refused to meet.

Star’s eyes narrowed at me. “Can you truly understand as an outsider?” And then she smirked at me. In front of nine other people, she actually smirked.

I glanced around the room to see if anyone looked as appalled as I felt. To my left, the bishop stared straight ahead, hands folded on the table. Star still stood at the head of the table to his left. Beside her sat two other community representatives to this church meeting—their presence here still confused me. First was Mimi Manser, my former Belles left winger who had yet to look me in the eye. Second was Pastor Brady Wesselynk, who had introduced himself as the shepherd of something called the Frontline Church of Christ. To my right sat three folks from Woman at the Well: Claris McGavin, the gray wisp of a church secretary and rector’s wife, Rector Peter McGavin, who clenched both his bushy black brows and his mustached mouth, and senior warden Kitty Gellar, who looked like an octogenarian with a bad jet black dye job. 

At the far end of the table sat the three sources of all this trouble, at least as far as everyone else in the room was concerned. Two of them I’d never seen before and barely caught their first names: a bony guy named Jack with a brownish blond ponytail who said he counseled at the combined elementary/middle school, so I knew he deserved sainthood, and Isabella, a very Dutch, very blond, very big-toothed and high-cheeked woman. But the third, well, him I knew. Vance TerMolen. He who had snorted. 

When we were teenagers, Vance wore black, smoked dope and recited Jack Kerouac ad nauseum. The Dope on dope, we’d called him. Still, most Middelburg girls found him exotic and gaggled themselves around him. Now, he still wore a black leather jacket, T-shirt and jeans, and still smoked dope if the size of his pupils was any indication. He used to wear a locking knife at his waist. Today he squeezed a red multi-tool knife like a worry stone. 

The bishop had waved his hand at them when he’d introduced me to the room, saying, “These folks have it in their heads that they can break away from this parish and form another one right here in town. Been at it for months now, causing a lot of ruckus for nothing.”

With Vance involved, I could believe that. Twenty years ago, he’d done just about everything under the sun, including some stuff bordering on the illegal, to get me to sleep with him. I hadn’t thought of him for years, and now here he was. Yuck. My skin felt like spiders had descended on threads to weave webs around me.

“Lonnie’s not an outsider.” Vance broke the silence that had followed Star’s smirk. “She has a lot of great memories from her summers here.” His baritone remained even, though he flipped his bangs like a twenty-year-old and winked at me. Double yuck.

“She is not Dutch,” Star said.

“We’re all Americans,” said Vance.

“Of Dutch heritage, then,” said Star without a glance toward Vance. “And she is not a member of the CLOSER church.” Star pronounced the acronym for the local denomination as in “Just a Closer Walk with Thee,” a hymn that used to play in every store downtown over and over.

“Her great-aunt, Katherine Squires, lived here most of her adult life. We must remember,” Brady said, his great puppy dog eyes sliding toward me with sympathy. After all, his church was nondenominational, not part of the CLOSER church either. “The last time she visited, she came to bury her aunt.”

Kate had always said people in this town had long memories, but holy cow. “And even if I were a total outsider, I’d ask the same question. Is it really best to try to convince someone to move his company here by misrepresenting yourselves?”

Star’s gaze moved from my face to my shirt—a U.S. Women’s Soccer tee. “And you’re an expert on self-representation?”

I scooted my chair closer to the table to better hide my pink nylon shorts and spangly lime green flip-flops. I hadn’t dressed for anything except soccer this weekend. Thank God I’d put on a bra when I left the condo this morning. 

“Misrepresentation,” Vance formed the words around a slow grin, “is what these people do best.” He leaned forward and tapped one end of his knife on the table. “Want proof?” He rotated the knife and tapped the other end on the table.

“I may be the only one here telling the truth,” Star said turning to the bishop, “when I tell you that your church woes alarm and disgust the rest of the town. Middelburg is not a place where churches split.”

“Ho, no!” Vance laughed. “It’s this home of a splinter from a twig from a branch from a church. Split cubed.”

“Christ the Lord’s Own Sainted Elect Reformed Church,” Star said, “is a small but strong church which has adhered to traditional church teachings. The others broke away from us when they valued the world over faith.” 

Vance waggled his eyebrows. “If you want to look at it that way, then same with us. We’re upholding the communion. By refusing to welcome women and homosexuals, Rector McGavin has led the Woman at the Well parish away from the faith.”

McGavin said nothing, which surprised me.

Star scowled. “No. CLOSER church has always focused on community. And purity. Exactly what you seek to destroy.”

Suddenly I remembered how Aunt Kate referred to the local church, pronouncing it to mean shutting, as in one who closes doors, or closes off people. 

 “What about love thy neighbor?” Isabella asked, her voice a weak flinch.

“If your right hand offend thee, cut it off,” said Brady from Frontline. “Matthew 5:30.” He talked too loud and too fast, like a hockey announcer. He had horsey teeth, tiny blue eyes and magnificent lashes. 

How could anyone who flung Bible verses get gifted with those lashes? I hate verse flingers, probably because I’m jealous that I can’t do it. But mostly, I don’t think the Bible should be used as an assault weapon. It didn’t seem right that someone like that should have eyelashes that any woman would die for.

“It’d be pretty hard to be productive citizens if we cut off our offensive parts,” said Jack.

“Nobody’d have kids,” said Vance. 

Everyone ignored him.

“We are good Christians,” Isabella said.

“And we’re done being a bunch of liberal pussies,” said Vance. Claris and Isabella flinched. 

“Civility, please,” croaked Kitty, who didn’t look the least aghast. “This is a church.”

Vance tilted his head. “Parish house, Ms. Gellar. The church is next door.” She ignored him as he aimed right back at Star. “We’re breaking away because we are tired of hearing our rector proclaim from the pulpit that anyone who votes Democratic or welcomes people with differences should be blamed for wrecking the economy and threatening marriage and being unpatriotic and contaminating youth and whatever else you conservative lot want to blame us for.” His leather jacket squeaked against the vinyl chair as he shifted.

“Yes,” said Isabella.

“Indeed?” Star gazed down at him. “Well, as an elected leader of this community rather than some self-appointed troublemaker, I will not permit your uncontrolled spiritual descent to cast a shadow of impure depravity on CEO Orion’s visit.”

“Do you even know his first name? Do you know anything about him or what he might view as depravity?” Vance asked. 

Star looked annoyed. “Christopher Orion, of course.” She turned to me. “The son and grandson of the founders. Took over just a few months ago after the sudden death of his father. He is the one that moved Middelburg to the top of the list. They are a strong Christian family, very philanthropic with organizations interested in family values.” She raised her eyebrows at Vance, daring him to challenge her knowledge again. “It’s why they decided to move from California to the Midwest. Better place for families.”

Vance tapped his knife again, working his jaw. I could see some smart-alecky remark forming there, but he stayed quiet.

Star flipped her hand casually. “Normally, I wouldn’t care what your church did to itself. It’s small enough. Split into tiny pieces and disappear if that’s what God wants. But with a matter this crucial to the survival of this town at hand, I will not have gossip about a church split, about a radical congregation forming in this town, spoiling our presentation of our town, its purity and courage and faith and democracy. And, of course, its fine Dutch heritage.”

“Pass the banket,” said Vance, pointing toward the Dutch almond pastry in the center of the table. Only Claris McGavin, the rector’s wife, missed—or ignored—his facetiousness and slid the platter to him. He didn’t touch it, of course.

 “We don’t want trouble for the town,” Isabella said. “We live here too, and we need jobs and growth, we know. But it needs to be a kind and loving place for our children.”

“A place,” Vance said, tapping the ends of his knife, “actually acting with courage and honesty.”

Star’s nostrils flared, and I rubbed my nose to hide my smile.

“So why don’t you just butt out, Star?” Vance swiped his dangling locks from his eyes. “This is our business, not yours. Or yours, Brady.” 

Brady’s cheeks reddened.

“Stop getting your undies in a twist about us,” Vance continued, “pretending you and yours don’t have your own issues.” The knife tapped. “You don’t want to make it harder for a new parish to form in this town.” Tap. “Trust me.” Tap. “You do not want to do that.”

The smooth wool of Star’s suit shifted as she folded her hands to best display the lacquered nails. I don’t see how anyone keeps nails that long. I’d chip them all in an hour.

“A bunch of anti-Biblical liberals threatening to rend this church at the seams is certainly my business,” said Star, “because it sullies the Christian vision upon which this town was founded.”

“Nor is it part of our church vision,” said the bishop.

“Nor is it in line with the town image we must present in the next week,” Star said.

Vance leaned forward. “Guess what, boys and girls? Your agendas aren’t driving this thing. This church is splitting, and there isn’t a damned thing you can do about it.”

Okay. That was my sign. No way was this church going to reconcile, at least not quickly. Evidently the priest was a bigot and the bishop clearly supported him. Some part of the congregation didn’t want themselves subjected to that crap, and frankly, I could hardly blame them. While I’d certainly rather see them stay together, because that was the only way the liberals could ever help the conservatives grow into a broader view, this looked like a lost cause. In fact, they made the Little Lambs look good. I’d finish out the meeting, thank the bishop for the opportunity and go play soccer. Some other way to get out of the school would come along. Something humanly possible, for instance. But definitely not this.



Chapter Five
 

 “Vance is right,” Jack said. Gray streaked his temples. “Middelburg needs a more open place to worship. Where everyone is welcome.”

I couldn’t disagree with that, but since his goal meant my failure, I couldn’t help. I’d just say thanks but no thanks, and get the heck out. I settled back in my chair.

“I suppose you would have us welcoming drug addicts,” Star said, “and rapists and child molesters into town as part of welcoming everyone. Muslims? Atheists? What would happen to Middelburg’s nearly non-existent crime rate then? Are you going to pay for more police? A bigger jail?”

Such “logic” made my blood surge through my legs—my feet danced in my flip-flops. “Jesus loved the fullness of all humanity. He loved the outcasts,” Vance said. “Don’t know much about Jesus, do you, Star, even for being closer to him?”

Mimi, who sat beneath perfectly coiffed tri-foiled hair that matched Star’s, gasped. 

Star’s lip curled slightly. “Jesus said the wrath of God comes from heaven against those whose wickedness suppresses the truth.”

I waited about one second for the rector or bishop to say something, if not in Vance’s defense, then at least in Jesus’s. When neither spoke, I had to. “Actually, Jesus did welcome the outcasts. That’s the Good News. Radical love.” I paused while her eyes narrowed at me. “I think you may be quoting Paul.” Of course, I didn’t know which epistle, but that sounded like Paul to me. 

“Romans 1:18, I think,” said Brady, his eyes avoiding Star’s.

Score one for me as Star glared at us all.

“Perhaps in Chicago you have to accept that simplistic view of the Good News. You probably even celebrate it in your politically correct world.”

“My world?” I wanted to laugh. “I work in an elementary school.”

“Unformed minds,” said Brady. “Innocent in appearance, but as totally depraved as are we all.”

Okay, that remark actually creeped me out so badly I ignored it. 

“It’s a Christian elementary school,” Claris McGavin said, her first words. I could feel sympathy pouring from her to me. 

Thank you, I prayed. I’d found my first ally.

“Excellent!” Brady’s face spread around his horsey teeth. “I’m sure you do some awesome work to bring young souls to Christ’s kingdom.”

I nodded, afraid of what might come out my mouth if I opened it. Awesome.

Vance snorted to regain our attention. “And Jesus fought back. He was no pussy.” He raised a hand toward Kitty. “Sorry. It slipped out.”

I didn’t want Vance’s crudeness to undermine his point. “Jesus did pitch a fit in the temple.” Everyone turned to me. Even the bishop, who hadn’t reacted to much, glanced my way. “You know, when traditional religion started loving itself more than God or God’s people.”

“Middelburg is not a place where liberal fanatics can cause social disruption,” said Star.

“You mean, where
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