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Chapter One 
 

I pride myself on two things in life. First, serious soccer skills. Olympic caliber. If a torn knee hadn’t ended it all, I could’ve played with Mia Hamm. 

Second, genuine compassion for others. Not worth a lot on the soccer field but it comes in handy for my day job. My vocation. You see, I’m an Episcopal priest. 

You know how it is when you have two things you pride yourself on—if one goes, you’re having a bad day. When both go, well, everyone had just better look out, because you can’t be held responsible. 

That’s how it was that sweltering August Friday as I stood packed into the sticky five-by-five entry of Woman at the Well Episcopal Church with my Committee on Liturgy, all of us held captive by the committee’s chair, a supremely irate Bova Poster. Round and sweaty, Bova gripped her bulbous hips. “You’re the priest!” The embroidered chickadees on her powder blue tee stretched as she heaved her bosom. “Make! Them! Act! Like! Christians!” 

The thing about soccer and compassion, at least for me, is that they go hand in hand and make me a good priest. When I play soccer, I’m patient and wise. When I do well at the job I love, I’m a focused powerhouse on the field. 

But I hadn’t played soccer in almost four months, since I’d moved here from Chicago’s south side, the longest I’d ever gone without a team. Even when I’d torn up my knee in college, I’d had the team. And I needed that camaraderie, the physical outlet of my body cleansed by sweat and effort and stretching beyond my limits. It restoreth my soul. 

Without it—well, let’s just say when folks like Bova got trying, instead of offering compassion, I just wanted to kick her and the other five members of the committee in the shins—studs up. 

This proved how badly I needed to get those last three names for the roster of Middelburg’s new women’s soccer team. There hadn’t been a women’s team in town since my old church group, The Well’s Belles, had fallen away ten years ago. Except for an occasional reunion game, nothing. If I didn’t get a team together and start playing soon— 

Bova slapped her hand onto a green sheet tacked in the center of the parish bulletin board. I swear I saw the thin clapboard of the hundred-plus-year-old walls shake. “I! Did Not! Approve! This! Posting!” 

I peeled my black clergy shirt away from my breastbone. The church had loads of charm, but no air-conditioning. I wished for another four inches on top of my six-foot height so I could escape the press and feel a cool breeze. 

Everyone stared at me. My struggle not to lash out had rendered me silent for several long seconds. Help, help, help,I prayed silently as I looked down at the members of my flock and tried for a slightly confused expression. “Can we back up? I’m still unclear about the emergency.” 

Bova had called me at home, on my day off, screaming about An Emergency! The Zaloumi brothers! At church! Need a priest. Now! Life and Death! I told her to call nine-one-one, dived into my clergy clothes, ran wet fingers through my short black and chestnut hair and nearly broke the land speed record driving to town. I barreled through the church door, my stole in one hand and the bottle of emergency holy oil from my glove compartment gripped in the other—and I’d run smack into the whole committee held captive by Bova. 

Bova slapped the offending green sheet again. Hair clung to her damp forehead. “Someone hung an announcement! Without my permission! Make them obey the rules! Like Christians! Not! Like! Wild! Animals!” She whacked the board again for emphasis. 

“Hand her a top hat and a whip,” muttered the Zaloumi Twin wearing an Old Guys Rule ball cap. I shot him a look and both of their reedy ninety-four year-old bodies bent in unison. 

Bova stabbed a finger at them. “They did it! Undermining my authority! Again! Make them stop!” 

Frustration coiled in my legs. I really didn’t want to be a bitch to these folks, members of my flock. I didn’t want to have to bite my tongue either. I wanted to take these quirks of small-town life less seriously. Help them be good to each other. 

Kitty Gellar, Senior Warden of the church, cleared her throat and everyone turned. Her bird-thin body looked unflappably cool inside her standard polyester black suit and high-collared blouse. She had lived eighty-some years as an Episcopalian in Middelburg, Michigan, so when she ahem-ed other Episcopalians listened. “Father,” she said to me, though I hated it when she called me that, “perhaps we could move this discussion to the parish house?” 

Next door. Air-conditioning. 

“Yes,” said mousey commission member Isabella Koontz. 

The parish’s extravagantly beautiful temporary secretary Ashleigh Moore pushed open the door and the Zaloumis turned to follow. 

“No!” Bova punched her hips again and the chickadees nearly took flight. “I want this solved!  At the scene! Of the crime!” 

As I watched Bova’s chickadees expand and contract, I heard the theme from Mission Impossible playing in my head—the old soundtrack I’d heard as a kid watching reruns on lazy weekends with my dad in the basement den. You know the one with the fuse burning fast and short? 

Just three more for the team roster, I thought, trying to compose my face so I looked like I was considering the situation at hand. Three more women in the next ten days and you’ll have the Well’s Belles resurrected. 

I tried not to sigh out loud and looked again at the flyer, alone in the middle of the empty bulletin board. “This says that starting Sunday we’ll offer both bread and wafers for communion and that people can have their choice.” 

“Exactly!” Bova nodded triumphantly, as if all were now made clear. 

I was still lost. “It’s Committee on Liturgy business.” 

“No! It isn’t!  It’s the Zaloumis!  Meddling again!” 

Eddie and Leon Zaloumi stared back at me with four identical brown eyes. The brothers were meddlers who acted half of my age—which is thirty-four—most of the time. In the three months I’d been at this parish they’d put peeper frogs in the ladies’ room and brought me snakes just for fun. Doing something just to get a rise out of Bova—who was easily riseable—would be their MO. 

“Did you gentlemen put this here?” I asked. 

“Yes, Reverend,” the Twins said together. 

“Are you still part of the Committee on Liturgy?” 

Identical nods. 

“But I didn’t approve it!” Bova said. “Any of it.” 

“You know,” Ashleigh interjected from her spot nearest the door, “the committee did approve both bread and wafers starting, like, this Sunday.” 

“No!” Bova’s chickadeed bosom bounced. “Bread only! Traditional communion!  The way Jesus himself did it!” 

Oh for God’s sake. My right foot jiggled. 

The Zaloumis shook their heads and Isabella winced. 

“Want me to print the minutes?” Ashleigh offered, trying again to escape back to the cool offices next door. 

“Not necessary,” Kitty pronounced. “Father, what was decided at the meeting?” 

I shrank about six inches. Kitty was the only person, other than my ex, Jamie, who could make me feel so small so fast. 

“I wasn’t there.” The one meeting I’d missed in the last three months. I’d been trying to recruit a few soccer players after the big women’s coffee hour at the Christian middle school. 

“There will be no changes!” Sweat popped out across Bova’s forehead. “That’s the announcement that should be here! I made a flyer!” She bit her lip. 

Leon poked Eddie—or maybe the other way around— looking satisfied. 

Energy buzzed across my skin and suddenly I got it. The committee had decided to offer both, but Bova didn’t like the decision. So she’d decided to announce that there’d be no change. She knew Isabella would never speak up against her publicly, and Kitty and I hadn’t been to the meeting and if the Zaloumis protested, no one would believe them. So the Twins had pre-empted her with their own flyer. Just like a give-and-go on the eighteen yard line. The defender had no idea what had just happened. So Bova, instead of just ripping down their flyer and going on her merry way, had decided to start a war. 

Well, Lonnie, they hired you to reconcile folks of the congregation. How about some reconciling? Thus sayeth the voice in my head. 

Or some old fashioned head-knocking. “The thing is,” I said out loud, “I’m the one with authority over the worship service.” Supposedly. “And none of this got run by me.” 

Eddie and Leon shrugged their bony shoulders inside their matching plaid cotton shirts. 

“Um, like, I hear the phone ringing?” Ashleigh waved her squared black fingernails toward the doorway. “And I don’t even, you know, get the wafer thing? We don’t do that at the CLOSER churches.” 

Christ the Lord’s Own Sainted Elect Reformed churches comprised seventeen of the twenty churches in Middelburg and almost ninety-eight percent of its inhabitants. 

“Go.” I turned to the board and tapped the silver thumbtack. “If this is what the committee decided, then it stays.” 

The Zaloumi without the hat pumped a fist. 

“No!” Bova gripped the green sheet. 

I placed a hand against her arm. “Don’t touch it.” 

“I’m chair. I post notices!  They broke the rules!” 

“Actually,” said Kitty, “you’re threatening to break another rule right now.” 

“Wh-what?” Bova blinked. Like I said, no one messed with Kitty. 

“The flyer was posted by members of the appropriate committee. That’s allowed. ” Kitty’s voice reminded me of a brick wall. Rough, but no cracks. “So you’d need their permission to remove it.” 

“But I am the committee!” Bova crossed her arms in front of her stomach, squinching the embroidered chickadees into a long kiss. 

I looked at the others, hoping someone might cut this poor woman some kindness. Not that she deserved it, but if we all only got what we deserved, where would we be? 

The Old Guys Rule Zaloumi scratched his whiskered neck. “Tell you what. I’ll flip you for it.” 

I remembered this was Leon, because of the scar that cut his left eyebrow in two. Left, L, Leon. 

He pulled out a quarter and tossed it. “Call it.” 

“I will not!” said Bova. 

“Tails, it stays,” said Eddie. 

Leon snatched the coin out of the air and smacked it onto his forearm, then glanced at it. “Tails it is.” He scooped it back into his pocket. “’Fraid the flyer stays.” 

No one else noticed that Leon hadn’t shown his coin. It could have been heads for all we knew. 

Bova looked at me. “This is the problem in this congregation. Lack of reverence. Lack of respect.” She pulled her spine straight. “It’s no wonder the whole town—” 

“No wonder the whole town what?” My blood pressure boiled at the jab. 

“Talks.” Bova looked at her feet, half smiling, voice low. “About you being—you know.” 

My heart leapt into a sprint. Jamie had been in town last spring when I’d almost died in my own front yard. She’d ditched me and returned to Hyde Park the next day, but enough people had seen her and I together. Had someone figured out I’m gay? 

“Reverend?” Isabella asked. 

I raised an eyebrow trying to look cool. “About my being a woman, you mean?” 

Bova shook her head. “Much worse.” 

I wondered if the others could hear my heart thrashing against my chest in the tiny, hot room. 

“For one thing, most days, you don’t even wear the right clothes,” she continued. 

I wore clergy clothes, especially the hot plastic collar, only on Sundays or special occasions. The official outfit did not help people relax. 

“And you poked your nose in when Vance got murdered last spring,” Bova said. “As if you liked it. And then you took the dead guy’s dog home!  It’s strange!” 

“Saving the innocent always is,” said Eddie, straight-faced. 

“’Specially ’round here,” Leon added. 

Bova ignored them. 

“She caught the murderer!” Isabella said. 

“Some say she brought the murderer,” Bova said. 

“Some shouldn’t be speaking at all.” Kitty crinkled her lips. 

Red flooded across Bova’s neck. “Well, all I’m saying is that people are saying she moved to town and next thing, Middelburg has its first murder in decades.” 

Kitty inclined her head. “Anything else?” 

I wished she hadn’t asked as Bova nodded with importance. 

“She lives out of town. In the woods. Alone.” Bova scanned the room, drinking in her audience’s attention. “And everyone knows about the gay thing.” 

I felt my knees buckle. Breathe. 

“What kind of person can do that?” Bova asked. 

The room swam. 

“To a God-fearing religion professor?” Bova finished. 

I blinked. “What?” She’d lost me. “Do what? Are you talking about Guy Rittenga?” He was the only religion professor I knew. “He’s married.” What did that have to do with me being gay? 

“You talked him into giving that speech about gays up at the college’s graduation and got him fired!” Bova jammed her hands on her hips again. 

So “the gay thing” wasn’t about my sexuality! But what was it about? “But Guy retired.” I looked around for support but everyone avoided my eyes. 

Bova humphed at my naïveté. “That’s what he says, probably to save face. But everyone knows they really fired him. Poor Maris.” She shifted her weight to one hip. “Why do you think you can’t get people to sign up for a new soccer team?” 

“Because they are afraid of the Episcopal church,” I said. “Don’t want to do anything that isn’t associated with a CLOSER church. That’s why this team will help our congregation’s relationship with the town.” 

“No. Because people don’t want to be part of anything you’re running,” Bova said. “They think you’re—” She stopped, looking satisfied. 

My heart jumped again. Maybe I hadn’t escaped so easily. “They think I’m what?” 

“In league with the antichrist,” Bova said, enunciating each word with a politician’s flair. 

Is that all? Laughter bubbled out of my chest. “Are you kidding me?” 

“That explains it,” said Leon Zaloumi. “She lives in the woods. Alone.” He tossed his hands above his head. “She keeps a black animal.” 

Eddie nodded. “She didn’t run or scream when we brought those milk snakes in. Snakes bein’ allied with the devil ’n’ all— this explains it.” 

“Explains what?” Isabella asked. She was too innocent to know better. 

“She’s a witch,” said Leon. Eddie nodded. The others snickered. Even Kitty smiled. 

“This is not a joke!” Red flooded from Bova’s neck into her face. “I’m talking about being able to hold my head up in this town when people think my priest is a servant of the devil!” She looked me up and down. “Reverend.” 

Silence. 

Yep, I definitely needed a soccer team to burn off this stress. Sweat dripped down my spine. I tried to latch onto anything compassionate and respectful to say, but the only things floating through my head were four-letter words. Still, being a rumored consort of the devil was better than being outed, at least in Middelburg. 

Suddenly, the theme song from Mighty Mouse flew from my pants pocket and cut through the room. 

Caller ID: Marion Freeley. Best friend extraordinaire. Coming to save the day. 

Phone clock: 1:23. 

I switched the ringer off. “It’s an emergency. I have to go.” 

“Shall I tell Altar Guild to accommodate wafers when they set up Sunday morning?” Isabella asked. 

Mental note: hug Isabella. “Yes.” I tapped the green sheet on the bulletin board. “This stays put. Starting Sunday we’ll serve both bread and wafers at communion. I’ll order the wafers.” 

“Already done,” said Isabella, patting her temples with a tissue. 

Everyone edged toward the exit. 

“Wafers taste like stale toast,” Bova muttered. “Who would serve that to the Lord our God?” 

“Then we’ll raise the chalice over them,” Eddie said, “and toast the wafers with the wine.” 

“A toast for the toast,” said Leon. 

Bova narrowed her eyes at me.“We’ll just see what the bishop has to say about all this.” 

“Enough.” Kitty raised her hand as if about to swat a couple of mosquitos. 

If we’d had a ball and a goal, we could have worked it out right there, Bova and I, a one-on-one shoot-out. That’s the beauty of soccer—clean. Conclusive. As it was I had to suffer a delay of game. “We’ll continue this discussion,” I said, “both discussions— at our meeting Monday morning.” 

Kitty placed her hand on Bova’s arm. “Come along. I’ll buy you a nice glass of iced tea.” 



Chapter Two 
 

“Didn’t you just want to kill her?” Marion asked as she tossed Linus’s Squeaky Toad across my kitchen. The six-month-old, all-black German shepherd skidded after it. Fifteen years ago Marion had played stopper to my sweeper on the Well’s Belles championship team and, though we’d gone years without seeing each other, the close friendship had reignited when I’d moved to town last spring. We were packing a final few things to spend the rest of the afternoon on the beach—Marion free from kids, me free from parishioners for a few quiet hours—and I’d told her about what Bova had said. 

“No. I want her to grow up and quit demonizing people just to make herself feel better.” I bent to pull on my sports sandals and the beach towel around my neck rubbed my face. It smelled like sunshine. 

“Sometimes I feel that way about the whole town.” 

“Me too.” Marion didn’t know the half of it. I’d never told her anything about being gay. I’d never told anyone. Jamie had figured it out and pursued me. It was the only relationship I’d had. I missed it, but not enough to talk about the truth. Not around here. Not even with Marion. I loved her and trusted her, but people slipped. And one accidental outing in this town and I’d be out of a job and a home and God only knew what else before I’d even realize what hit me. For now, the situation fit my life just fine. I had a congregation to worry about. A relationship would just demand too much. 

Linus trotted back from the living room and dropped Toad at Marion’s perfectly manicured feet. Her nails were a cheerful yellow this week. A bright orange and yellow tie-dye caftan draped her ample frame. 

“Do you really think that’s why I can’t get a team together?” I leaned against the sink, watching Linus flop after his toy again. “Because people think I’m an evil influence? I mean, you’d have heard something like that down at the Grind, right?” 

Marion shrugged. “People know I’m your friend and they like my place.” Marion owned and operated The Windmill Grind Kaffe Klatsch and All Dutch All the Time Café smack in the middle of downtown Middelburg. The Grind had been there for more than a hundred years. Marion had run it for a decade. “Either you don’t come up in conversation or if you do—” 

“—they’ll be nice,” I finished. Marion had introduced me to the concept of west Michigan nice. Folks would rather lie than be perceived as not nice, a situation that led to a lot of nasty misunderstandings. 

“One or two have tried to save my soul.” Marion tossed Toad again. “You know, help me see your evil ways.” 

I threw my soft-sided cooler at her. “And you didn’t tell me?” 

“It’s part of Star’s campaign to trash you. I don’t pay attention to her crap.” 

Star Hannes. Middelburg Town Councilwoman and Social Dictator for Life. Most recently, United States Congresswoman Wannabe. She’d taken a dislike to me the minute I walked into town and started asking questions about how things worked around here. 

I yanked the fridge open.“But everybody else does.” I grabbed a few cold sodas from the fridge. “I have to pay attention.” 

“No, you don’t.” Linus dropped Toad on Marion’s toes again. “Don’t give her your energy.” 

“But she’s screwing up my chance to form a soccer team!” 

Marion held up Toad. “She just wants to make sure you don’t compete for her popularity. There’s only room for one First Lady of Middelburg and the good councilwoman wants to be it.” She hurled the toy into the living room then wiped her forehead. “How hot is it in here?” 

“For God’s sake, I’m a woman Episcopal priest in a town of CLOSERs. I’ve lived here three months. She’s been here umpteen generations. I can hardly compete!” 

“Well, with the Orions attending Woman at the Well and your rather showy capture of Vance’s murderer. . .” She took the cold sodas and held them to her temples. “You gotta admit, you upstaged her both times.” 

True. Christopher and Elyse Orion brought some respect to my little church. They’d moved to Middelburg shortly after I’d arrived in May, bringing their multibillion dollar gaming research company and their openly gay teenage son. And though Woman at the Well had almost split over issues of inclusivity—in fact, I’d been hired to reconcile the parish—the Orions chose to attend our Episcopal church because at least we wrestled with the issue. The CLOSER churches wouldn’t even touch it. 

And I had captured a murderer on stage in front of practically the whole town. Been in the local headlines for nearly two weeks. Got interviewed on the Grand Rapids TV stations—more airtime than Star. 

Add that to what Marion didn’t know and no wonder Star was out to get me. When I’d discovered the killer, I’d also discovered Star’s plot to sabotage a community celebration, so that she could then fix the mess and become an even bigger local hero. She figured that would cement her election victory this fall. And I’d told no one, except Star. She knew I had evidence I could whip out against her any time I wanted. 

However, if she really was the source of these nasty rumors about my evil influence on Guy Rittenga, it gave me the power to shut her up. This made me feel so much better, I dropped the bag of baby carrots I was going to pack and grabbed some Three Musketeers bars instead. Soccer team, here I come. 

“Can’t believe you eat that stuff and complain about my cooking.” 

I held up a bar. “Low fat. Plus these I can stop eating.” Marion was a heck of a great cook and though I’d always been fit, my metabolism had slowed way down in the last few years. My belly rounded like never before and I’d actually spotted puckers in my thighs just a few weeks ago. I looked again at the bars, then tossed them back into the fridge. Carrots it is. 

“So, with this wafer and bread thing—you gonna cut your Sunday morning bread order?” Marion’s bakery at The Grind provided the communion bread for my parish and almost every other church in town. 

“No. Just tell Josh to hide it from the Zaloumis when he delivers it. They’re pro-wafer and there’s no telling what they’d do to get under Bova’s skin.” 

Marion snorted. “This is why I gave up Christianity.” She fingered her pendant, a silver spiral sun. 

“You didn’t really give it up. You added to it.” 

“Yeah,” Marion stood. “A little Buddha, a little Krishna, a whole lot of Gaia.”She waggled her head side to side.“Girlfriend, ain’t no one in this burg gonna let me call myself a Christian.” 

“Call yourself whatever you want.” 

“Not in public.” Marion only shared her hodgepodge of beliefs with me, her husband, and a few of the Belles. As far as the rest of Middelburg knew, she was a nice CLOSER woman. It was better for business. 

I glanced around the kitchen for anything else to toss in the cooler. “We’re good to go.” 

Marion floated on her four-inch heeled sandals into my living room and, as always, I marveled at her grace. Heels like that, I’d tip over for sure. “Just call me an undercover smorgasbord of faith.” She tossed her towel over her shoulder. “Though I can’t say I think much of smorgasbords.” Her nose wrinkled.“Probably something that Loaves and Fishes lady would cook, though.” She dabbed at her face with her towel. “I can’t believe people are paying good money to hear her talk about cooking.” 

She was talking about Cousin Donna Hancock’s Loaves and Fishes Culinary Ministries,a moveable megachurch feast showing in town this weekend and next. I’d never heard of it—that sort of thing hadn’t played well during my years in south Chicago. But evidently Cousin Donna’s popularity had exploded in the last few years in towns just like this one. Women flocked from hundreds of miles to her sold-out shows. 

“Donna doesn’t just talk about cooking,” I said. “She demonstrates. And prays. Besides, the show’s a benefit for the recreation center we both want. So don’t knock it.” Turned out Elyse Orion had gone to high school with her, and as soon as Star found out, she’d strong-armed Elyse into convincing the cook to do a benefit for Middelburg’s new recreation center. 

“Just as long as people don’t all stay home and cook instead of coming to The Grind.” Marion snagged Linus’s leash from its spot by the door and he ran up to her and sat. “Perfect little angel,” she cooed as she hooked him. “Let’s go.” 

“Nothing can compete with the Grind.” I grabbed my car keys, turned off the oscillating fan that kept the old cottage from becoming a furnace, and held the door open for friend and dog. 

Marion wiped her face again.“Don’t worry about Star Hannes and her anti-Lonnie contingent. You’ll get your team. All of us soccer junkies are counting on you. You got until the thirteenth, right? And only three more people to sign?” 

I nodded then looked around. My skin didn’t feel right. Had we forgotten something? 

She slapped me on the shoulder. “So let’s go. This’ll be just what you need, a good dose of the Earth Goddess.” She spread her arms wide. “And blessed be The Simpsons because only my promise to rent that show made my boys promise not to wreck the house while Mommy has some private time. Let’s go!” 

I lingered, still feeling that strange draw to the house. 

“Come on.” 

Whatever wanted me could wait. I pulled the door shut and sure enough, my cell phone sounded its generic ring from inside the house. 

Marion thrust a finger at me. “Do not answer that!” 

But I had to look. I always had to look. What if it were a real emergency with a parishioner? Or my mom and dad? Or my sisters? 

I jumped through the door and checked the caller ID. “It’s Colleen.” A former Belle, a utility player off the bench, and good friend of both of ours. “Maybe she found someone to add to the team!” 

“Lon, thank God you answered.” Colleen sounded squeezed with panic. “It’s D.J.” 

Her eight-year-old son, a soccer prodigy with a very old soul. “Is he okay?” 

“D.J.?” Marion asked. She often took care of him when Colleen had to work late. 

Colleen explained the boy had injured himself playing forty miles away in Grand Rapids. “He’s probably got a groin pull, but I’ve got to go to the hospital.” 

“You want me to come with you?” I asked. 

“What happened?” Marion asked. 

I held up a finger so she’d wait silently a minute. 

“No,” said Colleen. “But I need you to sub for me this weekend. At the Loaves and Fishes show. From three to nine tonight and tomorrow morning until three.” 

My face must have fallen because Marion panicked and grabbed my arm. “What happened to him?” 

“I don’t think I can do that,” I said. 

“Go!” Marion said. “Go on!  Gaia can wait.” 

I shook my head at her and covered the phone. “She wants me to work security at the cooking show.” 

Marion’s eyes widened. “Don’t!” 

“Please,” said Colleen. “You just offered to come to the hospital. Well, do this instead. It will give me huge peace of mind. I can’t just ditch on Char—she had such a hard time finding people to begin with.” 

“I—uh—” I wished I had a solid excuse at hand. But Char was another former Belle, left fullback, running security for the event. She’d pumped the whole Belle network for help, but I’d said no, I couldn’t give up both days off in one week. 

“Please!” Colleen’s voice squeaked. “Just this weekend. So I can focus on D.J.” Ouch. “Besides,” Colleen said, “you’re the only friend I have who hasn’t got kids, so you’re actually free to do it on such short notice.” Double ouch. 

“She can find someone else,” Marion said. 

“Please, Lon.” 

I felt her pain. I mean, hadn’t I spent the last two weeks trying to scrounge up a women’s soccer team only to be told no over and over? And wasn’t Colleen a friend? A former Belle? She’d even signed up to play on my new team. She didn’t think I consorted with the devil. 

“Plus, the place will be loaded with women,” Colleen said. 

For a terrifying moment I thought she meant I could look for a date there. 

“For potential soccer players,” she concluded. 

“Right!” I laughed my relief. “Maybe I could finish the roster.” That would be a load off my mind. Besides, who wanted a date? Jamie had only been gone three months. And really, an evangelical cooking school? Not the likeliest of sources. 

“Ah, crap,” said Marion, leaning over and snapping off Linus’s leash. 

“The New Well’s Belles! You can do it!” Colleen cheered like I was her kid running up and down the soccer pitch. 

Yeah, I thought, I can do it. Even with Star doing her damndest to turn the town against me, there’d be hundreds of women there from nearby towns. Probably three who’d want to play soccer. God was handing this to me on a silver platter. 

“Traitor!” Marion hollered when I agreed. 

“Tell Mare she’s full of it,” Colleen said with a half laugh. “I know she was in there this morning helping set up the stage kitchens.” 

“Oh, was she?” I cut a glance at Marion. 

“What?” She spread her hands wide in mock innocence. 

“Just wear khaki slacks,” Colleen said. “Char will have a security tee for you there. Tomorrow you’ll want to dress up a bit for the breakfast reception, but you can change later.” 

“No reception,” I said. “No way.” 

Marion clutched her chest as if having a heart attack. “Not the reception too!” 

Hobnobbing with Middelburg’s movers and shakers was more than I could handle in my current mood. “No.” 

“Lon,” Colleen said. “How would it look if everyone who is someone around here showed up, including the pastors of all seventeen Christ the Lord’s Own Sainted Elect Reformed churches, but the troublemaking new priest of that Episcopal Church didn’t?” 

Probably like I was off somewhere dancing with the devil. 

“Don’t go!” Marion wailed. “There’ll be mimosas from plastic cups! Unidentifiable cheese foods!” 

Those dangers aside, Colleen had a point. Just maybe I could have a little chat with Star, convince her to back off—or else. 

I took a deep breath. “I’m in.” 



Chapter Three 
 

Frontline Church of Christ squatted near the freeway, well outside of Middelburg, in the midst of blueberry and cornfields. I’d never been in it, even though I drove by it every time I traveled between town and home and I’d nearly throttled its founding pastor, Brady Wesselynk, at least a half dozen times. He annoyed me so much because in a way, I admired him. Like me, he wasn’t Dutch, hadn’t grown up here, and wasn’t a member of the Christ the Lord’s Own Sainted Elect denomination. But unlike me, Brady was a happy-handshaking ultra-conservative in a “God wants you to be happy and wealthy” kind of way. He’d managed to earn a place of power and respect in Middelburg and support throughout west Michigan. That he’d planted his expensive and expansive complex here made locals proud, and they waxed lovingly about him, especially when he let local schools and community groups use the church’s professional quality soundstage for events like tonight’s cooking show. 

Frontline’s long drive wound past acres of manicured lawn, sportive fountains, and professional grade softball fields. A scrolling neon sign urged me to “Remember the power of CPR—Christ’s Power Released.” I gritted my teeth. 

Be nice. There are lots of ways to do church. 

A vast banner welcomed me to Cousin Donna Hancock’s Loaves and Fishes Culinary Ministries. The Christian fish symbol lay on a platter surrounded by ill-drawn parsley, with a sliced loaf of bread and two glasses of red wine standing nearby. It looked like something the Zaloumi twins would dream up on a slow day. 

The black parking lots exhaled shimmering waves of heated air. Orange sawhorses closed them off, but I followed the arrows to the central gate. Quite a setup. We never locked the doors at Woman at the Well, just the sacristy closet to protect the communion wine. 

I felt a whole lot better about things, though, when I saw who stood in the guard’s booth by the yellow gate. 

“Hey,” said the gatekeeper. Barely over five feet with tight chestnut curls, a khaki sheriff’s deputy uniform, black combat boots and a contraption around her waist that looked like Batman’s utility belt, Red Carson swaggered up like a linebacker. “You got an invitation? And I need a photo ID.” She pulled her dark glasses low on her nose and looked over them. “’Cause you look suspicious to me.” 

“Priest. Armed and dangerous, that’s me. No invitation.” I held out my wallet. “But here’s the ID.” 

She waved it away and checked me off on her list. “Sweet of you to fill in for Colleen last minute. How’s the kid?” 

“Haven’t heard. Didn’t sound too bad.” 

She pointed in the direction of the fartherest ball field. “Show volunteers in parking lot K.” Then she swung her arm back toward the main entrance. “Those doors are open for about another five minutes, then it’s lockdown until the show starts.” 

“Seriously?” That seemed a little much. 

“These fans of Cousin Donna’s are like rabid dogs on a bone. A few minutes ago, a lady tried to get in here to park. I told her no parking except for security until five o’clock. Guess what she did?” 

“What?” 

“Offered me two twenties!” Red pulled her damp curls behind her ears. “So I said no, thanks, and she still couldn’t park here and she called me a bitch, right here in this church parking lot!” 

“Lightning didn’t strike her down?” 

Red laughed. “Talk to God about that, will you? I expect a little more support from the On High. A crack of thunder, at least!” 

“Well, you’ll have the crack security team on the inside for support.” 

She wrinkled her face. 

“I’ve been practicing.” I snugged my shades and put on my best Sydney Bristow impersonation. “Excuse me, ma’am, but could you lower your cookbook and back away from the spice display? Ma’am, back away from the turmeric, please!” 

“Very reassuring.” Red patted some contraption on her belt. “But I have a taser, so you call me if you need backup. When the show starts, Don and I will be working inside too.” She wiped sweat from the sides of her nose. “How’s it going with the soccer recruiting?” 

I tried to look optimistic. “Still need three. You sure you don’t want to sign up?” 

Shaking her head, Red hit the button that raised the yellow gate. “No way. I do enough running around after people in fields. And after hours, it’s just the cars and me. Nice and quiet. No back talk.” 

She and her brother ran a garage on the southwest end of town, out near where I used to stay summers with my Great-Aunt Katherine. “Well, if you change your mind. . .” 

“Once you’re in, follow the signs past Fellowship Hall A toward the Green Room. And hey, great haircut.” She waved me through. 

I worried about my hair a lot since I’d had to cut it short after a nasty head injury last spring, so the compliment sparkled through me as I drove to Lot K. I passed a massive RV resting near the church, person-high script on the side proclaiming it the property of “Cousin Hancock’s Loaves and Fishes Culinary Ministries.” 

The main doors to Frontline Church, six wide, hissed and slid as I approached. Ostentatious air-conditioning pricked goose bumps from my damp skin. In the three-story high lobby of smooth brown brick and glass, noise bounced off every surface as people bustled around vendor booths, arranging their wares. 

I checked my watch—3:37, seven minutes late and counting— and turned past the crystal nail file booth (Never Needs Sharpening! Lasts a Lifetime!). Colored banners hung from the skylights. Display cases announced prayer groups, Bible coffee hours, teen prayer lock-ins and kiddie rainbow salvation classes. My head swam. An especially enormous banner hung above and across the main entry: “Prayer is the Key to the Morning and the Bolt on the Night.” 

I wondered if I should have locked my car in the Frontline parking lot. 

I finally spotted a poster-sized map of the church hanging above the drinking fountains and plotted my course down a hall adorned with smiley faces and a burgundy sign welcoming me with “No Perfect People Allowed!” Contemporary Christian art, all of it original, hung on the walls. I paused in front of one so abstract I couldn’t identify the subject. Maybe once the show got rolling I could come hang out here and enjoy them. It beat listening to recipes for Practically Perfect Pumpkin Pie, or whatever Cousin Donna had on her docket. 

The sudden bang of an opening door drew my eyes to the far end of the hall. My former left fullback, Char Maarten, hurtled toward me. “You’re saving my butt, Squires.” She threw her arms around me. “But now I can’t find the boys. That’s six security people missing! I can’t do this without them!” 

“Really?” I mean, sure, Cousin Donna Hancock, homecookin’ and prayin’ guru extraordinaire, had a following among the Christian meat-and-potatoes crowd, which is essentially what populated Middelburg. But they’d never seemed like the type to go nuts for a celebrity, despite Red’s story. 

Char grabbed my arm. “They were frothing at the mouth in the ticket line last week. Tickets went on sale at ten o’clock that Friday morning and Marion called me at five thirty when she opened the Grind to say people were already lined up around the block! By the time I got there at seven, there were hundreds of them. Some had driven in from Iowa!” 

Impressive. 

“And when the first dozen saw me, they started pounding on the plate glass. The whole thing could’ve shattered! They pounded and chanted for hours before the sale even started!” 

I tried to look compassionate, but failed, and grinned. 

“It is not funny,”Char said.“It scared me.I called Robbie and, God love him, he brought his housemates Josh and Paul over just to stand there and look big. They stayed until the crowds died down. The whole house-load is working for me tonight. I owe them pizza for life if I ever find them!” 

Poor Char. Her jet-black wisps fell loosely around her ears, brushing her cool metallic earrings and her perfectly made-up face.Wearing jeans,sandals and a crisp white blouse,Char looked every inch the artist and businesswoman she was, except for the squint of anxiety around her eyes. 

“Tonight,” she said, “there will be one of you for every forty of them. I just hope it’s enough. Mandy Tibbetts, that’s Cousin Donna’s manager, assures me that unless I worked crowd control at a Beatles concert in the nineteen sixties or at a Filene’s Basement Clearance sale, I’d never seen anything like what we’re going to see when those doors open at four forty-five.” 

Suddenly the vision of me facing down forty sturdy Midwestern women hell-bent on getting the latest recipe for Gospel Goulash or whatever it was Cousin Donna Hancock concocted wasn’t so funny. “A lot of screaming, sweating and fainting?” 

Char stopped and leaned in to whisper. “Women stampeding anyone and anything that stands between them and vendor specials.” 

“Are there a lot of those?” I whispered back. 

“Everything from potholders to pots, spices, dishes, personalized wooden spoons, and God knows what all. They do giveaways before the show. And there’s goodie bags. One on each seat.” 

“So everyone gets one. What’s the problem?” 

“Mandy told me that if even one coupon is missing from a goodie bag, the woman could rip your heart out.” 

“Come on.” 

Char’s eyes widened. “Mandy says they’re even worse about the food prizes. Cousin Donna raffles off every dish she makes. It’s her trademark.” 

“But wait. Didn’t they come here to learn how to make the dish? What’s the big deal?” 

Char shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe having a guru-cooked meal is a big deal for this crowd. After the ticket fiasco, I believe what Mandy tells me.” 

An idea struck me. “You know, this will be great training to get you back on the pitch.” 

Char looked annoyed. “I told you. I’m thirty pounds
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